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GIRLS IN THEIR SUNDAY BEST 
THEME PROGRAMME  

WITH POETRY, PROSE, DRAMA, SONG AND MOVEMENT  
 
 
 
 
 

 

1.  STOCKTAKING 
 
The ship shudders 
down the sea 
because of me 
 
 
 
SHEETS OF SHAME 
 
1824.  My three children and I were among the stock when we arrived in Table Bay.  We were 
stripped naked and our shoes were taken from us. 
 
The farmers examined us, as if we were cattle.  I looked at the bidders, then cast a heartrending look 
upon my children while they clung to me, half concealing their faces, wiping their eyes. 
 
I knew something was wrong. 
 
One of the farmers asked me, “Can you feed sheep?” 
“No”, I said. 
“Then I teach you with the sjambok”1 
 
That day we were sold separately.  Each of my three children to different purchasers. 
 
Many slave women did the heaviest and dirtiest work – washing.  Washerwomen would walk for miles 
up the mountain streams at Plattekloof gorge in blazing sun and beating rain with kilos of washing 
bundles on their heads. 
 
Inside the bundles, washer women would hide buttons, marbles and jewelry which they traded with 
free slaves, hiding in the mountains. 
 

                                                 
1 A rhinoceros-hide whip 
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2.  THREAD 
 
 
FABRICATION 
 
Sundays you would put on your best clothes, your Sunday Best for church.  You could only wear your 
Sunday clothes on Sundays and after church, you have to take it off and play in your week day 
clothes.  You could not ever play in your Sunday’s best. 
 
On Saturdays, Mama washed my hair and used sugar water and brown paper to make locks.  On 
Sunday mornings after breakfast, I put on my Sunday dress, my bobby socks and my black patent 
leather shoes.  Mama then ties two ribbons, which matched the colour of my sash around my waist, 
on both sides of my forehead and I looked pretty as a picture.  I loved the way my dress made 
shoosh-shoosh when I walked, I felt like a princess.   
 
 
SHIFTING COLOURS 
 
The doors could not be closed properly, the church hall was so packed with people, I thought it would 
burst.  Brown bodies were tossed in a sea of bright clothes and river-blue robes, faces were glistening 
with sweat and mouths were opened wide in song. 
I could see right to the back of one old makhulu’s2 mouth, to the two bits of pink skin dangling there.  
My granny was singing for all she was worth. 
 
I was standing on a wonky chair, wedged between grandmother and a wrinkly man who smelt of beer 
and beef bones.  From my position I could see right over the bobbing heads and staffs swaying in 
unison to the pastor conducting the choir.  I loved singing in church, because my voice joined with all 
the other voices to make one loud voice that felt all mine. 
 
Soon the service was over and we were tumbling out into the golden afternoon to trestle tables laden 
with mielie pap, cream biscuits and tins of sweet tea. 
 
Church Sundays were my best. 
 
 
FABRICATION 
 
In church I admired my finely crocheted bobby socks with the slight frill at the top and very delicate 
bow attached to the frill, my shiny shoes in the Mary Jane style.  I never wanted to get undressed 
after church.  Mama used to threaten me. 
 
“If you don’t get that dress of the skin of your back when I get to your room, no dessert for you, missy. 
 

                                                 
2 Makhulu – an old woman 
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CHURCH PICNICS 
 
I always like summer 
best 
you can eat fresh corn 
from daddy’s garden 
and okra 
and greens 
and cabbage 
and lots of 
braaivleis 
and buttermilk 
and homemade pie 
at the church picnic 
and listen to 
gospel music 
outside 
at the church 
and go to the mountain with 
your grandmother 
and go barefooted 
and be warm 
all the time 
not only when you go to bed 
and sleep 
 
KWAI LAPPIES3 
 
Mama was fuming.  Smoke from her ears.  Eyes two spitballs of fire. 
 
“What did I tell you?  No playing in your Sunday best with the other children.  Look at this dress”. 
 
My dress had a tear in it as big as the Kimberley hole.  Too big to hide from Mama’s watchful eyes. 
 
“I work my fingers to the bone to feed you, clothe you, and what do I get? 
 
FABRICATION 
 
My Sunday dresses were made by our dressmaker4, aunty Glo.  Both Mama and grandmother were 
very stylish women.  They knew which fabric to pick, which style.  Grandmother used to say, “Oh 
what a lovely frock you’re wearing”. She always said frock, never dress. 
 
