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I GREW UP IN JOHANNESBURG, SOUTH AFRICA.  Our home was very beautiful and filled with treasures that my parents had accumulated from all over the world.  I was also surrounded by a great big wall, as were all the homes in the area where we lived.


At the back of our property behind the garage was a series of little rooms.  A black man named Shadrak lived there in a room that didn’t have electricity, hot water, or heating.  Each morning he came out of his room at half-past-five and knocked on my parents’ window.  My father got up, went to the back door, opened the burglar alarm - which was a series of knobs and keys and buttons - and let Shadrak in.


Shadrak brought tea into my parents’ room on a tray and then took a bucket of hot water back to his own room so that he could wash.  During the day he looked after the garden, cooked the meals, and did anything else that my parents directed.


Each month he came to my father with his passbook for my father to sign.  This was his permission to live in a white area.  If he didn’t have his passbook with him, it meant that he was illegal and could be arrested.


I was forbidden to have any real relationship with Shadrak.  I was much closer to my pet dog than to him.  He was just there to work for us, and he was treated as a sort of nonperson who lived in the backyard.


Once a week a woman came to our home from the black township of Soweto.  She appeared every Monday to do the washing and the ironing and then she disappeared back to Soweto.  To get to our house from hers was very difficult because there was only one road running out of the township.  She had to leave at four o’clock in the morning, travel twenty miles by train and bus, and arrive for work at our house by seven o’clock.


As I was growing up, the 18 million black people in South Africa were hidden from me.  The boarding school I attended was for white boys of English-speaking background only.  Black men and women cleaned the rooms and the swimming pool and the tennis courts and did the cooking, but our lives were kept completely separated.


I also had nothing to do with the white Afrikaners in my country, the people of Dutch ancestry.  Though I had to learn Afrikaans in school, I never spoke to an Afrikaans person.  They went to different schools and were always our opponents on the rugby field, on the tennis court, and in cricket games.


I never had an Afrikaans friend until I was drafted into the army.  There the Afrikaans-speaking people and the English-speaking people were all together.  Some of the Afrikaners in the army were particularly vicious with us English-speaking kids because they saw us as liberals, the greatest threat to apartheid and the status quo.  In their minds we were in some weird way a part of the enemy, and they made our basic training as rigorous as they could to break us down.


When I finished my time in the army, I studied to be an accountant.  I used to go to the university every evening after work and often would chat with the liberal arts and divinity students who were deeply involved in political activities.


This was in 1972.  I talked to white students who were involved in a nationwide protest campaign to make people aware of the appalling disparity between black education and white education in our country.


One evening I arrived at the university to find out that the police had just arrested some students.  Something in my heart snapped.  I knew that this was the moment - I had to make a stand.  I picked up a sign and took my place on the picket line with several hundred white students.  I was absolutely terrified, and also exhilarated.


Day after day we stood holding up placards on the pavement at the university.  One read:  The government spends $120 a year on the education of each white child but only $4 a year for each black child.  Some of the people driving by flashed their car lights or honked their horns to show they were in agreement with us.  But most of the white people ignored us, or screamed at us, and sometimes even threw rocks, or tomatoes, or eggs.


One day during rush hour traffic, everything suddenly went dead quiet.  Armored cars drove up and policemen piled out.  They lined up on an island in the middle of the road facing the group of us, about 200 students.


Looking at the faces of the police, I knew that they really wanted to hurt us, maybe even kill us.  They were standing there joking, reading the placards, pointing at who they wanted to get.


Then the whistle blew: there was smoke and teargas, and they went for us.  When they caught us, they beat us up with the truncheons, women as well as men.  Some of us managed to get away, but it was like our campus had turned into a war zone.


From that point on, I began to see things I’d never seen before.  I had relied on everything being okay and orderly, but when I looked a bit deeper, I saw that so much about my country was unfair.  Such a rage came through me.


I had a falling out with my parents.  I blamed them for the sense of betrayal I felt.  The country I grew up in had promised me everything - wealth, the chance for success, and the enjoyment of what I believe is the most beautiful land in the world.  But now it seemed to me that all of this was founded on oppression and violence, anger and ignorance.


I left South Africa and vowed never to return.  I wanted to live where I wasn’t surrounded by this nightmare.  I lived in Europe, England, the Middle East, and finally America.


