It is often argued by our people – politicians and non-politicians alike – that apartheid’s brutality and madness reached its apogee in the 1950s and 1960s. It is an issue-cum-debate that our historians, political scientists and sociologists are still trying to give finality.

But in journalism there is no dispute that it was during this period - the 1950s to 1960s - that this craft reached its zenith among black scribes. This was the golden era of black journalism.

Literary giants such as Es’kia Mphahlele and Lewis Nkosi were, for a brief period, journalists on publications like Drum magazine. It was the era which produced outstanding journalists like Stan Motjuwadi, Casey Motsisi, Obed Mmusi, Joe Thloloe, Ali Twala, Leslie Sehume, Aggrey Klaaste, Joe “Texan Cowboy” Gumede and Jerry Khumbane. 

When the man generally regarded as the architect of grand apartheid, Dr Hendrik Frensch Verwoerd, introduced Bantu Education with the specific purpose of giving the black child an inferior education, he unwittingly unleashed a movement that would change the face of journalism in our oppressed communities.

Thousands of teachers left the profession and, among those, a few found their way into journalism. This fresh breed of journalist would breathe new life into a profession which until then was on the margins of black society.

The majority of the so-called mainstream newspapers were owned by white capital and reflected white values and white viewpoints, and those were undoubtedly racist. Such newspapers rarely, if ever, challenged the political/social status quo which expressed itself through the second-class position of black people in South Africa.

Even newspapers aimed at a black readership gingerly avoided dealing with overtly political issues. By “political issues” I mean those that dealt with the political, economic and social oppression of blacks in South Africa. How could it be different? Those newspapers were also owned by white capital.

It was in that setting that the man who was to acquire national fame and notoriety in journalism, Basil Doc Bikitsha, emerged. Bikitsha had prepared to be trained as a teacher by reading for a BA degree at Pius X11 University College, better known as Roma University in the then Basutoland, but was expelled a year before he graduated after he assaulted a fellow student from Venda. He went to (the absurdly named) Normal College near Pretoria where he spent another two years of study. But a few hours before he could sit for the examination that would have earned him a teaching diploma, he decided not to write it. 
Only the inimitable Doc Bikitsha could do this. A friend of his, who was also the editor of the college publication, had published an article under a pen name which was highly critical of the college. The school authorities took a dim view of the article (to put it mildly) and demanded the editor to reveal its author.

The editor – Casey “The Kid” Motsisi – refused to reveal the name of the writer, arguing that it was against journalistic ethics and principles to do so. Motsisi was expelled from the school and Bikitsha, the author of the critical article, decided not to sit for the examinations – just hours before they started – to show solidarity with Motsisi.

On being informed of his dismissal, an unapologetic Motsisi told the school authorities that the name of the school was a misnomer and that the only “normal thing” the authorities ever did was to expel him. Such biting and sarcastic comments were to become the hallmark of Motsisi when he became a journalist.

Bikitsha’s attitude was simply that no piece of paper - the teaching diploma in this case - was going to make him a teacher. “As far as I was concerned, I was a qualified teacher and did not need a piece of paper to prove this”.

Bikitsha had obtained a first-class pass in Standard Six and Standard Seven (in that bygone era, certificates were awarded for these two standards), and he went on to obtain another first-class pass in matric. By all accounts, Doc was an achiever at school and sitting for the teaching diploma would have been a mere formality. 

However, without this important piece of paper, Bikitsha could not become a teacher. However, through family connections he was employed as a photographer for Bantu World, forerunner of The World and Sowetan newspapers. This is how he got his break into journalism. This was the start of what was to become nearly four decades of an illustrious career in journalism. Bikitsha could be irreverent, sarcastic and full of humour. Yet, if the circumstances permitted, or depending on his mood, he could hold his own in the company of very serious and intellectual writers too.

One of the outstanding characteristics of Doc Bikitsha - and to me this is the hallmark of a good journalist - is the ability to write about any subject with a good grasp of the subject matter. Doc can write about most sporting codes, the arts, showbiz and even politics. In fact, as a young reporter, part of his beat was to report about the activities of the African National Congress.

