A tribute to *Thandi…

                                                                   * Thandi – not her real name                                            24 May 2002

One of our volunteers, Rose, found Thandi and her four daughters last year December. They stayed in a plastic shack under a tree, some distance from the closest  dwellings. I remember the first day I went there. It was a hot summer afternoon and we had to climb a steep hill to get to their little plastic shack: even the shack was not theirs as we discovered a few weeks later. Inside was just an earth floor with a few pots in one corner and two grass mats in the other corner. Thandi was lying on one of the grass mats. It took a few minutes for my eyes to get used to the dark. Only then did I notice three little girls curled up next to their mother. Thandi was so thin that the three girls didn’t made her look big at all. 

Rose and I started to ask her some questions about her family and their needs. She told us that her oldest daughter, 12, was somewhere in the neighborhood doing some small chores for the neighbors to try and get food for today. I became cold as I thought of what could happen to this young girl desperate for food. They had nothing in their house, and we started to provide food, blankets and medicine immediately to them. 

The day before Christmas I went there taking pillows and food to them. I only found the four girls at home, Thandi went somewhere in her sick state to look for food. What a way to start the Christmas season! 

Soon after the New Year I received a call that Thandi and her children were thrown out of the plastic shack by the owner. They had nowhere to go and were completely destitute. We found a single room in the community where the owner agreed that Thandi and her children could move in. Every one was happy and it was easier for us as a project to care for her. We even found her a new double bed where she and her children could sleep. I went to their home early one Saturday morning to take them food. I found them all in the double bed snuggled together. Things looked good for Thandi! 

For the next few months, as Thandi got sicker, we were able to care for her and her children. The volunteers spent a lot of time with her comforting her as she realised that she was going to die.

One Wednesday morning during our prayer meeting I received a message that Thandi had been thrown out of her little room again. The owner evicted the whole family at six o’clock at night. His reason?….. He didn’t want anyone to die in his property!! Once again, this time in such an hour of need, Thandi tasted the poison of stigma and rejection. Another volunteer and the girl of 12 made turns carrying Thandi on their backs to another shack. She moved into a little shack in the community with another lady and 10 children. 

I asked on of our students to go to her and spend the Wednesday with her. I just wanted peace for Thandi and to assure her that we will take care of her children. The student went there with a volunteer and they comforted her. She died 16h45 that day. The pain and shame we experienced as we reflected on the way her own people treated, her burned into our hearts. 

Neighbours sent the children to school the next day without anyone telling them of their mother’s death. We went to school to fetch the children and tell them. As I spoke to them I tried to imagine what went on in their minds. They experienced the rejection step by step with their mother. Again we assured them that we would take care of them. Can children survive such an onslaught on their most basic human right?

Nobody had money to buy a coffin for Thandi or to get the body from the mortuary. Again, even after death, Thandi was destitute. We made a coffin for Thandi and buried her that Saturday with dignity. I couldn’t help but to wonder….. where were all the people (who attended the funeral) when Thandi so desperately needed them…?
