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ONCE UPON A TIME ...

Actrass,

mimic and raconteur,

ESTELLE CONDRA,

forging a fine career for herself in America as a
storyteller, She first started teling tales in Evaton, near
BY KEMNMNETH ENGLADE

Vereeniging . . .

SHE wos a modl extroeordi-
nary chiid, o blue-syed,
blonde, bosremaelsie, who
lived in @ small fown
called Evalon, near Yer.
aanlging. Estalla’s fathar
‘Farry” Femeira owned a
grocery slore and har
mother Kate ran o emall
hotel

To Estalle the most won-
dadlul thing in Ihe world
was to escape from her
choras and fo fraval. in her
mind, o anather time and
anoiher place whers she
could bacame a warrlar, a
lign, a boide-to-ba, a vil-
lage chlel ar a young
herdsboy with a magical
cow. Her day only redlly
cama olive when sha
could persuode her nan-
nie, a SaSolho, lo come
oul inle The warm sun
shina, 'S 5, kleinmies.'
she would say, sethiing

dawn on the stoep of her
cottoge and piunging her
grarhed, callused fest inla
a lub of hol waler. 'Fen-
dhog was daar 'n walf @n n
jokkols, Dam Wolf sn Meef
Jakkads . . and she would
e oll, spinning o fale
about tha mischigvous
Cousin Jackal and the
hapless Uncle Walf

Just when she was got-
fing fo the stoge of know-
ing every wall and jockal
Aoy hed nannie could ra-
mambear or craata, and
could recita fhimm hersesll
backwords o well as fod-
walde, anoalhed storylalla
comea infa Estalka™s lifa. A
Dutchman, Yan Brosk e
Vean, a book-keeper by
frade, wai hived by hes
porants to help siraighlen
aul the Increaingly coms-
plicaled decaunts of thair
two Dukinesses. Brooksie

{as the children cailed
him) lived with the Fer-
reiras and look his meals
with the fomily, After din-
ner, when the fable hod
Bean clegraed and the
dishes washed, Broaksia
would becoma the centre
of attention, spinning lales
aboul a lond and people
theusands of kilomatras
froem the veld and Eshells’s
Afrikanar neighbours
‘From Broeksie | lirs! hearnd
the stories ol Hons Chris.
tlan Andersen.” Estelle
Candra (Rée Faifeiia) says
loday with @ nostalgic
taraway ook n her ayas
wWhile most people mea-
sufe Ihed lives in years, Es-
telke measures hedss in pla
teoux of the exponsion o
her imogination. In her
lamily, shoryviallirg was ol
much a parl of everyday
life as ealing or sleaping.
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ONCE UPON A TIME . . .

and equally imperiant, Sharies
ware meant nof anly bo ented-
fain, but lo Imponl valsable
maral and social lessons ol
well, And that is Estelle’s guid-
Ing principle 1aday.

With Sowth Alrican lolk Tales
as the basiz ler many of har
pariomances, Estelle Condra
hos pul togethar a new lorm
of anlariainmant in fha United
Stafes, one thal i recelving
ineraating acelaim from edu
calel (who recognise the in-
structive potendicl af a wel
told ioke) and pafrons af the
arls.

Inihe lew years that she has
Lamen in ihe United 3fates,
word ol Eselle’s folenl has
tpread amang echoal admin-
Istrators, storytellers, enfer.
talnas. thealre directons, re.
coid preducers, book pub-
lishers, telavision falanl scouls
ond children of ol ogas. It s
difficultl 1o resisd whean Esfelle,
in o solf, husky vaice, begins
to chant: ‘Eyhah ayh, singulah
lah, edhah, elhah . . . This 2pirit
. .- ol the peoples ol my
couniry calis you . . cols you
fo il down and lisken . , . Hsien
1o ine dhari@s al he Maolabels
people . .ol he Soihe peo
ple ., Bring your ars and |
ol . o yoursel heda '

Il you listen caredully
enough, what you héar be.
yond the meaimernsing tale
being waven in a sty whispar
Is the voloe of a chibd prochis-
Img hour after howr, uniil just
tha righ! Inflaction Is
achieved, ¥You con hear fthe
child's voice begaing laef
mare daries and the wshe of
poges as sha furns 1o writien
words when she has exhaus)-
od the oral reperory of her
friends and acguanlancas,
mMany times, Estale says, ner
fomily would gather araund
e dinrer lable, in e doys
oatora telavision. and spend
thia anlira evening mstelling
tarmilier 1akes and making up
W anes.

