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Sara and I are just back from a 
month-long trip to South Africa, 
where we have deep ties.  It was an 
extraordinary trip for many reasons. 
But the biggest reason is a taxi driver 
named Primrose, and her two chil-
dren. We are going to try to lif t one 
family out of poverty. I don?t know 
whether we will succeed? but this is 
the beginning of the story.  This is an 
excerpt from my diary/blog. If  you?d 
like to get the rest, or if  you?d like to 
stay posted on the saga of Primrose, 
let me know.

 I always talk with taxi drivers. We 
have learned so much about changes 
in South Africa and what people's 
l ives are like.  Story after story: How 
to get a job with 35 percent unem-
ployment; the college kids who are 
now on a hunger strike to get fees re-
duced; and more. 

 And then there was Primrose.  
Our f irst woman taxi driver with a 
long blond wig, thick Xhosa accent, 
and quick laugh.  She was fascinating.  
Talked of her yearning for travel, 
which she never expects to do, but 
hopes her children will.   We asked 
her if  she could recommend someone 
to take us to one of the townships,  
and she offered us a tour, So we set it 
up for the next day.

 She came and drove us to Khay-
aletsha, a slum 20 minutes from the 
city, and a world away.  The f irst part, 
seen from the road on the way to the 
airport, looks like Pete Seeger's "Litt le 

boxes on a hil lside...and they're all 
made out of tricky tacky and they all 
look just the same." But here in South 
Africa, they look beautiful, however 
tiny, even with shacks attached made 
out of sheet metal. But all-too-soon, 
they give way to one room shacks, 
made of sheet metal, most with a tiny 
window.  In some areas there are 
porta-potties, but not in all.

 Shops are made out of shipping 
containers: beauty salons, cash and 
carries, housing materials. We saw 
toilets, thin sapling logs, sheet metal, 
and all manner of makeshif t building 
supplies being sold by the side of the 
road.

 It felt unsafe even to drive there. 
She invited us to her house, a  one-
room sheet metal shack with just one 
bed for her and her two  children (and 
her mother, when she visits from 
Transkei) but said we would not be 
safe going there with our bags. We 
didn't go, but asked her to join us for 
lunch after she took us back.

 At lunch we learned much more 
about her life.  She had been a do-
mestic worker, and wanted to better 
herself , so went to school to become 
a driver, and passed her taxi exam.  
But the taxi system she is under is 
reminiscent of sharecropping.  She 
rents her taxi, so must pay 1500 rand 
(about $120) every  day, seven days 
when a week. Some days she does 
not take in enough, so it comes out of 
the next day's work.  If  she is sick a 
day, she must pay.  She pays for her 
own gas, and takes home less than 
$75 most weeks.  That for working 
10-hour days,  seven days a week, at 
great danger.

 The poor pay more for every-
thing.  When she doesn't have enough 
money to go to the supermarket, she 
goes to the local Somali market, 
which gives her credit, but food is 

much more expensive. Cell phone use 
is bought by the minute, at usurious 
rates. Electricity is bought by the 
minute, and their two-burner heating 
plate is used to heat water for 
bathing, and to heat the home in the 
winter, as well as cooking.

 We gave her some money, and 
invited her to bring her children to 
meet with us the next day. Sara and I 
talked at length about what it might 
cost to save a family. We decided to 
try to work with Primrose and her kids 
to develop a plan.

 Before  meeting  with them, we 
went to Robben Island, where Man-
dela, Sisulu, Mbeki, Sobukwe and 
thousands of other polit ical prisoners 
were imprisoned.  The tours are given 
by former polit ical prisoners. This will 
have to change soon, because they 
are an aging group. Our guide was in 
his late 70s, and he says there are 
only 10 of them left.