Shopping for your dress fabric was an occasion.  Mama, Grandmother and I would travel by train to 
the city to get the best fabric at the cheapest prices.  I could never get used to the hustle and bustle of 
the city, the traffic, the pedestrians, dwarfing me. 
At Suleimans, there were roles and roles of fabric.  Mama and grandmother knew them by name: 
cotton, linen, tulle crepe, organza, taffeta. 

                                                 
3 An informal Africaans expression for okay, no problem 
4 Women who sew dresses and wedding gowns as a source of income 
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KWAI LAPPIES 
 
Mama is always fuming lately.  Ever since Pappa left us for another woman. 
 
“You ungrateful child.  You want to be in your Sunday dress, mmm? Now be in your Sunday dress for 
the whole day. 
 
Mama was blind with fury.  This was not the time to reason with her.  She opened the drawer, pulled 
out a pair of scissors and a role of string, cut it in required length and tie me to the chair. 
 
 
FABRICATION 
 
Suleiman would cut the fabric in the exact length. Kritss kritss… 
 
 
KWAI LAPPIES 
 
“You will sit here, the entire day and think about your sins, in your Sunday best”. 
“Mama.  Please don’t leave me here”. 
 
But her bedroom door was silent and angry. 
 
Later that day, uncle Cedric arrived.  He is Mama’s friend.  Mama spends all her time with him.  
“Uncle Cedric doesn’t have a bed of his own”, she says, “that’s why he shares mine”. 
 
He enters the kitchen, whistling.  He squats in front of me and feeds me jelly and custard. 
“Eat up, Princess”, he says, winking at me. 
He puts the bowl of jelly and custard down and slowly puts his hand up my Sunday best. 
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3.  THE TORN VEIL 
 
 
MY PARENTS’ BEDROOM 
 
I’m nine years and seven months old. 
Maman comes into the bedroom and turns off the lights. 
“Don’t turn on any lights tonight,” she whispers to me. 
“And don’t open the door for anybody.  Your Papa is not home, I’m not home.  Do you hear me, 
Monique?” 
 
My mother is a very beautiful Tutsi woman and when I grow up I’ll be as tall as she is.  This is why 
Papa and all his Hutu people call me Shenge, which means ‘my little one’ in Kinarwanda. 
 
Our parish priest says if you’re Hutu, you should fetch a bucket of water for the Tutsis and if you are 
Tutsi, you do it for the Hutus.  Being both Tutsi and Hutu, I fetched for everyone with my small bucket. 
 
 
SIX TEASPOONS OF SUGAR 
 
My name is Sweetness Faku, born of Mpondo royalty.  I live in a village called Gcobane, not far from 
spiritual Port St John.  My Tata loves me and calls me, ‘mntwan am omncinci’, my precious little one. 
Mother died when I was much younger.  I’m the one who now helps Tata’s new wife in running the 
household and doing the daily chores.  She’s always chiding me: 
 
“You lazy child, I told you that the porridge must ready by six.  You know Tata takes his breakfast at 
that time.” 
 
She never knew that Tata and I drank our tea an hour earlier, tea that contained six teaspoons of 
sugar, tea sweet and lovingly brewed whilst she slept. 
 
 
MY PARENTS’ BEDROOM 
 
“Monique, listen to me, when they ask you, say you’re one of them, ok?” 
“Who?” 
“Anybody.  You have to learn to take care of your brother.  You just have to.” 
“I will, Maman”. 
“Promise?” 
“Promise.” 
 
“Ghosts! Ghosts! Blood!  Blood from our ceiling”. 
“It’s not blood,” Papa says. 
Papa puts his arms around me, hiding me from the blood. 
“Ssh… ssh.  There, there now.  They’re good ghosts.  Good people who died.” 
Maman pulls open the hatch.  A cloud of fine dust explodes from the ceiling.  Now I understand – they 
are hiding people in our ceiling.  Maman was in the ceiling last night.  She tricked me. 
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SIX TEASPOONS OF SWEETNESS 
 
After all the early morning chores are complete, I attend grade eight classes at Ntsika Secondary 
School. 
 
 “Education is the only way to get ahead,” Mrs. Balindlela tells us.  Mam Balindlela’s commitment and 
encouragement keeps me going.  “I will become someone one day – someone like you,” I tell her. 
 