Given his carefree spirit, Doc was always running into problems with Nelson Mandela and Oliver Reginald Tambo. “In those days Madiba displayed a very royal disposition and simply could not tolerate our rough and tumble behaviour. OR (Oliver Tambo) too projected a benign aloofness towards us. Of course he was not as intimidating as Madiba, although he too made it clear that he was less than impressed with our wayward behaviour. Madiba and OR were too prim and proper for us to take liberties with.”
“Oh, Xhamela (Walter Sisulu) was something else! He was always at home with us young and wild-mannered journalists. I loved him. He was truly an Elder Statesman even in those days. He made us feel welcome at ANC press conferences and would always prevail on Madiba and OR”.

In fairness to Madiba and OR, it often required someone with a thick hide to tolerate happy-go-lucky characters like Doc and some of his professional colleagues such as Stan Motjuwadi, Motsisi, Bob Gosani (the photographer) and their intellectual guru, Can Themba. Doc admits that he often attended ANC press conferences already in his cups.

Doc took to journalism like a duck to water. The fact that he was able to write about various subjects ranging from sport to music with remarkable ease was, in the main, also understandable. Doc Bikitsha was surrounded by all types of books from an early age and became a voracious reader. He still is even at 76 years old. 
He was exposed to music, whether choral or gospel, at a tender age. This is what he says about his early years: “I am 11 years old and already in the AME Church Choir singing Handel’s The Heavens are telling the Glory of God.” 
He is not being boastful: he is merely saying that he started singing at an early age with people several years older than him It was in the AME Church Choir that his singing ability was discovered and nurtured. He could sing tenor, alto and soprano with ease, but he adds that he just could not master basso profundo. 
That he was a born singer became apparent when he entered high school at Pax College – a boys-only institution in present-day Limpopo. He and four other students became the core of the college’s choir. To the surprise of fellow students and their teachers, the five easily accompanied the school’s organist although none of them had any formal training as singers.

Doc recalls: “One day the school’s chief organist/pianist, Brother Celeste, heard the five of us singing to the accompaniment of the organ. He was completely bowled over by what he heard from Joseph Masiu, Cyprian Mnisi, Ben Nkosi, Attwell Magano and me. After we had finished singing, he told us he was going to teach us voice modulation.

“He did not have much to teach us. Magano in particular was extremely talented and had a superb vocal range. He was the only one in our group who could easily switch over to basso profundo with remarkable ease, even though he would not be able to sustain it for too long. He was ahead of us and became an excellent music conductor.”
Doc was also an all-round (albeit average) sportsman. He played football and tennis, and the love of his life as a teenager was bodybuilding. Showboating (in a playful manner) being part of his make-up, Doc admits that he loved his well-built body. Without saying it, it is obvious that he delighted in showing it off.

Basil “Doc” Bikitsha was born Neo Sipho Bridgeman Bikitsha on November 19, 1930 at the Bridgeman Memorial Hospital in Mayfair, Johannesburg, and grew up in Madubulaville, then a township for Africans near Randfontein on the West Rand. He was raised by his grandmother, Selinah Ntombembi Bikitsha. A year before he sat for his final matric examination, this former AME member was formally accepted into the Catholic Church, was baptised and renamed Basil. But it was as Doc Bikitsha that he became widely known.

Doc recalls that when he was given the name, he asked the reasons for this, and the priests told him that Basil of Ceasarea was a very important theologian and philosopher in the Catholic Church. This Basil was also referred to as a “Doctor of the Church”. He says, almost tongue in cheek, that the idea of sharing a name with a vegetable never sat comfortably with him.

Doc’s grandmother, Ntombembi Bikitsha, came to the Transvaal after her husband died in Gcuwa (Butterworth) in the Eastern Cape. She worked as a domestic for some prominent mining bosses and saved enough to build herself an architect-designed mansion in Madubulaville. Doc says the family home was always full of people from all walks of life. The high and mighty of society on the West Rand and indeed the entire Reef, including priests, church elders, teachers, businessmen, self-made men, factory workers, mineworkers and ordinary workers, were regulars at Ntombembi Bikitsha’s place.

Ntombembi Bikitsha or Makhulu, as she was popularly known, had by now left her job as a domestic and ran a highly successful shebeen-cum-eating house. Whenever important church conferences were held on the West Rand, the church elders would end up at Makhulu’s place for their meals, and for drinks for those with a liking for liquor. As a God-fearing Christian, Makhulu often offered her guests free food and drinks.
According to Doc, Makhulu’s generosity knew no bounds.Top entertainers of the time, such as Peter Rezant of the Merry Blackbirds, would never come to the West Rand without passing by Makhulu’s place.