But there were immigration problems, and I had to go back to South Africa to live for two years.  It was the lowest point of my life when I had to go back.  What I saw was worse than I remembered.  There was such pain and denial around me.


I decided to go to a meditation center in Zululand at a place called Ixopo.  At the end of my first meditation retreat, they asked me to stay on staff.


Our neighbors were a black village on the next mountain in a place called the Valley of a Thousand Hills.  You could hear the people singing there every morning, especially Sunday.  Here for the first time in South Africa I felt connected to the black people.  Sometimes people from the center and people from the village would work together chopping trees and cutting them into slices, all to the sound of our singing together.


If there was an emergency in the village, a woman having a difficult birth or a child bitten by a snake, they came to us for help.  We went over in our truck, picked them up and took them to the hospital.  Once we had a huge fire in the forest by our center; villagers poured down the mountain to put out the fire threatening our buildings.  Living there, my heart began to heal.


I went to America where I was ordained as a Buddhist monk.  There I realized that one of the hardest things I needed to do, one of the pains I most needed to heal, was my separation from my father.  I went back to South Africa to stay with my parents.


By this time my parents had moved south to Warner Beach, which is down in Zululand.  Every day I took long walks in the mountains through fields of sugar cane.  I needed to walk because my back hurt continually.  I believe that this pain came from the beatings I was given in school as a child.


On one of these walks I met Armstrong Zulu who is a black man, a Zulu.  I liked his huge smile, and I stopped to talk.  It didn’t take him long to find out I was a chartered accountant.  He told me he was having trouble with his bookkeeping.  He said we were brothers for life and he really needed me to help him.  I was only too happy to help him.  I felt useless just hanging out at home.


I asked my Mom and Dad if Armstrong could come around so I could help him with his bookkeeping.  My father said, “No way will I have a black person in my home.”  So when Armstrong called, I suggested that I come to his house.


To get to his community of Umgababa, I had to catch a train, a ten-minute trip.  At the station I said, “Could I have a ticket to Umgababa?”  The ticket agent said, “You must be making a mistake.”  I said it was no mistake.  He replied, “Well, Umgababa is a black town.”  I said, “Yeah, I want a ticket to Umgababa.”


He asked, “What are you going to do there?”  I said, “It’s none of your business.”  He got up, went to the railway policeman nearby.  The policeman took a pointed look at me and said, “Okay, give him a ticket.”  The agent gave me the ticket and I took the train.


I got off the train in Umgababa.  I was the only white person in sight.  Not even policemen were there.  I was petrified.  Since I arrived early in the morning, thousands of people were all leaving for work in the white area.  On the way I was jostled and punched a couple of times.  The women cringed from me, terrified.  I stood at the bottom of Umgababa Mountain, and I knew that I had about two miles to go.


In that moment all the fear I had from being kept away from black people in my country just poured through me.  I knew then that I could either run away or I’d have to climb that mountain.


I kept going.  Every step was a step away from all these things that had kept me from doing this for so long.  When I reached the top, I was elated.


Armstrong greeted me, and I began working at the local school, helping him and his friends with bookkeeping to prepare them for examinations.  The headmaster of the school asked if I would work with the rest of the pupils to help them with bookkeeping and economics and also the English language.  I said I’d do that.


That night I went home, and over dinner I told my Mom and Dad that I’d accepted a voluntary position at the school.


My father threw a tantrum.  He said, “Those bloody ‘Kaffirs’ are gonna burn the school down.  You see it on television… look what they’re doing in Soweto.  You’re wasting your time!  It’s dangerous.  You’re just doing this to embarrass me.”


I exploded.  I told my father, “Don’t you ever, ever, ever say that to me!”


He retorted, “You’ve been overseas too long, you communist.”


That was the first time we had open warfare in my family.  After that my father and I didn’t talk.  I got up every morning and made a pot of porridge, enough for both my father and me.  Then I went to the station to get my ticket to Umgababa and off I would go.  I always left him the porridge I made for him.


I had been really scared that first day when I went to Umgababa, but after a few days when I arrived at the station in the morning, all the kids came pouring down to join me, and we’d all walk up the mountain together.  Going to the school became an absolute joy.  In about three days, everybody in the town knew who I was and what I was doing.  They’d all wave and shout and I always went home with bags of papayas, bananas, avocado pears, and guavas.