In the December holidays we hold our intonjane5.  Now I will be a woman.  Faces painted white with 
ochre6 we come to know womanhood.  Like the moon we are painted into a picture of who we are to 
be, waxing all of time, growing into ourselves – full of pride of womanhood. 
 
It happens suddenly.  Strong arms embrace me, flinging my body to the ground.  Men silently and 
knowingly take a hold of me.  Ukuthwalwa –  customary marriage abduction7 – that is it.  It is now a 
matter of cows, dowry – negotiations.  I am only sixteen.  I was born not to be heard, not to be seen, 
but to exist. 
 
My husband.  My husband is old – old enough to be my Tata.  How can my own Tata do this to me?  
They call me Nosipho now.  The name Sweetness is gone.  I am Nosipho, a gift to them. 
 
 
MY PARENTS’ BEDROOM 
 
I can hear a mob coming. 
“My husband, whatever you do decide, let our children live, okay?” 
“Maman, are we going to die?” 
“No, no dear, you’re not going to die.  Uzahaho, you will live.” 
 
Maman runs into their bedroom.  I run to Maman and sit with her on the bed. Soon the mob enters, 
bringing Papa.  They give Papa a big machete. 
“My people, let another do it, please.” 
“No, you do it, traitor.  If we kill your Tutsi wife for you, we must kill you.  And your children, too.  
Otherwise, after cleansing our land of Tutsi nuisance, your children will come after us.  We must 
remain one.  Nothing shall dilute our blood.  Not God.  Not marriage.” 
 
Papa lands the machete on Maman’s neck. 
 
I begin to think of Maman as one of the people in the ceiling.  She’s not dead.  She’s lying up there, 
waiting for the right time to come down.  Soon Papa will bring her down, in her white anglaise dress, 
and cover her mouth with Belgian kisses. 
 

                                                 
5 Rite of passage for young girls becoming a woman 
6 Various types of earth, ranging from pale yellow to reddish brown used as pigments 
7 Customary marriage abduction of young girls, an indigenous cultural practice 
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4.  UNDER CONSTRUCTION 
 
 
ISKORRO-SKORRO8 
 
Three o’ clock. 
My ID. 
Funeral book. 
Bottle vaseline. 
Two tissues. 
UIF. 
Tablets. Keys. 
My overall. 
 
 
MY MOTHER’S OVERALL9 
 
I watched my mother’s overall as she hurried 
out of the house 
on her way to work 
the swish of her overall 
in the slipstream of her walk 
was to discover a rhythm 
too fine to see 
in the steps themselves 
to grasp it fully 
you had to watch her  
Overall 
as she left 
 
 
ISKORRO-SKORRO 
 
The taxis are already waiting at the taxi rank.  I choose an old one, a skorro-skorro, because skorro-
skorros don’t cause that many accidents.  But it does not take off immediately.  The skorro-skorro 
must first be filled to the brim before it takes off.  Nobody talks.  Everybody sits with their handbag on 
their laps.  It is five o’ clock when the taxi stops at the rank in Mabopane.  Here I’ll get another taxi, 
because Hebron’s taxis don’t go into town.  Only long distance taxis go into town.  I get into another 
taxi.  Another skorro-skorro.  Another ten rand.  And wait again. 
 
It is six o’ clock when the taxi stops in Blumstreet.  I walk as fast as I can, handbag under the arm, 
over 9th Avenue, up 7th, down 6th, across 3rd.  When I reach 12th Avenue, it is seven o’ clock.  The 
house where I work is number 606.  I stand in front of the door, straighten my overall and knock. 
 
“Late again?  What excuse is it this time? This is your last warning.” 
 

                                                 
8 A dilapidated taxi (mini-bus vehicle) that transports people 
9 Loose-fitting garment domestic workers wear to work to protect their clothes 
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WORK IN PROGRESS 
 
I’ve come to see Mr. Muller.  Mr. Bernard Muller. 
 
Alone in the lift, I pressed floor 22.  My reflection in the lift’s mirror was clouded, a girl unformed.  I 
looked at my tight fitted blouse, my heeled shoes.  Not my usual gear of jeans and sloppy t-shirts: a 
professional. 
 
I remembered the first time I met Bernard Muller where he was signing copies of his latest novel. 
 
“Twenty? You seem much more mature.  And you write?” 
 
Of course I’d read all about him: the awards, the ex-wives and the girlfriends, the public outbursts.  
He had a temper, they said. 
 