Makhulu also sold all sorts of home-brewed stuff. There was Sweet Gwebu or Sweet Froth, which was very popular with those who did not have money to buy the so-called white man’s liquor like beer or spirits. Then there was Barberton or Mbamba, Morara (fermented grapes) and Hops. These latter brews, also for the less moneyed, were very potent and had the kick of a mule. 

Doc established a library at an early age through books given to him in exchange for these home-made brews by patrons who worked at a bookstore. “Those guys were always bringing me books they had acquired from where they worked. Makhulu made sure that she compensated them fairly for the books. They would always get drinks and meals equal to the retail price of the book or slightly lower, but never too low. That was Makhulu. She was not one to take advantage of her patrons, whatever their station in life.”
As a student, Doc was among the top achievers. But it was his devil-may-care behaviour which often placed him on a collision course with the strict school Fathers and Brothers. While most of his schoolmates accepted without question the school’s policies and the rigorous church practices, Doc questioned many things at the college. To him there were no holy cows that were left unchallenged.

Although Makhulu was not schooled, she knew that Pax College, with its well-known emphasis on discipline, was one of the few institutions in the country that could ensure her grandson completed high school. It was not going to be easy. Doc admits he drove the priests up the wall several times during his five years at the college. 
Knowing her grandson as she did, Makhulu had even suggested to the school authorities that Doc must not be allowed to come home during school holidays. The priests did not take long to understand why Makhulu had made that strange request. Doc was more than a handful and they decided that they had no wish to keep him within the schoolyard when the rest of the learners were away. He was just too much to handle.

So exasperated were the priests with his behaviour that on more than one occasion they contemplated expelling him. Luckily, it never came to that. According to Doc, before he and 11other matric students sat for their examination, the deputy principal addressed them and wished them well in their future careers. 
“The deputy principal spoke in glowing terms about the 11 matriculants and stated that the school was going to give them whatever assistance they needed for the future. However, when he addressed me, he made it clear that the school was definitely not going to offer any assistance and ended his remarks by stating that he would eat the buttons of his cassock if I passed my matric. After he left, I remarked that I wish his buttons will be chocolate-coated to make it more palatable for him to eat them.”
Needless to say, Doc proved the deputy principal wrong. He was one of only three students who passed their matric and, as if to rub it in, he obtained a first-class pass.

Doc should have gone to Fort Hare for his tertiary education, but given that he had now been formally admitted into the Catholic Church, going to Roma in Lesotho seemed more appropriate. He chose to study humanities, hoping to become a teacher when he graduated.

His reputation preceded him to Roma. The priests in Lesotho were fully briefed about the problem-child they were inheriting by their colleagues from Pax College. “As soon as I arrived at Roma, I was given a frosty welcome by some of the priests at the institution. They told me how they expected me to behave.

“Of course, while they thought they were lecturing me about the virtues of good behaviour and academic excellence, my roaming eyes were already sampling some of the Basotho women working in the fields”. The well-meaning efforts of the priests to put Doc on a straight and narrow path would once more prove a futile exercise.

Academically, Doc continued to do well at Roma. He established a band which helped raise funds for the university by performing in music shows throughout the Mountain Kingdom. 
He was also engaged in Roma’s sports activities and was elected head of the university’s sports association, which encompassed all the sporting codes played at Roma. 
Doc has an exceptionally photographic memory. Even in his 70s, with his body ravaged by diabetes, his amazing memory is a source of constant surprise to some of us younger journalists. 
Now and again he would write an obituary about an individual and in the process reveal some gem of detail that few people still remembered. He can recall events that happened over four decades ago without the help of any reference source. He is his own reference library and archive.

I have lost count of the number of times I’ve asked Doc, “But Bra Doc, how do you remember all these things which happened over four decades ago without the benefit of a reference library?” 

Most diabetic sufferers complain about loss of memory. You can, for example, leave the bedroom intending to fetch something from the bathroom, and by the time you get there - a matter of seconds - you have completely forgotten what you wanted to fetch.

