The Great Hall: It’s true, bricks and mortar can love you back!
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No other building at the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) captures my imagination and memory quite like that magnificent structure, “The Great Hall.” The name conjures up images of authority and power. Not at all! The Wits’ Great Hall, at least for me, signifies the epicenter of a great university, a hall where events large and small happen. So let me recount the story of my more than 50 year infatuation with this building.

The relationship started sometime in 1958, I was almost 9 years of age, The Great Hall by then 34 (construction started in 1922 and the building housing it, the Central Block was opened in 1925 by Edward, Prince of Wales). I remember it like yesterday: it was a Saturday afternoon and my brother and I, together with our ‘nanny’, Margaret Dhlamini, dressed in our smartest clothes, and were then dropped off at The Great Hall by my parents. Our seats were near the back of the hall, which was jam-packed by an excited and multiracial crowd. Dim the lights, start the show! King Kong was indeed “strong as a lion” and “bigger than Cape Town.” The show with music and lyrics by Todd Matshikiza and Pat Williams, was mesmerizing. What an historic event, but not enough to persuade the Government of the day that less, not more restrictive laws were needed.  
To bring this experience full circle, while visiting South Africa in February 2012, I picked up a copy of Denis Hirson’s Dancing and the Death on Lemon Street. This is a quite wonderful book in which Hirson makes frequent reference to King Kong. I was reading the book the next morning at a bed and breakfast in Melrose, Johannesburg, when in walked Pat Williams. She was in Johannesburg trying to make contact with members of the cast of the original production. We had a wonderful chat about the musical. I then googled Denis Hirson and bought his hilarious I remember King Kong (The Boxer), a compilation of statements which spoke directly to many of my childhood experiences and memories growing up in the Johannesburg of the 1950s and 60s, followed recently by the more philosophical We all walk straight so you better get out the way.
Our relationship then took about a 7 year hiatus until it was rekindled in 1964, when our “Form 3” class from King Edward Vll High School attended two plays of Shakespeare performed by the Cambridge University Shakespeare Players: Much Ado About Nothing and Loves Labours Lost. Unlike King Kong, the admission was only for whites, but the productions were memorable.
Our next date was in 1966 (me now 16, The Hall 41). As a final year high school student on the verge of a university career, this was an event not to be missed. I made it on to the steps, but not into the jam-packed Great Hall that night. Bobby Kennedy was the evening’s Academic Freedom lecturer and we waited hours for him and his entourage to arrive. They passed almost within touching distance. Kennedy’s speech was magnificent, but the phrase I recall most easily came from Robin Margo, then President of the Students’ Representative Council, when he referred to the government of the day as “Verwoerd and his cronies.” Everyone felt the impact of Camelot, the Kennedy aura, that anything was possible if only we would try hard enough.
These early experiences were like dating, but our relationship was getting serious and it was perhaps time to move in, i.e. come to Wits and make something of oneself. I entered Wits in 1967 as a Medical Student thrilled to be getting on with my formal postsecondary education. Thus began the most intense era of our relationship. There are three aspects to this period that warrant mention: first, every year we received the same warning: You better have started studying (“swotting” as we called it) by the time the magnificent jacarandas in front of The Great Hall were in bloom or else you were in big trouble. For the medical students, studying was a year-round activity, but the jacarandas in bloom demanded we move it up a notch or two.
Second, The Great Hall was where at least semi-civilized political debate occurred on campus, away from the rotten eggs and tomatoes thrown by the RAU students across Jan Smuts Avenue. The academic freedom lectures each year were always a call to action to improve South African society. I remember best the visits of Ramsey Clark, US Attorney General under President Lyndon Johnson, who had played a pivotal role in the civil rights movement of the 1960s in the US, and later Donald Woods, the East London journalist who broke the story of Steve Biko’s horrific treatment in custody. These speeches uplifted us but did not catch the attention of an increasingly racist government in the same way.

