Compelled to write with an imagination fuelled by pain

Heidi Kingstone

Ambassadors are rarely poets. Yet almost every
sentence Lindiwe Mabuza speaks reflects her love of
literature. She is South Africa s high commissioner in
London and she has just published a book of poems,
Footprints and Fingerprints.

Literature has always been her love and salvation.
Her father was a truck driver and her mother a domestic
worker. As a young girl in the drab coal-mining town of
Newcastle, she was told, as a black person, that she was
inferior a familiar story during the apartheid era. It
gave her an almost subversive feel when she read
books written by white authors as it allowed her to enter
into their minds and into the bedrooms of their world.

Literature took me around the world and | got to
understand other people s cultures. In EM Forster s
books | found so much in common with Indians from the
subcontinent; not the Indians in South Africa, who had
already been separated from us.

In George Eliot s writing she discovered a society
layered with prejudice, one that celebrated Eliot s work
but refused to allow the author to identify herself as a
woman.

A stalwart of the struggle, an activist, teacher,
diplomat, politician and journalist, Mabuza didn t exactly
decide to be a poet but found so many thoughts flooding

her mind during the dark years of apartheid that she
was simply compelled to write. Pain, as she points out,
fires the imagination.

Poetry, like diplomacy, is a most difficult art. Only the
best can strike the right balance between pretension
and insight, so it was a brave move on her part to
publish. On her YouTube site she speaks about poetry
being a response to prejudice and inhumanity.

At times this makes her voice strong, especially
when she is moved by injustice or cruelty, sometimes it
islike a little sparrow s . Poetry has been her way to
make sense of the world.

All writing, | understand, is a document of history.
I never said | was going to be a poet. She would write
down words. Some people thought it was poetry.

Including Chris Patterson, the former CEO of Pan
MacMillan, who worked with the high commissioner
on Oliver Tambo Remembered, about the ANC leader s
life in exile, a book which she co-authored. Mabuza
instigated the project to commemorate what would have
been Tambo s 90th birthday.

When Patterson discovered her poetry, he suggested
this book, which contains a wide selection of poems
from a period of more than 30 years.

She became a poet just after finishing her master s
in English at Stanford University in California. In 1968
she took a post at the University of Minnesota, where
she taught sociology during the academic year. In

summer she worked on the Way Community Project,
designed to keep high school pupils out of trouble. It was
a politically tumultuous time in the United States; the
height of the anti-Vietnam War protests and the civil
rights movement.

She introduced her high-school pupils to the writings
of Langston Hughes, the black American poet and writer,
hoping they might see the similarities between South
African and American blacks. Instead, the kids hated
literature and history, subjects she loved. Her challenge
was to figure out how to teach her pupils to love them
too. So instead of piling on the homework, or forcing
them to write essays that bored them, Mabuza asked
them to write a story on what they would do with $1-
million. Such was their economic poverty that she found
that they couldn t even spend $200 000, but they did the
work. Her mentoring of their writing led her to practise
what she was teaching.

When President Thabo Mbeki visited the UK at the
beginning of this month, Mabuza read two of her poems

to the attended gathering of the great and the good at
the black-tie dinner held in his honour at the high
commission: one was Take This  Our Harp. The second,
Your Other Son, Thabo Mbeki, was inspired by the last
meeting between Mbeki and Oliver Tambo two days
before he died. They spent three hours together.

Tambo had one biological son, says Mabuza, but
many sons, including the future president, Thabo Mbeki,
which inspired her poem. From her close friendship
with Adelaide and Oliver Tambo she remembers
hearing stories that Mbeki always stood out, and was
responsible from a young age.

Footprints and Fingerprints is both the title of
Mabuza s book and also the poem written for Tambo. Her
poetry is stream of consciousness: Your bold footprints
will never be erased  And wherever around the world

Your fingerprints confirm withwilland ~ With the
thrill  Blowing through  The thundering smoke of
Niagara  In Zambia and Zimbabwe  Contrasting.

Despite the end of apartheid, which fired so much of

Your bold footprints will never

be erased
Blowing through

With the thrill

The thundering

smoke of Niagara

her work, she still writes prolifically. Her poetry
perhaps is less nostalgic. Today the new South
Africa inspires her with its achievements that
have freed the human spirit. We are able to see
the consolidation of democracy. Nothing is more ™%
exciting than building a new state, something we
are creating, uniting the people of South Africa
for the first time.

For a woman who has a full diary, | ask where
she finds the time to write.

| steal the time, she says, something she
learnt when she was ANC representative in
Scandinavia, where she regularly travelled
across Sweden, Denmark, Norway and
Finland mobilising people against
apartheid. On a train she would find a
paper napkin, so she could write on it,
or on the back of an envelope. Im
not an organised writer, and my time
is government time.

Life without writing, despite the
huge pressures of work, would not be
worth living. If I didn t do that | would
die the death. My soul would be
impoverished.

A born writer, she is driven to
compose poetry, whatever the dictates
of diplomacy.
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