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Believe it or not, the library at my school was kept 
locked! I have no memory of going inside and choosing 
a book for myself.  What’s more, when I asked our 
vice-principal to sign a form so that I could join the 
Johannesburg city library, she refused. I can still hear her 
voice with her Irish lilt…

‘And what would you be wanting to read more 
books for, Beverley? Have you not got enough with your 
text books already?’  

I was puzzled at the time, but later I realised that 
the nuns who taught me felt that it was their duty to 
control the books we read. In class, when we read a 
story, a poem, a novel or a play by Shakespeare, we 
were told what the author meant.  Our teachers told 
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us to write down what they said and learn it. To them, 
teaching included teaching us what to think. At least 
I was lucky to have some books at home that I would 
read for pleasure. I would lose myself in them and my 
imagination would roam.   

This was all a long time ago – more than 50 years – 
but the idea of keeping young people away from books 
and controlling their ideas still angers me. You see, I 
was brought up in apartheid South Africa. I was a white 
child in a whites-only school and none of my teachers 
encouraged me to ask questions, let alone question the 
racism all around us.  It’s a bit like we children were little 
donkeys with blinkers who had to follow instructions 
from teachers and adults who also wore blinkers.

After I left school, I was very fortunate to make 
friends at university with people who helped me tear 
away the blinkers. For the first time, I began to read 
books that invited me to see the world around me 
in new ways.  I began to realise that for black South 
Africans the country was like a vast prison and I began 
to ask the questions that I’d never asked before. What I 
saw, with my own eyes, was shocking, but at least I was 
now beginning to choose my own journey. That led to 
me being locked up in jail for eight weeks in solitary 
confinement, with no charges. I was still a ‘small fish’ 
in the resistance to apartheid, but my brother and his 
friends who challenged the system were locked up for 



years.  Reading and discussing books was important 
to them because books allowed their minds to travel 
outside the prison walls.  Books helped them keep their 
minds free!

 I started writing when I was living in exile in England 
and had two children. Their father and I weren’t allowed 
to return to South Africa where we had both been born. 
That made us refugees from our home country and I 
wanted to find a way for our children, and others, to 
imagine what apartheid was like. If I could tell them a 
gripping story, they might want to know more… 

That was the beginning of Journey to Jo’burg, my first 
book for young people. Once it was published, it quickly 
travelled around the world in many different languages.  
I began to receive hundreds of letters from readers 
telling me their thoughts and asking me questions.  But 
there were no letters from South Africa because the 
apartheid rulers banned the book until the year after 
Nelson Mandela was released from jail. Someone could 
be put in prison or made to pay a fine if they were found 
with it.  

Not having books is not always about lack of money 
but about what we value.  Books are ‘mind food’!  One of 
our most important freedoms is surely to read, imagine, 
think and ask our own questions about the world.

A few years ago I wrote this poem. It arose from 
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thinking about Journey to Jo’burg.  It’s also about much more, but that I 
leave to you.

They tried to lock up freedom
They seized the book

Ripped out its spine

Flung it in the fire

	 Pages fluttered through smoke

They grabbed the pages

Scratched out lines

Crushed them in their fists

	 Words squeezed through knuckles

They twisted the words

Tore out sound

Swallowed them in their silence

	 The heart of the book cried out

		  The pages grew wings

			   The words breathed Freedom
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