Lastly, and here we repeatedly come full circle, The Great Hall is where I received my Bachelor of Science (Medicine) in April 1970, and my MBBCh on December 8th 1973, the end of my formal education at Wits and the time for our relationship to be put on hold. The 1973 convocation of our medical school class was memorable for the great academic expectations (six of us graduated cum laude, the highest number of any class at Wits Medical School to that time), but also for its long hair, bell bottom trousers and platform shoes. The education has stood the test of time, the hair has mostly vanished and the fashions have gone the way of the dodo bird.

I remember the period of my education at Wits, 1967-1973, as one of enormous political upheaval as apartheid took an ever increasing hold on everything in South African society. It was this seemingly inexorable grinding down process which led to my family’s decision to move to Canada, where Pierre Trudeau had emerged as a truly ‘liberal’ leader. And we have not been disappointed. Looking back on South Africa, the worst of apartheid was still to come after we departed. The descent started with the Soweto riots of 1976 and just didn’t seem to stop.
But suddenly it did: there was Nelson Mandela leaving prison on February 11th 1990. 

My relationship with The Great Hall was slow to be rekindled, but reached perhaps its very highest points in December 2013. I had been toying for some time with the idea of applying to Wits for admission to the Senior Doctorate (DSc(Med)) program. I had been aware for a long time that Wits’ highest degree was given in two circumstances, first, honoris causi, and, second, after successful submission of a thesis weaving together the main research contributions of one’s career. The latter seemed like a very worthy mountain to scale for many reasons. I wrote the following justification to myself in the Acknowledgments section of the thesis: “First and perhaps foremost was my intense desire to reflect on the past 45 years since entering Wits Medical School as a naïve 17 year old in an attempt to make ‘sense’ of my career as an academic paediatrician; second, was the vain notion that, in doing this, I would be repaying in some small way my alma mater for the seven glorious years of my education and somehow retiring the debt of having left South Africa soon after completing this education; third, it was an opportunity to thank those who had played the major role in shaping my career; fourth, I wished to test my hypothesis that the story of my research was worth telling; and, finally, if successful, I would have come nearly full circle in my educational relationship with Wits.”
So began in 2010 a wonderful journey of self-reflection, supported by the Assistant Dean of Research in Wits’ Faculty of Health Sciences, Prof. Beverly Kramer, and by Barry Joffe, who served as my supervisor, Charles Feldman and Alan Rothberg, at Wits, and by Jeff Maisels who had successfully completed his DSc in 2009. The thesis was submitted in August 2012 and subjected to both local and international scrutiny. Waiting for the outcome was reminiscent of waiting for exam results many years before. I received notice of acceptance of my thesis in March 2013 and immediately started to make plans to be at one of the graduation ceremonies of 2013. My wife, one son and I decided to travel to Johannesburg for the December 10th graduation ceremony 40 years and 2 days after my MBBCh graduation! I must admit to having trepidations about attending the graduation: how would I be received after being away so long? Did the bricks and mortar still love me? Can one really go ‘home’ after so long a time? Would it be a serious let-down, a walk across the stage and that’s it?
We arrived on December 8th 2013 in Johannesburg, a city in the midst of both mourning the death and celebrating the life of Nelson Mandela, who had died a few days previously. The next week was intensely memorable and meaningful, with The Great Hall playing a central role. We did part of what I would call the Madiba-Trail: paid our respects by joining the throngs of people mourning his death, but more importantly celebrating his life outside his Houghton home, visited The Old Fort and Constitution Hall, which overlook the old Medical School, where I had encamped during my medical school and internship days, and later in the week, Lilliesleaf Farm in Rivonia where the apartheid government decimated the ANC by arresting its major leadership on July 11th 1963 (I was 13 at the time, living not far away near the Wanderer’s Cricket Club).