“I have a book, a manuscript.  It’s not finished, but I thought, I hoped…” 
 
“How wonderful.  Come and see me this weekend – Sunday? Drop in, we can discuss your work in a 
more comfortable environment.  My flat has great views.” 
 
My mother is a domestic worker.  She worked two shifts so that I can graduate from university.  I will 
be the first one in my familiy to graduate form university.  I will make my mamma proud.  Hello world.  
Here I am.  The next Nobel Prize winner for literature. 
 
The woman who opened the door was very tall. 
 
“Gmf,” she said. “Now this.” 
“Take your shoes off at the door and come in.” 
“I need a cigarette.” 
 
“I don’t smoke” 
 
“Gmf.” 
“So you’re here for Bernard, I take it? You’re his new one?” 
 
“I just came to pick up my manuscript” 
“Now, did you darling? Well, Bernard was here.  Look – see. Look at the size of it.  This one is 
broken, I think.” 
 
There was something wrong with both of her hands.  They were badly swollen. 
 
“Should I call a doctor?” 
 
“Gmf” 
“Fetch my clothes.  Ouch! Careful!” 
 
Of course I recognized her from the magazine articles.  She was Bernard’s new wife.  His fourth. 
 
“Bag.  My make-up’s in there.” 
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I have never done make-up on myself, let alone on somebody else. 
 
“Stay if you like.  He’ll be back soon.  I’m sure he’s eager to see you.” 
 
She stepped out the flat, into the lobby.  I went back to the flat and saw what I did not want to see the 
first time I stepped into that flat: the broken furniture, broken glass.  Under the telephone table, I saw 
something had slipped and lay against the wall.  It was my manuscript.  
 
I picked it up and put on my shoes and went out into the lobby.  The numbers above the lift door were 
changing.  Someone was coming up.  I pushed open the fire door into the stairwell.  Twenty-two 
floors was a long way to walk in high heels.  I took off my shoes, unbuttoned my blouse and threw it 
into the dumpster, so that I don’t feel so naked anymore. 
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5.  FIT 
 
Measures the arm from collarbone 
to wrist 
elbow bent 
at the waist, two fingers go 
on the inside of the measuring tape 
to allow a give of flesh between 
the measure and the fit 
and translates the length and hardness 
of the bones, the breath and change 
of human body 
into the flat numbers of the pattern 
 
 
 
PHENOMENAL WOMAN 
 
‘I am not cute or built to suit a fashion model’s size.”   Thank God for women like Maya Angelou and 
Oprah.  I have watched all of Oprah’s weight battles over the years and experienced the ups and 
downs with her.  I have been on every diet since my sixteenth birthday and for the last 5 decades 
been hungry and grumpy. 
 
On my first date ever date, I was already a size 14.  This brave young man, yes brave, to be seen on 
campus with a supersized me, asked me on a date to the screening of ‘The Silence of the Lambs’.  
And although Anthony Hopkins gave a performance of a life time and although everyone on campus 
could recite Hannibal Lecter phrases, all I could remember of that movie was that the serial killer was 
killing his victims for their size 14 skin. 
 
On my wedding day I was already a plus size and I was only 23. The “tch tch” of my dressmaker for 
my wedding gown should have been enough warning not to continue with that monstrosity of the 
dress, but I was led my mother as I felt her pleasure as she caressed the satin that would make me a 
lovely bridal gown. They say less is more.  Definitely, less satin for a big girl, yes, and definitely less 
of me. 
 
From there on, two children later, I rapidly moved up the scale as if it was going out of fashion.  After 
1994, the dawn of our democracy, I was appointed to head a government department. Here I was – 
top of my professional career,  African woman, shaping the New South Africa. 
 
“It’s affirmative action.”10 
“It’s apartheid in reverse.” 
“Because she is black.” 
“It’s because she’s a woman.” 
“She’s a quota.”11 
 

                                                 
10 South African government policy to redress the past by appointing black women first 
11 Derogatory term for a black person being appointed 
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I could put all the talk of affirmative and quota aside but the snide remarks about my size and how ill 
fitting my outfits fit, cut deep.  Deep inside all of my plus size I was unhappy and insecure. 
 