The students were so excited about learning.  We had conversations in English, and all of a sudden they became radiant when they could make themselves understood in a language they had learned but never before spoken to an English speaker.  One by one the children in the class began to develop confidence and proficiency in English.  Teaching at this school was really wonderful for me.  At last, after thirty years, I felt I was doing something worthwhile in my country.


It was embarrassing for my father because many of the people from Umgababa worked in Warner Beach, and a lot of them knew who my father was.  Every now and again my father would be walking down the street and somebody would come up and say, “Hello, Mr. Harrison.  You’ve got a great son!  He’s teaching my daughter!”  And then my father was mortified.


He lived in an apartment building where fifteen women and ten men from Umgababa worked.  Because of me they developed a very friendly feeling for my father.  He was very embarrassed, especially when they spoke to him in front of his friends.


I learned a lot about education for blacks in South Africa.  Our school had nothing.  The students were expected to learn three languages:  English, Afrikaans, and Zulu.  Most of them had never read a book.  When I asked them why they didn’t read, they said it was because they had no library and no money to buy books.  Even with no textbooks at our school, they were made to write examinations in those subjects.


After two weeks I was furious and frustrated.  I phoned up all the headmasters of white schools in the area.  I went to the first one and said, “Hi, I’m Gavin Harrison.  I’m a teacher at Umgababa High School.  You know about us, don’t you?”  He said, “No, I don’t know about you.”  I said, “We’re up on Umgababa Mountain.  We’re a high school with 550 pupils.  While you’re concerned about how many video terminals you have and your second swimming pool and your rugby field, we don’t have electricity or running water.  We have to drink the water that runs off the asbestos roof.  That’s all the water we have.  We don’t have a library, much less tennis courts.  What are you going to do about it?”


The response at every school, English or Afrikaans, was the same.  They said, “We didn’t know this was going on,” and gave us all their surplus books.  They asked me to speak at staff meetings, and I began to drive truckloads of books up that mountain.


An article was written about this project in a local newspaper, and people started phoning me at home.  In the article we said we needed sets of encyclopedia; the sets started pouring in.


One day when I got home, my mother told me a phone call had come that morning and my father had answered it.  He didn’t know that my mother could hear him.  He said, “Hello.  No it’s not me you want to talk to, it’s my son.  He’s the teacher at the school.  What is it you want?  Oh, yes, that’s very nice.  Yes, we definitely need sets of encyclopedia for the school.  You know, it’s really terrible.  This school where my son works doesn’t have electricity.  They don’t have running water… Yes, yes, I’ll come and pick up those books.  Just tell me where you live.”  He went off and got the books, brought them back, and he put them into the garage with the others.  I told my Mom not to say a word that she knew about this.


Some days later, I was very late for school.  My father offered to drive me there.  This was the first time in his 65 years that my father had been into a black area.  On the way there I told him I’d been given $300 to buy wood for library shelves.  I asked him, “Will you tell me what kind of wood to get?”  He said, “No, I’m not getting involved.  Once you put one foot in, before you know it, you could have a full-time job.”


We got up to the school and he said, “Well, look, maybe I’d better come in and measure for the wood because you’ll only make a mess of it.”  I took him to the library.  I told him I had to go teach a class, but that I’d send some pupils over to help.  He looked at me with big wide eyes and said, “You’re leaving me here?”


At break, the headmaster made some sandwiches and invited my father and me to eat with him.  My Dad said to the headmaster, “Look, I think I’d better build these shelves for you.  If I leave it to Gavin, they probably won’t last a day.  I think I’m going to do it.  Is that okay?”  The headmaster said, “Yes, that will be great.”  So my father built the shelves in the school library at Umgababa.


I was getting so excited about this project that I started going everywhere I could think of.  I met a Methodist minister.  I told him some of the students had to walk twelve miles to get to school, and by noon some passed out because they hadn’t eaten anything all day.  The next Sunday he mentioned it from the pulpit and within two weeks we started a lunch program with money from that congregation.


I went to the local white municipality and told the garden nursery supervisor that at the black school we didn’t have a tree where the kids could get shade; we didn’t have any flowers so that the school could be beautiful.  He said to bring a truck down.  We took a truck and filled it up with trees and manure.  We planted a garden on one side of the school.