This is no hagiography about Doc or his peers of that bygone era. Yes, most of them like Es’kia Mphahlele, Casey “The Kid” Motsisi, Stan “De-Kaffirnated” Motjuwadi, Obed Musi, Lewis Nkosi, Can Themba and Aggrey Klaaste were gifted writers. Yet, it is also true that with the exception of Mphahlele, too many of them succumbed to the white man’s liquor. 

Doc and Klaaste have written acres of articles about their wild and reckless days when they almost drank themselves to death. Their critics have often claimed - I think wrongly - that their many articles about their hard-drinking days and reckless lifestyles in Sophiatown, Madubulaville, Soweto and the Reef were disguised efforts to glorify their excessive drinking. Nothing could be further from the truth.

These two simply told the truth about their days as drunkards, without justifying anything. I have often argued that it is a measure of their integrity that they had the guts to tell the whole wide world about their bad past. It would have been easy for them not to write about their past, and many of us would have been none the wiser. Doc has aptly described his drinking days as “my degenerative past”. No one could have put it more aptly and stronger. The late and much lamented Aggrey (Ah, Madiba!) and Doc never tried to whitewash their sordid past.

By hanging their dirty linen for all to see, I think they have done a great service to young and aspirant journalists by showing them that there is nothing glorious about overindulging in liquor. I do not know if, when Doc and Aggrey wrote about their past as drunkards, this was an unwitting way of cleansing themselves - a cathartic process if you will. I have no doubt that many up-and-coming journalists have benefited immensely from their writings.

Giving a rationale for their heavy drinking, this is what Doc says in a short piece written to accompany a book of photography compiled by former Drum photographer Jurgen Schadeburg: “In an escape from drudgery and oppression and repressive laws, the people formulated their own amusements and entertainment. Paramount among these was the shebeen, an institution unique to the cultural, writing and artistic fraternity of black society. It was more like home from home.” 

This was still the truth and reality when I joined journalism in 1973. The shebeen played a central role in the social life of many people in urban areas, whether it was Soweto, KwaMashu, Batho Location, Langa, Mdantsane, New Brighton, Mohlakeng or Seshego. To pretend otherwise is simply dishonest.

I would like to believe that Doc and Aggrey forewarned the generation that came after them (me included) of the dangers of too much drinking. I think they helped to debunk the myth that to be a good journalist one had to drink hard and play hard. They warned in different ways, including by writing about their degenerative past, that reckless drinking would always lead to self-destruction. 

Both Motsisi and Themba died early in their lives, and Aggrey often cited them as perfect examples of how great talent can go to waste because of liquor. 
When I joined Drum magazine, my editor Stan Motjuwadi’s voice would often choke with emotion when he told me how he had repeatedly warned his friend Motsisi that his heavy drinking would lead him to an early grave.

Those warnings were to prove prophetic: Motsisi died at 44. Themba died in exile in Swaziland from coronary thrombosis in 1967, five years after he left the country of his birth. He was 53 years old. 

It takes lots of guts for one to admit to the whole world, as Doc did, that, during his degenerative past, he was admitted to a loony bin. Yet Doc talks about this without blushing. Such was the character of Doc that when he left the psychiatric hospital in Mafikeng, he managed to convince one of the senior nurses to love and live with him. And they lived as a couple for 20 years. It requires a certain level of panache to achieve that. And Doc had plenty of derring-do!
Doc Bikitsha’s writings display an amazing knack to turn around what would have been, in the hands of many writers, a pedestrian or sterile article (depressing in some cases) into a light-hearted, even hilarious masterpiece without making it frivolous. It is not for him to use a sledgehammer to drive a point home in his writing if a subtler and light-hearted approach could achieve the same result.

It was the same approach he used in tackling some tricky political problems. In the 1970s the majority of black journalists working at those white-owned newspapers were unashamedly anti apartheid, and therefore obviously opposed to the apartheid regime, and they did not disguise their opposition to homeland politicians like Chief Gatsha Buthelezi, Lucas Mangope, Kaizer Matanzima and Joseph Mphephu.

If the majority of mature journalists had this passionate dislike for homeland leaders, it does not require a great leap of the mind to imagine the attitude of the less grown-up members of township youth, especially at the height of the June 16 1976 uprisings. The youth were rabidly anti-government and anti-homeland leaders. 
Yet Doc managed to bring together June 16 firebrands like Tsietsi Mashinini in a face-to-face meeting with Chief Buthelezi. This is how it happened. 