‘We would falt aboul Things
tha! hoppenad during fhe
doy, abowt things that hap-
pened |0 us of o people 0
1ma hotal, My broiher Ger.
hard, would 18l U abaut his
day al seheal ond it would be
e funny # would leave us all
rolling on the lleor,” she gelns
in remembronce. ‘Somelimes
we waould make up stofies
about guaests in the hotel ond
pass along Wile bits o gossio
like: "D you know who sen
flewers to No 3 loday?" and
fram tho! we'd moke up o
whote sioy.'

&8

Whon wha wain't feling de-
ries 1o her fomity, she was
sHnNINg falas at the kunswed-
siryd, a local story-telling
compeliion. | almost always
won list peize.' she admits
‘Thars wos newss any gquss-
Han in ey mind aboudt what 1
was going o do when | grew
up. | always knew | wos gong
o be a staryleller.’

Al 14 she ledt home for Halp-
mekoor Gits' High School n
Jahanmashurg, which specio.
fised inihe ars, Called “Looks*
by the other students be-
eause of her Ihick-lensad
tpeciocled (necesiialed by
o hereditary, gegensralive
aye disease called relinilis
pigmentoss, o diseaie that
now prohloits her rom read-
Ing withoui the aid &l a
spechkal machine thal magni-
fias tetters o hundrediold), Es-
folle lived far her Etories.
Whilke her closamales aban-
donad fhair childhood ioles
for gossip about parties,
dances and boys, Estella
plunged deeper into the
world of books 1o increaass
hed fepeilalre. In addibon 1o
he stodles she heard of home,
she now added the prose and
poatry of NP van Wyk Louw, D
J Opperman, Andeé Brink, Uys
Krige, Beylen Breytfenooch,
Somarsel Maugham, GeaQe
Bernaid Shaw ond Shaoke.
speare. Lalter she would in-
clude toles rom Gresk and
Romon mythalogy, dones of
ihe mocabre by Edgar Allon
Poe. Roold Dohl ond Alfned
Hitohoook as well as sama al
ihe iok fales of the United
States . . . almost ony kind of
sory, which would educole
or elucidate.

Alter groguating from Help-
mekaar, she studied drama al
tha Univarsiy of South Alrico
under Pratesser Taunls Botha.
When she gol e BA N 1964,
sha refurned 16 Vereaniging
and opened tha Eslells Far-
raira Sprock en Drama Skool
which prepored shedents for
the South Adrican Speech and
Drama Guild exams. She
cloped il bess thon a yaar [aler
1o go Io Landen los a year e
study childran's theatre ot the
Toynbea Theaire Schoel.
When sha refumed to Vensans
lging she ré-aopenad har
schoal.

In her spore fime she frowv.
siled the counbry, taking part
in ploys ar presenling one-
woman shawi. Al the same
Hime, she was perlecting har
skills o5 @ writed by beginning
whol would loled become 4
long list of enginal children’s

plavi., seripts with fancilul
fifkes such as The Magle Cat,
The Wilches' lsland, Cookies
ang Light the Candles ai wall
a5 o more seious play colled
Sriedaura which drew s fifle
kgm the name of her res-
dence hall al Helgmekaar
and was baed an life o a
boording schood,

