Mary Bam (55 years)

“When I help someone, I forget about my own pain”
I was born in Constantia, at Governementseplaats. I was born very sick. I only weighed a kilo and
two hundred and fifty grams and I had almost no heartbeat and pulse. My mommy used to say
I’m a miracle child, because the doctors told her I wouldn’t make it. They told her I’ve got one
teaspoon full of strength and that is too little to be alive. But I stayed alive and I keep on
fighting until this day. I’m a survivor.
Later on in my life, I once again nearly died. I lost a baby, my seventh child I lost. I lost too much
blood myself as well and felt like a dead person. I was ice cold and I couldn’t speak. The doctors
turned my family away and told them I’m dead already. (cries) All the patients were very weak in
that room; it was the intensive care unit. Then someone came into the room and discovered me
there, it was my neighbor. I asked her for water and she gave me a cup of water. I prayed into
the water to God that he turned water into wine and if he can’t turn this water into blood
because I have almost no blood left. And when I drank the water I felt my whole body warm up.
That’s why I can’t stop doing something for the community. Because I promised it to God.
My parents moved to Hardevlei in Lavender Hill when I was still small. I was supposed to be in
school but I dropped out. I started working as a housekeeper when I was eleven years old. At
that time I also started helping out in the community. I’ve had many jobs. That’s why I’m a Jackof-All-trades. I can do catering; I sometimes sell doughnuts for a living. I make biscuits. Toffee
apples, those I sell too. When I make money from it, I buy food for the sick. (laughs) I can’t help
it; I’m used to share. I always say we must work to survive. I ask the young gangster boys and
girls if I can help them to make a living. I say we can buy fruits, make a stall and make a living.
But they don’t want to do that.

“I call my car Daisy”
I do this community work since I was 11 years old. I was so committed with the sick and abused
people, because everybody abused me. I was abused since I was small. I call myself a counselor, I
never had training for all this, because I do it, it’s my passion. I do my job well, because everyone
wants to come to me, I refer them to the New World Foundation, to psychologists, to the
hospital. If I help somebody through counseling it helps me too, because I have a lot of hurt
inside me. When I help someone, I forget about my own pain.

I have a car and that car is my ambulance. I take sick people to the hospital, I take children that
don’t want to go to school, and I talk to the principal and sort them out. Every December I take
everybody to Gordon’s Bay, and then we go lie on the beach, the sick people and the old
people. I take all my medicines with me. We play games at the beach.
I call my car Daisy. Once I went to Elsies River and a gangster stole my car. “That is my
ambulance, that is my work”, I told the policemen. “Tomorrow you are gonna get your car”, they
told me. “Yes, I believe so”, I told them. They found my car. I must come to Elsies River police
station. They want me to show the people who stole the car. Then I found out it was one of my
patient’s sons who stole it. The mother was abused by his dad. I did not want to open a case
against him. I told him that if he wants to be someone good he must work and help his mother
make a living for his brothers and sisters. Some time after that his mother phoned me and told
me he found work. I said: “Thank you Jesus”.
My first job was at Mrs. Titus. My first wages was 50 cents. I ran home to my mommy and she
send me to the shop. In those days we could buy a lot of things for 50 cents, like sugar and
bread. I worked in a lot of places. Because if the boss or some of the staff abused me I left. I
started working at 11 years old, as a housekeeper. The boss abused me. The Madam asked me
why I’m crying. But I can’t tell her that her husband abuses me. Maybe I was too friendly with all
the people and they think naughty things of me. In a restaurant where I worked I was abused
again. Every time I was abused I just changed jobs. One day I came from work and the bus was
empty, the bus driver saw I was alone in the bus and I said I want to get off in Retreat station. He
raped me and I cried; I was still young. I came back home and I tried to hide my feelings from
my parents, because I understood I must work and help them put my brothers and sisters
through school.
The reason I stopped going to school is because one day my sister cut all my hair off. I went to
school with a scarf and when I did not want to take it off the teacher broke two of my fingers. I
never told anyone about the broken fingers.