In the weeks before the June 16 uprising, student leaders like Tsietsi Mashinini and Khotso Seatlholo were regular visitors at many newspaper houses, including the offices of the Rand Daily Mail where Doc worked.

“I see these boys coming. They are happy. They are vociferous. They are swearing blood and vengeance. They are shouting mayhem. I say the little devils. 

“One day they come and say they are looking for Mike Ndlazi (a political reporter at the Rand Daily Mail) who, I do not know if this was a fortunate thing or not, was not there. They then say: Mr Doc, can you do us a favour?”

The favour they requested was for “Mr Doc” to edit a press release they intended circulating to the rest of the media houses. After Doc had cleaned their copy, they were extremely happy with his effort, and that is how his relationship with Tsietsi Mashinini and the other student leaders started. 

It was during one of those visits to the Rand Daily Mail that Mashinini and his comrades told Doc how much they hated Chief Buthelezi. It was a remark that would prove fortuitous. Like a teacher guiding a difficult pupil, Doc asked the student leaders why they hated Buthelezi. After they gave a string of reasons - “he was a sell-out” among them - Doc landed a timely coup de grace. He asked them if they would like to meet their enemy, and they all said yes. “Bring him on, bring him on, they chanted.” 

Doc then explained to the cocky youngsters that, on that very afternoon, he was going to meet Chief Buthelezi at Jan Smuts International Airport. Buthelezi was arriving from Nigeria, where he had attended the Festac festival, and had phoned the Rand Daily Mail earlier to make Doc aware that he would be at the airport on his way to Durban. 
Doc had requested Buthelezi to bring him as much material from the festival as he could lay his hands on.

“I went to the transport manager and explained that I have got six students whom I would like to meet Gatsha Buthelezi. Could you give us a Kombi? He (transport manager) said the more the merrier. He gave us the Kombi.”
Lady luck was smiling on Doc. At the airport he met Chief Buthelezi’s top lieutenant, Gibson Thula, who also happened to be Doc’s homeboy. The two were excited to see each other and after exchanging the usual pleasantries, Thula asked Doc why he was at the airport with a group of students.

“I say that these kids would like to meet with Gatsha. Let them confirm their doubts or form whatever opinions about the man, but let them make a fair appraisal of the man.” Thula was happy the students would have an opportunity to assess the much-maligned Buthelezi at first hand. “I am happy,” Thula said and went on to convey this piece of news to the KwaZulu homeland leader, who, without hesitation, agreed to meet with the Soweto pupils.

Chief Buthelezi delayed his connecting flight to Durban for about 45 minutes while talking to the young revolutionaries. Doc says when they came out of that meeting he could sense there was a definite sea change in their attitude towards Buthelezi. “Once Gatsha had agreed to meet with the students, I went outside. I did not want to interfere in their discussions. After the meeting was over I saw there was change in these boys. I did not talk to them on the way back to Johannesburg. I say to myself, let it sink in.”

It was only as they approached Johannesburg’s central business district that Doc prepared the students for the big question, but in a roundabout manner. Firstly, he asked them whether they wanted to be dropped in Soweto. When they said they still had a few errands to do in the city, he suggested they should have a meal at the Rand Daily Mail canteen, and all of them agreed enthusiastically. “I then asked them, sort-of in passing, ‘What do you think of Gatsha?’ They now had varying views of the guy.”  

After this incident, the relationship between Doc and the young revolutionaries of 1976 was cemented.

If the introduction of Bantu Education had the unintended consequence of re-energising journalism, the destruction of Sophiatown, the nerve centre of this burgeoning profession, signalled the beginning of the end of the Golden Era I referred to earlier. One senses a tinge of sadness when Doc tells how their guru, Can Themba, pleaded with him to remain at “The Fort”, the one-roomed dwelling at 66 Gold Street that had become the headquarters of those illustrious journalists. The name “The Fort” was coined by Joe Gumede.

As the bulldozers moved into Sophiatown, Doc stayed for a while with Can Themba, but it was a futile exercise. Eventually even the loyal Doc had to make his way back to Makhulu’s place in Madubulaville. The Sharpeville massacre a few years later would rip the heart out of black journalism. Some of its leading practitioners - Es’kia Mphahlele, Bloke Modisane, Arthur Maimane, Todd Matshikiza and Lewis Nkosi - would leave for exile. 

