
Ephemeral Cinema, Invisible Media: Sound and Image at the Edge of Awareness
Dan Leopard, editor, Spectator 26:2 (Fall 2006) 42-44.

42

Finding the Balance
Andie Miller

“Mobiles have no meaning, make you think of nothing 
but themselve…A general destiny of movement is 
sketched for them, and then they are left to work it out 
for themselves.”

Jean Paul Sartre

Though she could drive, and it would be faster, 
Sue often chooses to walk “from one side of 
Johannesburg to the other. I find things!” she 
says. The streets for her are a place for gathering 
overlooked treasures.

On Sundays she and her partner Steve hit 
the streets together, “And it’s great. We watch all 
the building developments along the way. We’re 
always harassing security guards to let us in to 
see. It’s great to see what people are doing to their 
houses. I get ideas. And building rubble. I love 
building rubble. There are always interesting things 
lying around that you can bring home.”

We are walking round her garden, and 
she is showing me some of the things she has 
found. “Look at this beautiful old window that I 
got outside the library. It must have been in the 
storeroom there. I’m going to use it in the house 
we’re moving to in the Free State. And I found, 
just now, this pile of beautiful old pressed metal 
ceiling squares. I’ll make something out of them. I 
don’t know what yet.”

I look closely at the colourful mobile 
hanging in a tree nearby, that she’s made from 
bits and pieces she’s found. Plastic bags cut into 
strips; a milk carton; a snuff lid; chip packets; a hair 
curler; a scoop for baby’s milk formula; the lid of 

a Vim canister, already conveniently punched with 
holes to thread the string through; and a child’s 
abandoned slip-slop.

“Sometimes I say to Stephen, ‘Let’s not 
come home until we find something!’ And we find 
amazing things. We knock on people’s doors as 
well, when they’ve got things outside their houses, 
and ask them if we can have them. So it’s nice… 
And sometimes we just knock on people’s doors 
and ask them what colour paint they’ve used, and 
then they’ll say: ‘Well come in.’ And then we’ll get 
to see their house. And then we also sometimes go 
and see show-houses.

“This was our big find,” she says with 
satisfaction, lifting a plastic sheet off a high pile next 
to a wall of the house. “About 60 square metres of 
parquet flooring. Somebody pulled all the parquet 
out of their house and threw it on the pavement. 
So we asked the security guard if we could have 
it. ‘Sure,’ he said, ‘just give me small change.’ We 
did trip after trip of full-to-the-roof bakkie loads. 
Hundred year-old Rhodesian teak, going to the 
dump, for the price of a coke!”

Her pot plants are standing on a beautiful 
old dresser on the stoep, and the dresser, too, has a 
story. “That was one of the times we knocked on a 
door. All this stuff was standing on the pavement, 
and it turned out their granny had just died, and 
they’d come from somewhere up country to sort 
things out. They were only too happy for us to take 
it away.

“Steve and I are quite a good match, because 
I’ve got the ideas, and I want to do it, for free, and 
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I want to do it quick. But Stephen’s technical, and 
he can do it slowly and properly, so if it wasn’t for 
him, everything in the house would be put up with 
a glue gun, masking tape, and a stapler.

“If Steve sees a hole in the wall, and it worries 
him, he’ll scrape it all down, fill it with Polyfilla, 
repaint it, and then it will disappear for him. I can 
fill it with toothpaste, and I’ll never think about it 
again. And if and when it falls down, which might 
not be in my lifetime, then I’ll deal with it.”

Steve is a photographer by profession. “His 
last exhibition was working with polaroid lifts, 
emulsions…You take a polaroid picture, a certain 
kind of Polaroid, then you put it under water, and 
the image floats off into a kind of jelly, a tight little 
ball. Then you have to take a wet piece of paper, 
hand made paper, put it underneath and catch 
it, and slowly open it up. Of course it’ll never be 
completely square again, but you try and get it as 
close to what it used to look like. The exhibition 
was called Striving for Imperfection,” she laughs.

“If he was renovating the house, in his 
lifetime he’d do one door perfectly. It would be 
the most perfectly stripped and sanded door in the 
universe. I would do everything badly, but quickly. 
My feeling is even if we were going to be here for 
the rest of our lives, it’s good enough for me. The 
next person’s going to bash the house down, and 
turn it into something else, so what’s the point?”

