BOOK CLUB CORNER

One of the cornerstones of the book club is to help those in need.

A DECADE OF EXPLORING THE
WONDERFUL WORLD OF BOOKS

A

t the birth of Imbiza Journal for
African Literature in April 2021,
the BookWorms Book Club was
coincidentally celebrating its 10th
anniversary. It was fitting that we
marked this momentous occasion
with a two-hour discussion of Joburg Noir, a short
story anthology edited by Niq Mhlongo. The 20 short
stories held a special place in my heart as a Joburg
girl through and through.
When Rudo Mathivha, Emma Zwapo and I founded
the book club 10 years ago, we were armed with
toddlers, budgies, sandwiches, water bottles, and a
determination to give structure to our ad-hoc daily
discussions around books. That first meeting remains
a standing joke in the club. There we were on the
beautiful Johannesburg Zoo Lake grounds surrounded
by revellers braaiing to their heart’s content, and we
were spread out on picnic blankets with a husband
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whose sole responsibility that mid-morning was
ensuring the toddlers were safe.
We left that gathering with a fluid and progressive
constitution built on these three pillars:
•
•
•

To promote life-long reading for pleasure.
To buy and read one book a month and meet
for a discussion.
To support community-based programmes in
marginalised communities.

Being able to use your power and resources to help
those in need is particularly important to me, and
it is one of the cornerstones of the book club. The
book club is made up of women who have a lived
experience of lack and, for us, incorporating this pillar
as a guiding principle does not mean we have a lot;
it simply means we know how it feels not to have.

IMBIZA JOURNAL FOR AFRICAN WRITING

Over the years, we have read many incredible books,
discovered new authors, and were introduced to
people we ordinarily would not have met had we
not opened up ourselves. Our first discussion was
on Trinity On Air by Fiona Snyckers, and I was both
enraged and fascinated by Trinity Luhabe’s escapades.
The narrative was accessible to us as Black women
heralding a reimagining of book clubbing as serious
and vital like a stokvel.

In between reading and scribbling on pages of our
copies, we continually search the internet for new
titles and news from the reading and publishing
communities. As with all organisations, change is
constant, and we found its organic process valuable
and effective in the sustainability and longevity of
the book club. We currently have a solid Black and
female membership whose endorsement of the book
club’s ethos continues to propel us forward.
Our Pay-It-Forward social programme continues to
be needs-based and is guided by the most pressing
needs of the communities we associate ourselves
with. What started as a small contribution in May
2011, when we supported more than 50 girls
and women from a Vosloorus informal settlement
with hygiene packs over two years through In Him
Ministries, grew to the provision of more than
40 000 meals for the after-school care programme of
Pulamaliboho Ministries in Alexandra by providing the
church with non-perishables for more than two years.
Last year, due to the outbreak of the coronavirus
and the resultant lockdown restrictions, we had
to suspend, with a heavy heart, the renovation
of an Early Childhood Development Centre in
Pimville, Soweto. This setback, however, created an
opportunity for us to invest a portion of the club’s
savings into a young man whose dream was to study
further this year.

Books and authors continue to take
centre stage in the book club’s history.

We choose our titles through a democratic process
and adhere to our selected guidelines, a hit-and-miss
approach. We have found ourselves with books we
wouldn’t recommend to anyone, but we have also
passionately discussed many great books. Naturally,
as a Black-women-only book club, we gravitate
towards women-centered stories across the colour
bar. We have read Zukiswa Wanner’s London, Cape
Town, Joburg after reading The Madams and Men
of The South a few years ago. We opened up our
group reading year this year with Angela Makholwa’s
Critical But, Stable, which resulted in an insightful and
hilarious two-hour discussion. We expected nothing
less from Makholwa, having spent more than five
hours with her at Restaurant Vilakazi three years
ago, interrogating Bontle Tau’s escapades in The
Blessed Girl.

The change in the environment due to the pandemic
also heralded other new opportunities. Our book
discussions have gone global and are accessible
anywhere, anytime, a move made possible by our
collaboration with CNA.
Books and authors continue to take centre stage
in the book club’s history. Our fifth anniversary
remains one of our most ambitious projects outside
of well-resourced book events. We hosted Mhlongo
(Paradise in Gaza), Sue Nyathi (A Family Affair), Rami
Chuene (We Kissed The Sun and Embraced The Moon),
Tirelo Makgeledisa (Voices of Jesus & Ancestors) and
Nozizwe Cynthia Jele (The Ones With Purpose), with
a special appearance by Jenny Crwys-Williams.
We believe in creating and sustaining meaningful
relationships, and we constantly surround ourselves
with people who emulate what we stand for.

Black Widows Society was our maiden voyage
with Makholwa, and we left that discussion
with this conclusion: “Every woman needed her
own Mzwakhe.”
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We had the opportunity to discuss African Delights
with author Siphiwo Mahala. The choice was sparked
by a heated discussion we had, off the cuff, on Matilda
in the The Suit. We decided to have a more significant
discussion titled “Requiem for Sophiatown,” a play
on Can Temba’s book of the same title. We drew
so many strong themes from the three alternative
endings in part one of African Delights that we only
quit when the night became chillier.

As fantastic as it is to have an author in our midst
that is not the most critical element of the book club.
We have had countless instances, especially in the
first few years, where it was difficult to secure an
author’s visit, but that did not deter us from reading
and showing up, prepared, for the discussions.
We’ve always found ways to deliver meaningful
and impactful conversations to everyone present.
We’ve had a Skype discussion with Bonnie Mbuli
of Eyebags & Dimples and an email discussion with
Susan Williams of The Colour Bar. We watched The
Help, the movie, at our discussion of the same book
by Kathryn Stockett. We invited Nolwazi Tusini to help
us steer through Democracy & Delusion: 10 Myths in
South African Politics by Sizwe Mpofu-Walsh.

We have created
102 book discussion
memories, invested
nearly R250 000 in
communities and
hosted excellent
authors.
We have had a couple of misses but were not left
bruised for too long. In the beginning, we read the
most popular authors as they were easily accessible.
Ten years later, the landscape has shifted, and the
variety of titles, authors and subject matter continue
to inject us with renewed enthusiasm. Miss Behave
by Malebo Sephodi, Xoliswa Nduneni-Ngema’s
Heart of a Strong Woman: From Daveyton to Sarafina!
and Phindile Yende’s Yet You Married Him: The Signs
Were There propelled us to move forward in our
feminist corners.
We have created 102 book discussion memories,
invested nearly R250 000 in communities and hosted
excellent authors. It has not always been plain sailing.
Creating and sustaining a team is work requiring a
drive fuelled by passion. Through it all, we are still
here stronger and wiser.

Preparing for opportunities is the motivating force
behind the book club, and the only way to harness
knowledge is through reading and learning from
others. Betting on a Darkie: Lifting The Corporate
Game by Mteto Nyathi was our last physical and
most profound discussion on the Black corporate
experience, a recurring theme within the book club.
After all, we are female and Black working class. Dr
Judy Dlamini’s Equal But Different and We Are The
Ones We Need: The War On Black Professionals by
Sihle Bolani left us reeling and seething with rage,
but also hopeful that together we can make this
world a better place.

34

The only way to harness knowledge is through
reading and learning from others.