Lika an ncidant from ana of
st own tales, marrioge ire.
vocobly changed her lite.
Two vears alter she refumad
trom London Estelle was at-
tending o fiend s party in Jo.
honnesbarg, siting quiathy in
a comer with o giass of wine,
when a stranger piopped
down beslde har and Infro-
duced himsell, He was David
Condra, an American engl
naar then working in Johan.
nesburg. They were married In
1973 In fron of the freplace in
tha main room of the Condea
tamily home, a modified O
Soaulh manslon on the dharas
of Old Hickowy Loke just oul-
side Nashwile, Tennesias,

§ince Condra wos raas-
signed fo Aflanta, Georgha,
the newlyweds” lirg] home
was in Carralllen, o suburk of
tha Southern capital. The
physical change wal minor
camparad with The profes-
slomal chaollenge Estelle
locad. From a tighly-knlt Afri-
koans sociely — an axlramaly
regimeantad and disciplined
ong - Estala jumpad to o dis-
prganised and lragmenled
lite style, sspecially whare
Iha orts ore conoarnéd.
‘Lonking Dock,” Edlelie soys
with @ srnall grin, ‘I guess § sul-
larag massiva culture shook.”

Amaricans ore conlenl, for
tha most pard, fo gt e bulk
of their entelainment from
television and the movies:
live pargrmaonces ore patron-
Ismd by o redofively smadl pro-
portion of e popolafion and
ewan that small number would
hove bDeen woelully unpre.
pared (ar Eslalle’s parfor.
mande. Instead of trying fo
partorm for adulls, Esrelle
turned her alforts mainly fo.
wards children and writing. H
was with the children thatl she
wos Inifially most succesiul.
She lound ihal Amearcan ¢hi.
dren, Just ite AlriEoners, ware
masmensed by fakes ol Cou-
sin Jackal and Uncle Wall
and. specially. by the sioraes
ol trical like In South Alrca.
Nevar ming thal they haod
Aeval Lsan the country and
probobly rever would.

Duirig thase NIl yeors n
the United $tates Esiella
plunged infe children's lhe
afre, wriling hér own plays
and scripts, adapting the
wiarks of olfhvers 50 thay would
e understandabla fo yeung-
shars and, in her spare lime,

actimg In lagal productions
whiba funning an Allanta ver-
sion of har South Atrican
sohool.

Giaduaily, Estelle and her
wark bacama known; her
reputotion ipread thisugh an
Inflivanilod circle, and her eo-
I¥ waork Ioter formed a fim
bose tor mors elaborgle pre-
ductione 8y the time she and
her husband movad o Nosh-
yilm, three yedars ago, &0 Hhal
Ravid eould open his own
business (g wholasals &om-
puler firm), Estella's caread
wod wall established.

In Maahville she pionaanad
her own rodio piogramme
(Eor to Eor with Estelie Con-
dra, breadcas! twice sach
waak, iegturing lolk lales, so.
rias of lonlaly Of SUBDSnEE).
fought educoiors how to get
tnair poinl ooross more e
olently and began refining
her career ai a perlomar for
adults. $he now coes aboul
4180 shows a year, TO per ceni
ol which are Tor odulls, IF s
parhops ha lotter which has
baon the biggest chabenge.

Im 1ve 138! few months she
has hod excallant arposune,
In June she was ane of six arl-
[sts chosen o perfoom at the
Marth Atlontic Storyteller's
Fastival In Rockport, Maine, o
wsskend-lang celanration in
an old hing vilogs in the ax-
frame notheast corner of the
Unitmd Stotes. The (eslival & a
kaid-back afliair with many pao-
trons @riving by housebool,
hooting # on fool from 1he
docks o lhe nearby ocpe
nouie whare the perior-
mances are hald, thiee limes
a day faf twoe days. In July,
she wasone of the perfomens
choten fo oppaar balore
educolor: ond mambers ol
I arts community at the sul.
llard Theaks In Mew York's
tomed Lincoin Center. A simi-
I pariermoncs |8 scheduled
later thiz yaar In Washingtan,
and inMarch 15983 she will ap-
p@ad af the wel-known South-
eaem Thealre Confarance
in Savannoh, Georgia, then
agaln ol ihe Lincoln Center, In
kate Newamber ond Decem-
oal ths yeor. she planned la
do a taw of Sauih Alico