But by far the highlights of my return to Wits were the two visits to The Great Hall: on December 10th for my third Wits graduation and December 12th for the University’s tribute to Nelson Mandela. The graduation took place on a rainy day, at the very same time as the official memorial to Madiba at Soccer City. I was concerned that the predicted more than three hours of graduation would be a letdown. How wrong can one be! Rather it was an occasion to be remembered forever for three reasons: first, on a personal level, it was my “five minutes in the spotlight.” The warmth of my welcome back to Wits exceeded any expectations. From the pregraduation lunch to the beautiful citation read by the Dean of the Medical School, Sharon Fonn, to capping by the Deputy Vice Chancellor, to the gowning by the effervescent President of Convocation, Prof Kgethi Phakeng, and the rousing applause of the audience. The words that continue to ring in my ears are “and his origins are right here at Wits!”  
Second, was just being there to observe the potential of the Rainbow Nation that is South Africa today, with Wits as the epitome of its diversity. For more than three hours I was thrilled to see the joy of the graduates and their families as the names were read out and each marched across the stage. There was cheering, singing, ululating and even some dancing in the aisles. The biggest thrill was to watch and hear the medical students graduating: constant cheering from A to Z. 
Third, graduation was a celebration of Wits’ most famous alumnus, Nelson Mandela, whose spirit suffused the occasion. This was evident in the beautiful voices and colorful attire of the Wits Choir, the cheering of the students and their families, and was brought to a climax by the inspirational closing speech by Prof. Phakeng, who, too, invoked the spirit of Madiba in congratulating the graduates and wishing them well, and then exhorting them to make a contribution, both to society at large and the university in particular. The ceremony lasted more than three and a half hours: I left on Cloud 9. I did offer some of the medical grads a swap of gowns, my magnificent red one with the gold brocade for their more simple black ones, on condition I could go back to the start of my career.
Two days later I returned to The Great Hall for the university’s poignant tribute to Nelson Mandela. This too was a celebration of an extraordinary life lived through extraordinary times. Among the dignitaries in attendance were the Chancellor, Deputy Chief Justice Dikgang Moseneke, Madiba’s lawyer of more than 50 years, George Bizos and Dr Ahmed Kathrada, whose career has paralleled that of Mandela, as well as Vice-Chancellor, Professor Adam Habib, the Mayor of the City of Johannesburg, Parks Tau, President of Convocation, Professor Mamokgethi  Phakeng and the President of the Student Representative Council, Shafee Verachia, not to mention the wonderful Wits Choir and the soaring voice of Lira singing Something inside so strong! This was an experience of a lifetime: the packed Hall, the inspirational speeches and personal reflections about Nelson Mandela, the vision of a South Africa that so wants to become what Madiba envisioned so many years ago. Deeply etched in my memory.

So much has happened between my introduction to The Great Hall in 1958 and our parting as the Mandela Tribute ended 55 years later. I could not help but reflect on how the events of the past 55 years are so well mirrored in The Great Hall: but what went so wrong in the 1950-1980’s, and how did it change so suddenly? The erstwhile mouthpiece of the apartheid era, Die Beeld, said it all in a banner: Ons het hom toegesluit want ons was bang, maar hy het nie gehaat (We locked him away because we were scared, but he did not hate)! 
I returned to my home in Toronto a few days after the Mandela Tribute with a warm and fuzzy feeling: those bricks and mortar of The Great Hall still care after all these years. Hope to see you soon. 
(Postscript: My family has a long history at Wits: a quick count suggests we have at least 10 degrees among us:

My aunt, Blumy Segal was one of Wits’ first women doctors, getting her MBBCh in 1933; my uncle Max Segal graduated in 1938 with his MBBCh but did his Masater’s of Science along the way; my mother Sheila Segal graduated with her BA LLB in the 1940s; my brother Alan Daneman received his BSc (Med) in 1967 and his MBBCh in 1971; and my degrees are BSc (Med) 1969, MBBCH (1973) and DSc (Med) (2013).)







 
































































































































































































































































