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The Native Commissioner – Shaun Johnson 

Useful Quotes Part 1: 

This list of quotes, which may be useful for substantiating arguments made in essays, is not intended 
to replace the actual reading of the novel. It is highly recommended that you read the book in order 
to gain an understanding of the context and themes that can guide your use of quotes. 
 

I: 

"And garbage bags because surely, surely, there would be much whose time had come at last to be 
discarded and buried forever" 
"Inside was the presence of an absence which had shadowed my life" 
"I wanted to release a story...which had in its turn dragged me like a sinker” 
 

Ward, 1967: 

"the agony of being seized in an electrical field” 
“I could not stop my mind from going to those dark places where it should not go” 
“I feel terrible about the shame I’ve caused them” 
“This cursed and crumbled year” 
“when hopelessness and meaningless and peacelessness descend like a shroud and you just want 
desperately to end it all” 
 

Kitchen, 1967: 

“If you could read the secret history of your enemies, you should find in each man’s life sorrow and 
suffering enough to disarm all hostilities.” 
“he’s deluding himself and it’s just the same as it was with his work: deluding himself that he could 
somehow do the parts he agreed with, and avoid those he didn’t.” 
 

II: 

“should I be fiddling with bones in this way?” 

 

Zulu Lands, 1916: 

“Zululand…was a place that got into the blood and the brain and wouldn’t get out again” 
“When George Jameson was delivered by a midwife…The Great War was raging in Europe and the 
birth of a baby was seen as a talisman of hope.” 
“Impermanence was in the blood of white settlers; it was the knowledge that the place they loved 
used to belong to someone else” 
“the pure Zulu language…became real to George long before the white cities of the Union” 
“George was lonely and fragile but covered for it by working hard” 
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“he was a proud young man” 
“He began to like the feeling of authority” 
“In his young and romantic mind he thought there were to fundamental rites of passage for human 
beings…for women, natural childbirth; for men, combat in war” 
“Smuts said the conclusion of the war provided South Africa with the historic opportunity of looking 
into itself and resolving its own injustices. This George embraced with all his young heart” 
“They did not attend the dances at the MOTH hall, because he said he would feel like a fraud; he’d 
had an easy war” 
“Smuts had declared that the ‘Native Question’ was a national priority. He hoped he could play a 
role in this momentous matter.” 
“George was wholly unprepared for what came next…Smuts was defeated and the National Party 
swept into office” 
“These new leader were not…men like Jan Christiaan Smuts, who he admired so much that he kept a 
bound copy of his lecture, Freedom, on his desk” 
“I fear these Nationalists will want to treat the black man as an unperson. This could lead to terrible 
things.” 
“The uncertainty and shaky self-esteem that had been in his very tissue from childhood, began to 
press” 
 

Desert, 1948: 

“They were headed for quite another Africa…it all sounded ominous, not romantic” 
“The words wait and see were becoming a mantra in his life – a coward’s mantra” 
“How, he asked himself, could one manage fairly and honourably the interface of the races in such a 
deteriorating atmosphere?” 
“He took up two different causes: those of the Bushmen of the Kalahari and the bywoners, poor 
white tenant farmers” 
“He did find Tsumeb fulfilling in many ways, working harder and faster than at any time before” 
“apartheid – which he referred to when he had to as apartness, thinking that less crude” 
“George gradually began to have the uncomfortable feeling that this might not be more than a 
wayside in his career” 
“I no longer wake up in the morning and just charge at the job like a bull at a gate” 
“The word failure whispered itself loudly in his ear for the first time” 
“he concluded that this chosen path of his might indeed be a dead end, a great mistake, as well as 
increasingly problematic morally; and that caused momentary panic” 
“I feel like a man who in his life has struck coal, when he was searching for gold” 
“He began to feel deep, contradictory confusion” 
“He was assailed by a sense of hopelessness, entrapment, self-doubt…perhaps the truth is I am just 
no good” 
 

Courthouse, 1957: 

“He had always said that in Africa there was the deepest duty to try to understand the why as well as 
the what, for what right did one really have to judge people according to one’s own assumptions if 
you did not know theirs? He had never yet in his professional duties made a decision of which he felt 
morally ashamed” 
“I wish to ask this: What has it to do with you, Sir?” 
“George would refer to this moment as Ntabaka’s Question” 
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“it was as if his lifetime of meandering, cross-tracking certainties and doubts clanged together in a 
cacophony of sudden clarity” 
“the uncertainty…now really gnawed at him like a constant and ravaging illness” 
“But now he could not avoid questioning the career itself” 
“he questioned the meaning and validity and morality of everything he was doing and everything he 
was standing for” 
“He felt come over him…a sense of hopelessness and purposelessness that weighed a ton, and he 
said out loud in his good English accent: It’s all wrong. It was a physical feeling in his chest” 
“What right had he to judge anything at all about these people, never mind the effort he was so 
proud of putting into understanding them and learning their languages? It was a right conferred by 
conquest alone” 
“fear of failure in the eyes of others can be a terrible thing if you let it dominate your life” 
"the contradiction in which he was embroiled and complicit" 
"the machinery of the system whirred again into sudden life" 
"He had made a grave mistake in Johannesburg when he decided not to accept the offer to run the 
Babanango stores, but it was too late to reverse the decision; too late, too late" 
"they determined to face once again what lay ahead for them, if only because they were small 
people in the world and did not know what else they could do" 
 