      He spoke of sanctions, and 

thanked us for the role sanctions had 
played in ending the apartheid 
regime. Bur he begged us not to con-
sider our work f inished.  "The group 
areas act has been outlawed," he said.  
"But if  you go to the locations, the 
slums, the squatter camps, whatever 
they are called, you will see. people 
are living like animals, with no possi-
bil ity of changing their l ives. We must 
not leave them there,  you must not 
leave them there. "

 We had already decided to do 
something signif icant to try to change 
the trajectory of the lives of Primrose 
and her children. But his words af-
f irmed our belief that it was our op-
portunity, our duty, our privilege, to 
try to help them to achieve long-
lasting change.  We know we may fail.  
We have lost a son. We haves failed 
to change the trajectory of l ives we 

Excerpt s f rom  a Sout h Afr ican journal



have held inf initely dear, and where 
our investments were unlimited.  But 
we are going to try.

 I cannot capture what it is l ike be-
ing on Robben Island. Our guide 
likened it to a  Holocaust museum, 
and it is that.  A place of unutterable 
cruelty which nonetheless helped 
give birth to this nation, which is 
working to transform itself , to right 
wrongs.  As a second guide said, "They 
didn't think what would happen when 
you put all of the most bril l iant polit i-
cal leaders in the same cell area and 
gave them years  to plan. They were 
so surprised in 1994 that so many 
plans were in place, that the ANC was 
so prepared. This rock quarry, where 
these men did crushing manual labor 
for so many years, was where the 
thinking and planning happened.  So 
to me," he said, "this Is a place of 
hope, a place of miracles."

 And it is that, too.  Mandela's cell 
? all of the cells ? are tiny, the con-
crete f loor cold, with only a thin mat. 
The miracle of Mandela is there, but, 
as he always said, it was a collective 
movement, a collective achievement.  
And, as in our country, the achieve-
ment was nonetheless great because 

it is currently so imperfectly realized.

  And so today we met for several 
hours with Primrose and her family.  
She had a family meeting the night 
before to talk about family priorit ies 
and give us their thoughts about what 
would improve their l ives.  

Her mother came, too, an 80-year-
old woman who wore traditional 
Xhosa dress and spoke litt le English. 
She lives in the Transkei, a tradition-
ally Xhosa area now called the Wild 
Coast. Edson, 11, and Zeke, 16, were 
poised and a bit shy. The pressing 
problems were defined as we 
listened:

1. Better housing.

2. Keep  Edson in  the school he 
now attends, a good one, where he is 
taught in English and, more important 
to him, he has worked out a peaceful 
arrangement with kids who bully him 
because his nose is always running.  It 
sounds like he has chronic sinus prob-
lems that will require surgery. So...

3.  Surgery for Edson.

4.  Get Zeke into a better school. 

She goes to a free school, is taught in 
Xhosa and Afrikaans, and her English 

is poorer than Edson's. A better school 
costs about $1000 a year.

5.  More adult t ime. The kids are 
afraid to leave the house when their 
mother is gone, as she often is. 

6.  Pay off  debt. Primrose owes 
money for her sister's school. She has 
to pay all kinds of cumulative fees. 
She must f ind the amount and negoti-
ate a settlement.

7.  A safer job for Primrose, work-
ing fewer hours. Working on a family 
budget, it became clear that she 
needs more money coming in. 

8.  One smart phone among the 
three of them to get some internet ca-
pability. Edson says they can get wif i 
for about $10 a month, but I don't 
know about cost for modem, etc. The 
library has wif i, but is far away.

     9.  Budget information. Keep 
track of all income and expenses. 

 What to do f irst? We had thought 
we would help them buy some land 
and bricks to build a house, but now 
we think we may help them rent 
something better and buy her a used 
car,  so could have a taxi business, and 
rent it out on days she isn't driving. 
We opened a bank account with her, 
and had more family meetings.

      While waiting for the banker, I 
asked Primrose if  she liked to read. 
She blushed and dropped her eyes.  
"When I have glasses," she said. Easily 
f ixed. She tried several pairs of Sara's 
readers and chose the pair that 
worked best.

      So we have a new adopted family.  
We hope we can help them transform 
their destinies ? an immodest goal, we 
know. But we will try. If  you would like 
to help, let us know .