I was introduced to a Hindu swami, an Asian man who lived in Durban, north of Warner Beach.  I explained we were so overcrowded that often three little kids would be squashed onto one tiny bench sharing one desk.  The swami invited us to his ashram in the area where Mahatma Gandhi had lived; we went, staff and parents from Umgababa.  He was a wonderful, open man.  He asked questions about the school and then offered $25,000 to build four new classrooms.


We decided we needed to celebrate this outpouring of gifts so we planned a ceremony for the opening of the new library.  We kept a record of everybody who helped us and sent out invitations to every person.


The big day came.  Our choir had been practicing.  All the students brought fruit and vegetables as a thank-you for the people who were coming.  We had huge piles of papayas and bananas, potatoes and guavas and avocado pears.  It would be the first time that all of these white people had been in a black area.


The party was set for nine o’clock.  At quarter-to-nine our parking lot was full.  At five-to-nine our students came flying out of the classrooms to watch several buses coming up the mountain, filled with white students and teachers.  I wondered what was going to happen.


The buses stopped and all the black kids surrounded them.  The white teachers in the buses just looked down and didn’t move.  I could see the terror in their faces.  The doors opened.  I went forward and welcomed them; and cautiously out they stepped.


There was silence for a few moments, and then everyone started talking and went together into the school.  The white kids and black kids talked about math and science and where they lived and all that.  The white teachers went to all the classrooms and chatted a bit with the black kids, asking them about their school, and how they were doing.


We had the opening ceremony.  The headmaster spoke, the choir sang and danced and then I spoke.  There were fifty or sixty white people there.  My father was in the back of the crowd.  He was crying, deeply moved by the whole experience.


Then we walked together to a spot outside the library where a tree from the nursery was ready to be planted.  We lowered it into a hole that we’d dug, and each person put a shovel of soil on the tree.  All of us there committed ourselves to continue to make changes in our lives and to overcome what had kept us apart.  There were white parents, black parents, black kids and white kids, Asian people, all together.


We sang a song in Zulu, a song that many people have been jailed for singing:  the African National Anthem, Nkosi Sikelel’iAfrika, that says, God Bless Africa.

(  (  (

Four years passed.  I returned to the United States.  When I went back to visit my parents, I also returned to the school in Umgababa.  I saw the completed classrooms and some of the teachers.  It was wonderful to be back on the mountain again.  A number of pupils who I’d taught came up to me on the street both in Umgababa and in Warner Beach.  Taller and older, they were as happy to see me as I was to see them.


I was staying with my parents again.  One evening I was playing cards with my mother, when my father cried out from the bedroom.  We rushed in, and it was clear that he was having a massive heart attack.


My mother began to panic.  She said, “Who should I call?  What should I do?”


I held my father in my arms.  I said to her, “Why don’t you come here right now and be with him?  Don’t lose this precious opportunity.  He’s starting to go.”  I suggested she hold him on the other side of the bed.


Through her tears she joined me whispering in his ears how we loved him and how we wished him well on the journey he was taking.  He died in our arms.  The look on his face in the moment of his passing was peaceful and contented.


I picked branches of bougainvillaea blossoms in the garden and brought them into the bedroom.  During the two hours before they came to take his body away, my mother and I prayed together and shared memories of him.  We each spent time forgiving him for the things he’d done which hurt us.  We also asked him forgive us.


I had never told him that I’d shared the story of him and the school in Umgababa with my friends in America, but I told him as he lay there.  I said this story had helped me leave South Africa and had helped me come back again with none of the anger that had originally taken me away.  I told my father how proud I was of him and how grateful I was that I could be there at the moment of his death to help him on his way.  I said I knew that he loved me very much.


A memorial service was held for my father at the Methodist Church in Warner Beach.  My mother asked friends and acquaintances not to send flowers but rather to make a donation to the school in Umgababa.  Eight typewriters were bought with that money.


At his memorial service I told this story again.  Teachers from the Umgababa school were there.  When I finished, the children from the school choir came up to the front of the church and sang the song in Zulu,



Nkosi Sikelel’iAfrika.



God Bless Africa


It was the same song we sang before, my father and I and all the others, on that day on the top of the mountain in the hot sun, when we planted a tree together.