Early next year Sue and Steve will be moving 
to a little town in the Free State called Smithfield. 
Until about seven years ago it was a virtual ghost 
town. But two men passing through on the N6, 
and looking for a new place to settle, drove in and 
began resuscitating the town.

“Frans and Julius,” says Sue. “Frans is a fine 
artist, and Julius is a lawyer. They had been living 
as part of another artists’ colony, and had done very 
well with their business, but they’d sold it, and were 
looking for a new challenge. They bought a row of 
semi-detached cottages in the main road, and the 
magistrate’s house. At that stage a house hadn’t 

been sold in Smithfield for years, so the locals were 
delighted.

“Anyway they opened a bed and breakfast, 
and a restaurant. And all their friends started 
coming to town. People would come for a night, 
and end up staying the weekend. They’re very 
sociable; fabulous cooks, and great raconteurs. And 
they started a pottery project, too, training people 
from the area. And then word of mouth spread, 
and other artists and creative people started buying 
in the area.  

I’m beginning to have visions of Cicely, 
Alaska, the little town featured in Northern 
Exposure. But without the radio station and the 
manic DJ. And a lot hotter.

“Oh it can get very cold in Smithfield,” Sue 
says. Sometimes in winter it goes as low as minus 
12 degrees. It snows there. And in summer it gets 
to 35. It’s actually remarkable that anyone wants 
to live there.

“But now that there are more and more toll 
roads, and the national road goes through there, 
and more people are taking that route…” Halfway 
to Anywhere in South Africa, proclaims the ad for 
the Pula Guesthouse.

“We’d been holidaying in the Eastern Cape 
for a few years, and we always drove past there, 
and then one year we drove in. I can’t say it was 
love at first sight. It’s an awkward little town, but 
it’s got little pockets of charm, and the people are 
delightful, and it grew on us. And the joke around 
town was that you could buy a house on your credit 
card without even going into budget.”

Now, it seems, you can escape the congestion 
and traffic of big cities, to remote places accessible 
only by highways and cars. As architecture critic 
Martin Pawley says in praise of the car: the 
modern man and woman have “learned to live in 
the country. Today country life is entirely possible 
with a car”.

Were Sue and Steve wanting to move from 
Johannesburg?
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“No,” she says. “But you know the opportunity 
presented itself, and I wanted to do it while we still 
have a choice. We’re both almost fifty now, and we 
both freelance, and neither of us has a pension… I 
didn’t want us to get to where we have no choices, 
and god forbid, can’t even afford our rates and taxes. 
I’ve seen it with a lot of people around here.”

Earlier this year, Sue started a campaign to 
have Parkview’s electricity converted to the pre-paid 
system, which is “cheaper, and more manageable. 
Particularly if you have tenants.” She didn’t get the 
required number of signatures, but in the course 
of the campaign she heard numerous stories from 
pensioners who were “too scared to even put the 
heater on in winter. It was heartbreaking. I don’t 
want to end up like that. At least this way we can 
rent out this house for a few years and get a small 
income while we find our feet in Smithfield, and 
eventually sell it.”

So what does she plan to do in Smithfield?
“Well, I want to continue doing polarity 

therapy. And of course we’ll be working on the 
house. It’s almost falling down at this point (and 

there are bats in the ceiling!).”
Her mobile flutters in the September breeze, 

almost a mirage from the stoep where we’re sitting, 
and I wonder silently if, in the vast distances that 
we now cover in a globalised world, and in order to 
find affordable housing, small country towns have 
become the new suburbs.

In his 1945 essay, “Rebuilding Europe’s 
Cities”, South African author Herman Charles 
Bosman wrote: “The difference between the city 
and the farm is, alas, age old. The city has gutters.” 
In his Groot Marico stories, Bosman chronicled 
the migration from the rural to the urban. Now it 
seems to be time for chronicling the move back to 
the country. Though how long it will remain “the 
country” is a big question.

It is time for me to leave, and Sue walks with 
me up to the main road. On the way we see a star 
shining up at us from between a pile of new bricks. 
She reaches down and pulls it out. “You see!” she 
laughs. It’s a completely silver Christmas tree, made 
of barbed wire, tinsel, candle holders and tin stars. 
“Oh I can definitely do something with this.”

Andie Miller is a freelance writer who lives in Johannesburg. She is currently completing a “Master’s in 
Writing” at the University of Witwatersrand. This piece forms part of a collection to be published under 
the title Slow Motion.