I have tried all the tricks of the fashion trade to hide my big African breasts, hips and behind.  I have 
more head scarves and bright coloured necklaces than clothes to hide my attributes.  No matter how 
my husband reminds me of my African heritage, I refuse to accept my size. He says he loves me.  He 
says size does matter.  But not the size of breast, hips and behind.  It is the size of my love, my giving 
and forgiveness that he loves. 
 
It’s in the reach of my arms 
The span of my hips 
The stride of my step 
The curl of my lips 
I’m a woman phenomenally 
Phenomenal woman 
That’s me.  
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6.  OFF COLOUR 
 
 
 

TOP DECK12 
 
My sister is the splitting image of my mother.  Fair skin, curly goldish locks and green eyes.  My 
mother’s family is originally from South West, today Namibia.  They always boast about their German 
ancestors and fail to mention the Nama connections. 
 
Mother moved to Cape Town to further her studies and met my father Saliem.  Her family never 
accepted my father for being half Muslim and looking like a Moor.  I too, never forgave my father.  I 
am the splitting image of my father. 
 
At school, the children called my sister and me “Top Deck”.  Top Deck is a chocolate made of a layer 
of dark chocolate topped with a layer of white chocolate.  I’m sure it is a perfectly good chocolate, but 
somehow, I never acquired a taste for it. 
 
My sister always got the dresses that I liked when we went shopping for clothes.  She always got the 
colours I fancied: the pinks, baby blues, soft lilacs or bright reds. ‘It goes well with her complexion’ 
mother said.  I was saddled with the dull greens, yellows and greys. 
 
In my sister’s presence, nobody noticed me. She would get all the attention. When Grandmother 
South West visited us in Cape Town, she also did not notice me.  I knew this because when she 
handed out these special German chocolates, she broke one block off for me and gave the rest to my 
sister. 
 
My sister excelled at school.  She did ballet, piano lessons.  She sang in the school choir, played 
netball for the school.  Mother used to say it was the German blood in her veins.  Teachers were 
always surprised when they learn that I was her sister. ‘Really, you and Hildegard are sisters?’ 
 
Sometimes, when my sister was at her ballet lesson or out defending her school on the netball field, I 
would slip into her bedroom, open her wardrobe, and look through these lovely dresses: pink one, 
blue one, red, pick one and put it on.  Looking at myself in the mirror, I imagined that I too, was the 
apple of every one’s eye. 
 

                                                 
12 Derogatory term to mixed couples or in tis story, the sister having a much darker skin than her sibling 



13 

 

THE BIG QUESTION 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, we switch over to Studio 5 for the Big Question where we ask the questions 
and you give the answers. 
 
Your hosts: Pumeza Talapile and Chante Plaatjies. 
 
Tonight on the big question we ask the question about identity.  Especially coloured identity. 
 
“I don’t know who I am.  My father who is white, acts as if he is black and my mother who is black 
acts like she is white.  A real coconut if you ask me. Who am I? Half black? Half white?” 
 
“My father is married to a black woman, now everybody thinks he is uneducated.” 
 
“But what about my father? He is coloured but everybody thinks he is dumb?” 
 
It seems to me that South Africans are still race conscious.  After 21 years of democracy they still 
focus on race.  I never encounter this. I am isiXhosa. 
Yes, it is strange.  But let us hear what our viewers have to say. 
 
 “In my opinion, if you’re Coloured, you should speak Afrikaans.” 
 
“Anybody can speak a language but not everybody has 50 percent mixed blood.” 
 
“Blood is but a liquid.  What you need is ‘n regte Kleuring hart.” 
 
“I just think Coloureds should come to the party and accept who they are.” 
 
It seems our viewers have mixed feelings about our topic tonight.  What is coloured identity to you? 
 
Well it means not eating in front of people if you can’t share, not whistling at night, definitely not marry 
your cousin and respecting people, old people. 
 
Tune in again next week when we ask the question and you give the answer in THE BIG QUESTION 
. 
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7.  TRANCEFORMATION13 
 
 
The San place their dead 
curled up like babies 
to be born again 
for them, the earth is a nest 
and from the same egg 
burst man and animal 
 
they shuffle their dance 
a woven circle 
round the fire 
the end and the beginning 
 
they dance round and round  
feet stamping at the fires 
the beat of the drums 
 
until, at last the bones 
clean and white like flour 
 
among the sound of cattle 
the rustle of the wind 
the memories of the ancestors 
the shrill laughter of a child  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
13 San (Bushmen) dance 
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