In between showtase pér-
lormances, ivere are presans
lalions of the obscura the-
alres ond clubs which are
popping up ke MUshroCmE in
American cities, A good e
amphe |5 Noshville's Blusbird
Coalé, a small colleehouse.
cum wing bar which nermally
dispenses, in addifion o the
customary Deverapes, sugory
postry and cool jozz For Es
tella’'s performance the audi-
Ehes ranges inoage from tha
saily twanties to the midHik-

(Plaase hum io page S&)
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lies: In dress Irom |eans 1o
jockats and lles

ESTELLE, who has never balone
padarmed in cabare!, i ner.
vous when she firsl appecrs
on sloge dressed simply in
purple slacks ond o punpe
swaolar, bul the uneasinass
disoppears as $00n as she be-
gins har fale, o Kng, comas-
cabed, humarcus piece sbvi
ously chosen o pul boih the
audisnce and hensll ol ease.
Eslalie simullanaously por.
frays iwo characlers, a
haughty, wealihy woman just
returned lrom a leng Irip
abtood and her reticent,
neaily loothbess ald maid, Es-
telle affecis a bared ook and
lays on @ heovy orisiocratic
gccant when reciting the
woman's lines, then
scrunches up her eyes and
her nose and falks with a
1queaak whan reciling the
mald's lines, The skit goes well
ond he gudiance [ughs in oll
tha rgh! ploces. anihusioss-
cally applouding the punch-
line. Estelle follows it wilh an-
other humorous slody aboul
the mistressas ol o pomparad
poodle and o mull who meel
Ina vat's waiting room. Again,
Estelle ploys divargeni char-
ochers, switching sasily from
one oooent fo anothar, nais-
Ing of lowerng her valce and
contorling her lace like a rub-
bar mask. Thal tole, too, is
well recelved

For the second set Estelle
changes Into a sombre block
ciraess b dull ihe mood ol wo
Roald Dahl stofies and a grim
fole aboul a man driven mod,

Estefie finclly presenis an Al
ricon fole, bul she does if so
well the earliss performonces
pale in comparison, AgQain
shia fokas on multiple rolas,
this lima the pars of a young
herdsboy namad Jople and
an evil warrhor from o nebgh-
bourng ribe. Desplle her aar-
lar avowal thal she can'l
sing, hor voloe comes claar
and crisp whan she chants ho
Jopie's magical cow, Mohe-
lana. When It is time for the
avll warrior to speak, she con-
toris her fooces, drops her
voloe on octave and jabs the
alf menacingly with an imagl.
nary spaar. The oudience
hardly efire during ine fale and
breatnas o collective sigh ol
relial when ol ends hoppily.

The evening hos gone wall:
Ine oudiance requests two re-
paats: Estelle’s agent hugs
tvmr Rightly ond guihas aboul
the peiformance. Exialle s
feeling drained and soon ex-
cusas hersell o go hama,

The next day she is chaariul,
drassad coally fof the oppres-

+ & @& + » (From pops 58)
give Noashville humidily in
stripad cotton, "See my Alr-
can artelocts,’ she laughs,
pointing fto an ornafely-
carved drum in the window ol
her gloss and cedar housa in
Nashville's Horpelh's Trace
subdivigion, 'My decaraliong
are alio my props,

*And this 1§ my reading ma-
chine,” she odds, pointing ta
a lorge TVv.dke scresn in g
comer ol the darkened den.
Nexi to Ihe sareen s o box on
slills wilh a lighl pegjeciing
downwards, She slips a
dichonory under the Bghl ond
the lelters oppear, many
limes farger, on the screen, ‘|
usually wie them Ik size,’ she
says, ‘showing a serfles af
latters aboul live cenlimaties
tall, But | gan go this large i |
need 10, sha sovs lwning o
small wheel to double the size
ol the letlars.

