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CHAPTER FOUR
3

France—1917

WHEN the First World War broke out, I, as a member of the British
Commonwealth, felt deeply involved. The picture that the news-
papers drew of men doing battle in trenches in the mud and the
cold of France, fascinated and horrified me. I followed closely the
progress of the war, as our papers wrote it up, and I felt growing in
me the conviction that I should go and help in some way.

There had been many appeals in our Bantu newspapers for
black people to volunteer. One such appeal was along these lines:

“The present war is 2 world war. Every nation must take partinit.

Even we Bantu ought to play our part in this war. Some of you have .

done a great deal in German East Africa and South West Africa
already. You are still expected, even across the seas, to go and help.
‘Without you, your white comrades cannot do anything, because
they cannot fight and provide labour at the same time. So you must
go and do the labour while your white fellows are doing the fighting.
‘Please, everyone who loves his country and respects the British
Government, join this war without hesitation. Forward! For_WaId!
The newspaper Leselinyana printed word songs, like this oné,
exhorting us to join up: ~
- Europe is our work
Of our head the King.
Who are going ?—Boys!
Who are going?—Girls!
Europe is our work.

When I read words like these, my blood rushed in my V¢ nd

* and I felt, Why should I hesitate? I must go and die for ‘”“Zﬁ'{fen
my King! 1 had not talked to men returning from the W ’

,__4
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qnd I had not heard of any of my home people volunteering, Some
eople in the Germiston location had recently returned from
germm East Africa; I had not talked with them, but I had seen
them in their khaki uniforms.
Then again I argued: Why should I go? I'm getting o good salary
" here; Mr. Sacks is a fine employer: I'm having an admirable time
right here. Over there, people are dying!
One evening, in the midst of one of these arguments with myself,
I jumped up and went to the ta!)le. Before I could change my mind
again, I wrote to my far.he:raskmg him and my mother to give me
their permission and blessing to go to war.
The next week passed slowly.
At last I realized I was simply trying to put off having to take this
plunge into the unknown. I said to myself, I'm a pure comward!
- What am I wasting here for 2 My father fought against the Boers; his
 older brother was also there and, more to the point, so was his younger

brother. Why am I putting these things off then 2 I must have been born a

coward. -

Then a novel and splendidly silly thought struck me: How nice to
die without having a wife!

That decided me. I rushed to the table again and wrote to my
father, telling him that I had already gone to join up; by the time
he received my letter, I wrote, I would probably be on my way to
France. o | ,

Abouit five o’clock the next morning I was knocking on Mr.
Sacks’s door. | :

‘Pm sorry to disturb you,’ I said to him, ‘but I must tell you
thaﬁ you have never done me any harm. You have always treated me
well.’

‘Whatever has become of you, Jingoes?’

‘No, nothing. I just want to tell you. . . .

:Il;rlave I ever said you’ve made mischief?’

(% ‘

"Then why, man, are you talking this way? It’s five o’clock in the
morning I’ .

‘I want to join the army.’

“The army?’

“Yes.’ ;

I had not seen or heard Solomon walking up behind me, but
now he exclaimed, ‘You don’t know what you’re saying!’

]

Yes I4 do. I want to go to France.’
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oes Mr. Sacks treat you badly?
well. But the time has come for me to g,

74
¢“Think it over; man. D
‘No, he treats me Very

to war.’ ' i i
I left them talking, shaking their heads, and ran to my room ¢,

fetch my order book. I thrust it into Solomon’s hands saying
‘Go and collect this money for these orders.” I explained to him
about a suit and a pair of trousers that were on order and told
him where to deliver them. . ’

“They’re nearly ready now,” Mr. Sacks interposed. ‘Why don’t
you wait a day or s0 and deliver them yourself?’

‘I can’t. I’m sorry.’

I was afraid that my father would come to stop me from going to
France.

At 7.15 I was on Germiston Station and at 7.30 I boarded the
train to Johannesburg. There I stopped people-in the street and
asked them where I should go to join up. Someone directed me
to the Native Commissioner’s offices, where, on 3 March 1917, 1
presented myself. |

‘Are you prepared, of your own free will, to join the army to die
for your King and your country P

- Oh yes, I said, I was.

‘Sign here.’

I signed.

I think about fifty of us joined up that day.

I took a train back to Germiston at four o’clock to collect my

| things and take my farewell of my friends. I left some of my
' belongings, like two paraffin stoves and three blankets, at Abnar

~ Molupe’s place. The rest of my blankets and trousers I left with
Laban Moeti in Johannesburg. Both these chaps were from my
home, but not from the same village. .

I went to see these two fellows to try to persuade them to join
‘up with me, telling them at length how it was their duty to go t0
war. Abnar said he was too young to die. Moeti said he wanted to
live long enough to look after his children. Another friend from
home, Paulus Marabe, said, “You'’re crazy! You want to g0 to
war before you're even married. I couldn’t do that! Marry first,
and then think about volunteering. If I were to die, I'd like to know
I’d left a wife and children behind me.’ ‘ -

‘By all means,” I told him, ‘go and get married if that’s what you
want. As for me, I have decided never to marry.’
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There was a girl at home, Jemina Mkuzangwe. We were in love,
and we wanted to marry. It was all perfect; even my father was fond
of Jemina. When I said I wanted to die rather than marry it was

because of that girl, because I did love her a great deal. But some
people persuaded her to drop me.

It was a stupid thing. I had visited her at her home at Cana, and
people saw us together; rumours like that spread so fast. Some of her
people went to her after I had gone, and asked her, ‘Why are you
so quick to admit that you love Jingoes?’ They reminded her of their
own Zulu customs. ‘ ;

‘You disappoint us,’ they said, ‘for among our people we let the
man walk several times before we confess our love. We don’t
accept a man in one day, as you have done.’ '

The next day I received a note from Jemina:

Please don’t be surprised that I have turned back on our agreement, My
relatives and some of my nation have blamed me for accepting you so
quickly. I have had to listen to them. Please don’t mention the matter of
our marriage to your parents, as we agreed with each other, until later,
when we can come to a good understanding with everyone.

When I had read the letter, I threw it down. My cousin Mone
picked it up and asked, ‘What is it? What’s wrong?*

““The girl 1s mad!’ I shouted. ‘She thinks I'll keep going to her
home for the sake of some old women!’

Mone tried to persuade me that Jemina meant well, and that I
~ should do as she suggested, but I refused.

“There are many girls expecting me to court them!’ I snapped.

I was present the day Jemina married, after I had come back from
France. I was proud of myself that day, for I had come a long way,
and seen many things; I was not sad at all. But it was because of
Jemina that I wanted to die in France without a wife.

When I left my friends Abnar and Moeti I returned to the
Native Commissioner’s offices, where we volunteers were ‘put up
for two nights in a hall, with meals of bread, fish, beef, and other
things provided. |

We left for Cape Town by train on § March 1917.

We were a mixed bag of recruits. I could find no one from my
home among us, but I soon made friends. Many youngsters in
. our position, having volunteered to die in a strange land fighting
Someone else’s war, might have considered themselves superior,






