Throwing The Bones

By Wilson Lee

Acornhoek, South Africa - I’m with my friend Claudia, an American development worker, bumping along a dusty township road in an ancient Land Rover Defender 110. 

Notwithstanding its British idiosyncrasies, the vehicle reliably picks its way through the cracked and hardened dirt roads, kicking up a cloud of red mottled dust. 

We drive past rows upon rows of lovingly tended and extremely modest self-built homes lining the sides of the dirt tracks that criss-cross the settlement of Acornhoek. 

The place feels barren, windswept and listless. The sun shines so brightly, it washes out the color, turning everything into a hazy mirage.

“But don’t be deceived by what you see on the surface,” says Claudia, in a distinct New York accent softened by years of travel through the miseries of international relief work. “There’s much more going on here then you realize.” she adds.

Tucked away in an inhospitable corner of northern South Africa like a bad conscience, Acornhoek is a mostly forgotten place. 

One of the many dumping grounds of the former regime’s forced resettlement program that saw blacks forcibly removed from arable land to make way for Whites, Acornhoek has all the hallmarks of Apartheid-era community planning: no infrastructure, no industry, no agriculture and no hope. 

And to add insult to injury, the community is subjected to the taunting wealth flaunted by an endless stream of tourists who patronize nearby Kruger National Park and the upscale game lodges that ring it.

But despite the ill intentions of the settlement’s original architects, Acornhoek glimmers with hope, however occasional and faint, giving proof to the notion of humanity’s indomitable spirit.

With the help of American aid dollars, Claudia has gathered eleven artists from Acornhoek into a coop and constructed a funky store just outside the Orpen Gate of Kruger National Park.

The eleven – Noel, Daphne, Phyllis, Dudu, Oupa, Jonas, Sibongile, Daphne, Gladness Lawrence and Torment  - all make art from waste, finding creativity in the drab ugliness that surrounds them. 

Using plastic bottles, nuts, seeds, cans, wire or whatever else they can find, the artists sculpt, sew, bead, shape, and create the most beautiful objects and art pieces.

We visit each artist at home and take photos for publicity materials to help promote the project.

They’re all desperately poor and talented. Some live in cinder block homes and share a single standpipe with their neighbors and others live in traditional complexes.

It’s disconcerting to compare the beauty of the objects and the artists and the abject poverty of their circumstances.  But South Africa is a land of juxtapositions and inspiration and insight often come in the strangest of ways. 

We pull up in front of a small cluster of brick buildings and traditional huts to meet Daphne, one of the project’s artists. 

As is the custom, she greets us effusively and warmly and despite our hurry sits us down in chairs under a canopy of vines to shield us from the glaring noon sun and exchange pleasantries. 

She shows off the multi-coloured mats she makes out of reeds and discarded candy wrappers and poses reluctantly for the camera. 

But her 82-year-old grandmother Masholobo isn’t so shy and reveals glints of mischief and humour behind her squinting eyes and chubby cheeks.

She disappears momentarily and returns dressed in the full regalia of her profession as a sangoma, or ‘witch doctor’, and insists on having her photo taken. 

She’s wearing animal skins and a 4-metre long python skin, which cascades down her back and trails behind her like a wedding dress train. Her young apprentice scurries and reverentially kneels beside her.

It’s not often one is privileged to meet a traditional healer and so despite my skepticism agree to have her ‘throw the bones’ for me. 

I slip a fifty rand note ($10 Cdn.) under the reed mat on which she is sitting. Daphne sprinkles ash on it to cleanse it as I watch more fascinated in the ritual than in the prospects of speaking to my ancestors.

She sits with her legs splayed out and gathers bones, coins, stones and even domino pieces and other tokens of her connection to the spirit world into her cupped hands.

A far away look comes over her eyes.  She whispers and blows into the pile of tokens in her hands then throws them on the mat. 

Using a carved, sharpened black stick, she proceeds to ‘read’ the bones, gazing intently on the patterns and relations of the various tokens. 

Masholobo speaks Shangaan and Daphne translates in English: “You’re back has been hurting you for a long time and you’re thinking about a job.”

She turns towards and me grins slyly, watching my expression go from surprise to awe to disbelief. 

There is no rational way she could possibly have known either of those things about me. 

She tells me to drink muti, a herbal mixture, and tells me the job, should I desire it, will come. 

Apparently, my ancestors were talking to me, telling me how to address my chronic aching back and showing me my future path, both much appreciated.

I have no idea how my ancestors, presumably speaking Korean, could have communicated to an 82-year-old African speaking Shangaan. 

Perhaps the ancestors in the spirit world have achieved what both South Africa and Canada aspire to, that is truly cross-cultural communication. 

Whatever the case, I’m feeling both uneasy and elated, wondering what else my ancestors wish to tell me. 

It occurs to me to ask how successful the eleven artists, including Daphne, will be. But I defer the question, preferring to leave the project’s outcome in the realm of human effort.

And, besides, I’m certain the ancestors wouldn’t begrudge such deserving artists this rare opportunity to share their creativity and the fruits of their struggle.