Lalar, over a cup ol colles,
she asks nol io hove o big
thing mode about her dimin-
ishing sighl. o problem with
which she hos been plogued
since birth. i s, however, of
80 Much concanm to hed that it
wis one of the major laclons
in her ond Dovid's decision
nal ta have chlidren: she
didn't wani to foce the possi-
biity ol possing the dissose
on fa her child.

One of ihe characteristics
of the diseare |8 thal har ifses
jump unconirallably. and she
5 obviously sensilive about
fhis. “When | perform before
chiidren they always ask me
aboul my eyas ' she says
lightly, Ewisling a blonde cur
afound her dght forefinger.
‘some ol them mus! think I'm
an drugs or semathing, so | tell
them Immediately what tha
problem i3 and then i's ofl
righd.”

Estefle prefers child audi-
ences. 'Stonies creale moges
and stimulate fheir minds
That's somathing video
games don™ do. | ke them o
parficipaie n fhe leling o
feed Ehe rhyihm. When | tell
them aboul bullding o fre, |
wonl them 1o go §58822211,
$552222, ssErzza. When | falk
aboul grinding com, | waont
tham o ga squish, squish,
squish. | like fo delight thil-
dren, 1o show them naw
Thimega. & lod ol Ihem ara rom
the cily and thay can hardly
concelve of a place ke
Soulh Africa. That's why | wanl
te bring tham the sounds, fhe
smalls, the Bolation

In e some woy, Estelle is
trying fo bring o bét of tha Unib-
ed Stales lo South Alrica’s
youngsters. Just as sha has
taped Alrican falktales for
American children, so she has

fransioled a hondiul of Uniled
States lolk fales inlo Alri-
koons. Thess tapes are being
disfribuled o South Affcan
schoods ond Foraries,

While children ore fhe samea
the world over, she says,
odult oudiences In the United
States ond South Afica are
entively different. 5o, too, are
ine coresr opporunities for
an enterfainar like hersell,
‘The Soulh Alicans’ hodzons
ore too narow, My career
has progressed mone e
United Stabtes than il could
howe in South Africa.”

Daoed thal discourage her
from wanting te parform
hera? ‘Nol al ofl,’ she says
Quickly. 'South Alica | my
home. |'d ke to share my fal-
ent, Alfer oll, these are our
peapie I'mtalking obaul,’ She
saye hat frip to Soulth Alkca
late iz year s more an ex-
ploralary vanture designed 1o
pave the way for a lully
rlm-ﬂ four kater,

When asked Il being Soulh
African brought problems in
the United Stales. Esfelle
pouses and han admis thol
occosionally a miltan! mam-
bar of her cudiance lels hei
know he's not happy with her
being there. ‘Bul fhay have
nathing against me parsonal
Iy," shi says. ‘They're Jusi
complaining becouse I'm a
Sowuth Alrlcan, Their probes!
@ives ma an opportunity to
speak about the varlous fribes
and afted we gal it ail lalked
oul. il's ol righl. | olways give
a shor talk belore | pesiom
and then hove o question and
answer session 20 anyone in
the audience who might have
some hosIdily fowands me aan
el il oul.”

And for all he defracions
fherte ofe the converls, par-
ticularly black educalors.
“They uwiually come up aller
my pefformance and el me
how happy they are thal |
eould give them some bock-
ground about Aftica’

Eoma whites oo ciliclse
har lor leling what they con-
sider block storias. 'l tedl Tham
iney need lo know these tri-
bal stories, | expéain that |
don’t imik mysall = | also tall
stories aboul Giesks and Eu-
ropeans. Besides, | know Thea
stories bellar than anyone
alie and | can tell ihem batiar
Ihan anyone else,'

Although hér immeadialte
goal & o broaden hed hofi-
ons by appeaiing o odull
tastes, she admils her hear &
sl with 1ha children, Thal &
becouse deep down Exlele
Farmeira Condra is o child, an
adull who remembers whal i
was ke 1o be lour yeorns old
and have the ward open up
thwough o stery Ed
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