“I didn’t know the rich man was the stingiest man”
I always forget about my birthday but people in the community and even the gangsters, they
remember. One day this guy said: “Hey auntie I’m gonna sing for you”. And that dronkie
(drunkard) sang for me. And that made me feel so good, they bought me a cool drink, and that’s
enough for me. My children and my family say I’m mad, I share everything I got.
The people I used to take to church also once organized a birthday party for me in church. That
is the first time I had a birthday like that and it made me feel so good. But then a gangster came
into the church with his liver hanging out. Nobody wanted to help him - he came running
straight to me. I pushed the liver inside of his body and took him to the hospital in Hannover
Park. Everybody told me later that I was so great that night; I saved that man’s life. If I go now
into Manenburg and I’m hungry the gangsters buy me a pack of chips, anything they have to

offer. One night my husband abused me and I ended up in hospital. That very same guy with the
liver, he came to the hospital. I don’t even know how he found out but he came to visit me and
he said: “Sister I hope you are well because you are our community Ma”.
Then I married this man, in 2002. He was young and sexy and all this. His wife died and he asked
me to work for him as a housekeeper. Only in the weekends I went home. He asked me to work
for him for five months. When my work was finished I told him I’m going home to my kids. He
told me no, he likes me and he wants to marry me. I told him I don’t like men; I come from an
abusive marriage. But I also thought, if I got a rich man, I can supply all the sick and abused
people. So I married him. But I didn’t know the rich man was the stingiest man. He always
complained about my community work. He also said I’m jolling with the people. He once called
my car a hoerehuis op wiele (whorehouse on wheels). These words made me so sad. But I said
okay, the Lord will bless me again.
I wanted to divorce my second husband the same week I married him. I even phoned to radio
Tygerberg when they had an item on divorce, but they said I should have done it the next day
after the marriage, then it would still have been possible. He was gone most of the time anyway.
He just came in to make more babies.
Then, one day, my husband put a sick man in my bed. I was helping a sick man and so my
husband said we must sleep together, me and the sick man, because I’m jolling around. He
himself went to sleep on the couch. He never told the people he put that man in my bed. I
stayed up and I cried that whole night. That made me aggressive, I got panic attacks after that. I
tried to commit suicide. But that sick men got up and took all the pills from me. He told my
husband your wife wants to commit suicide. He said “fock her”. He’s the preacher man! The sick
man gave me some milk. I was so depressed, I got aggressive
Now I’m young, single and very free. The Lord helped me to raise my six children. Then one day,
I phoned my mother and I said I want to talk to her. I showed her the book I wrote about my life
and told her my hurts and my feelings, and why I was so aggressive afterwards. “Mary did you
go through all this?”, she asked me. “I didn’t know you were such a strong person, you look so
weak, but now I can see you are very strong”, she told me.

“My house is a men-free zone”
When I told my mother and the doctors about the abuse I overcame all this. I’m Mary Bam, I
don’t give a damn, I don’t like man. My house is a man-free zone. When I was young they just
rape me and I don’t think about abuse. I didn’t know it’s not right. Now my church and the
community is the first priority. I am here to help people who was abused. I don’t want them to
go through the same. I’m a survivor but some people don’t survive. I’m lucky to be alive, that’s
why I want to do this work.
One day when I was driving to church I saw this drunken woman lying on the street, she did not

even have shoes on. I pick that lady up and I put her in the car, give her something to eat and
put shoes on her. I ask her if she wants to go to church and she says yes. After church, she is
sobered up. Then I discover that this dirty auntie got a talent and a half! She takes the guitar and
she plays us a nice song. People got so jealous with that auntie. She gives me some fresh
vegetables. I take it and bless someone else with it. Then I see that auntie’s house was so dirty. I
don’t think about it, I clean the house and put some curtains up. I go to her and talk about the
Bible. After that I go home. One day, one of the Philippi children tells me that auntie, she is in
the hospital. I take all her children and put them in my car, all nine of them, and we drive to the
Wynberg hospital. The visitor’s hour was over but I said these children want to see their mother
and sing a song. They went in and sang a song. Then I took them to my mother in Retreat, to
have supper. Then I was stopped by the police because my car is overloaded. I said, I’m just
doing this work without getting paid, I’m not getting paid like you, I’m just taking these children
to the hospital. Then they tell me my license is due. I just laugh. One day I find out that one of
these boys, her son, he was in court for rape. They get abusive because nobody is looking after
them. (cries)
My dream is for people to speak up, I don’t want them to keep their abuse quiet. I kept quiet for
so long. In that time I could have helped so many people. Silence is not always golden,
sometimes it is better to speak out. Everyone wants to come to me for family counseling now.
My dream for myself is to have a nice bussie or a combi. To drive around in the area. I can’t
retire now, I’m still young. I’m still up and about. There’s lots of people who need my advice.
And also, I want to write a book about my life and sell the book. Maybe people can learn from
my story and we can make money, to help more abused people.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Mary Bam is the founder of “Survivors”, an organisation that offers trauma counseling services (drug
abuse, child abuse, alcohol abuse, HIV/Aids, teenage pregnancy, etc). She is also active in the
Neighbourhood Watch.

