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AN OPEN LETTER OF APOLOGY TO ALL THE MAIDS I'VE EVER HAD IN GRATITUDE FOR THEIR LOYAL SERVICE 

With so much in the news about reconciliation, I ask myself what role I can play to help reconstruct a nation torn apart by misunderstanding and hurt.  I cast my mind back over the years when I was a typical white liberal South African ‘madam.' We lived in Constantia then and it is there we reared our large brood with the help of numerous, consecutive ‘maids.'  We were not a typical Constantia family in that we were often strapped for cash, but in the eyes of those ladies we were well off.  


Now that the children have all grown up and left home, I reflect on the deep sense of guilt and concern I have for those who worked for me. I feel very strongly how poorly I treated them. Not out of malice towards blacks or ‘coloureds' but merely in the spirit of the times - it was the norm not to pay your servant more than a given amount. If I had paid more, other people's servants would surely become dissatisfied with their lot, and therefore demand more (God forbid) It was law not to employ staff without a ‘pass', doing so could get us into serious trouble and we could be charged a hefty fine - we ‘madams' adhered to that law and in so doing left thousands of poor souls out in the cold. 

But worst of all is the complete disregard and disrespect for who you were. The ignorance of your culture, language, history and the fact you were often far away from your people. Having you daily in my home, standing right along side you at the kitchen sink and not knowing nor caring what suffering brought you there:  


The times I let you walk that long mile to the bus on your one afternoon off.  

Relief at your return to the location at the weekend and not having to confront your poverty. 








Not paying you a little extra for baby-sitting, saying ‘..that’s part of  the deal.'  


The times I've forgotten to go to the bank to get your wages and I asked you to wait until Monday.  


The times I ignored your disappointed in me, as if it was my prerogative to be insensitive to your needs.  











Discarding you sadness with the comment ’She's moody.’  


Not making your room comfortable, saying ‘..they're not used to luxury.’
  

Taking advantage of your vulnerability.  


Being suspicious when an item was mislaid or an appliance broken.  


Not acknowledging your enormous value to me.  


Not giving you that loan when you'd asked so humbly and needed it so badly.  


Giving only a meagre Christmas box to take home to your large, expectant family waiting for you back home. 

Asking you to leave my employ, knowing how you would struggle to find other work.  


My  arrogance.  
...cooking, cleaning, washing, ironing, bathing children, baby-sitting, washing dishes, mopping floors, making beds - why didn’t I acknowledge how hard you worked - and I can't even claim ignorance as I’d done all those chores myself before we could afford help. How did you manage in that small room when your sister and her baby came to stay? You must have been so disappointed in me when I didn't offer a little mattress or an extra plate of food - I thought you had a ‘culture of large eaters' and I already had many mouths to feed.  But what a small price to pay for all the help you gave me.  

Better to rejoice you had company.  

I thought I had to treat you that way.  

That was the way we all treated our ‘maids'. Mind you, I was one of the few Madams who allowed your husband to stay, but I did have the gall to ask if he was your ‘real' husband.  


Dear Lilly-Jane, Eva, Polly, Herculena, Annetjie, Nthombi, Sweetness, Phosisa, Rahel,Leantas, Beauty, Violet, Monica, Phumsa - universal maids who worked so hard for me at various stages of my life, as well as for my family and friends – those working in domestic service everywhere - whose courage, patience, forgiveness and integrity I so admire. I can never thank you enough for the long suffering help you gave so freely in raising our children.  Now that I'm a ‘maid' myself I think of you daily and have become acutely aware of what it must have been like to work for us ‘madams' and I apologise - for myself and if I could for all the other ‘madams’ who so eagerly exploited your desperate plight and shielded behind the cold, insensitive cloak of apartheid.       







   
First written by Emmaleen Kriel while working in East Sussex UK.  January 1998. Feel free to use this letter if it can serve a purpose, but for copy right reasons you need to acknowledge that is was written by me, the date and where possible just drop me a line to let me know. 









