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Introduction
Jess Auerbach

Welcome to the Archive of Kindness. I’m
glad you picked up this book. I hope it will
remind you that even when things are really
frightening, we have a safety net around us
all: each other.

The Archive of Kindness records just a few
of the acts of kindness that have quietly
held South Africa together over the endless
months of the Covid-19 pandemic. These
are what have carried us as we have faced
uncertainty, fear, and grief. Small and large,
public and intimate, known and anonymous
– our interactions with other people (even at
a distance!) shape our reality.
I started the Archive of Kindness website in
2020 to document these ‘micro-kindnesses’
and expanded it with my students at
North-West University. We ultimately
recorded almost 2000 anonymous stories of
remarkable kindness and care.

It became clear that there was a need to
publish the Archive as a book to celebrate
and document the pieces of hope that the
public shared with us. The following 50
stories were chosen from a shortlist of about
150. I divided the stories loosely into themes
and invited people who played an important

role in the pandemic response to select five
stories that resonated with them.

The result is a book filled with a myriad of
stories that reflect acts of human kindness
all around the country, beautifully brought
to life by the illustrations of Jethro Longwe.
Archive of Kindness is designed to be picked
up at any time the and stories can be read
in any order. I invite you to page through
and be encouraged by the hope that
resonates from every word.

We are all dealing with loss, fear and
uncertainty, but most of us have been
touched by kindness. At the end of the
book, there is a space for you to document
your own experiences of human kindness as
a memento or a way to process the events
unfolding around us.
Through this book, we honour those who
uplifted us during the pandemic and
remember those who have passed away –
both the counted and the uncounted, those
who died of Covid-19, and those who died
because imperfect systems crumbled all
around them. We now must do better. And
as this book shows, the blueprint for how is
already within us.

Read more stories from the Archive and share your stories at
www.archiveofkindness.co.za.

Stories chosen by...

Frontline
Nurse
The nurse who sent in these stories has
chosen to remain anonymous. He is
passionate about his work and has wanted to
help people since he was a child. His story is
one that reflects many South African realities.
He was born in a rural area, raised in a
metropolitan township, and remains residing
in a township space. From here he has been
deployed around the country. He was invited
to share stories because of the role that he,
like other front line workers, has played whilst
trying to save both lives and livelihoods.

9
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A man, who wished to remain anonymous,
made a big gesture to a new family. After
bumping into a couple and their newborn
baby, they started chatting. He found out
that the husband had lost his job. The couple
were struggling to pay for all of the newborn’s
nappies and formula. When he offered to help,
they declined and said that they were staying
positive and would find a way to cope. The man
agreed, and then asked if he could say goodbye
to the baby. After going their separate ways, the
family realised that there was R500 hidden in
the baby’s clothes. They later contacted the man
and pleaded to give the money back, but he
said he played no part in it. A few months later,
they contacted him again and thanked him,
saying that it really helped them. He replied that
he too was once starting a family and needed
help. People had supported him, so he was just
repaying the favour.

“

“

STARTING A
FAMILY IN A
PANDEMIC

43
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A young student found herself stuck
at home for the duration of lockdown.
With strict rules and regulations, she
was unable to return to her student
accommodation. This left her feeling
anxious, as she had tried to develop
a small pot plant-based garden. She
had spent hours of work growing a
small collection of beautiful flowers
which featured outside her student
accommodation. She had left the
flowers, not knowing lockdown
would ensue. This caused stress and
worry, as she knew they would not
receive any water, wilt, and die. Once
lockdown had been lifted, and she
could travel back, she assumed she
would be greeted by little dried twigs.
Instead, she returned to all her flowers
in full bloom. A mysterious stranger
had been watering them and had
kept them alive. To this day, she is
uncertain who watered her plants.

“

“

THE
MYSTERIOUS
WATERER

57

Many of the people who
slept rough in Cape Town
did not want to spend
lockdown in the residential
facility constructed by the
authorities to house the
homeless. It loomed large in
the imagination of many as a
‘displacement camp’, because
for all the precarity of street
living, many individuals also
have strong relationships with
people and spaces around
them. When residents of
Muizenberg heard that trucks
were coming to gather up
the homeless, a man named
Achmat took out a folding
camping table and everybody
started making peanut butter
sandwiches for the journey.

80

“

“

FOOD
FOR THE
JOURNEY
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98

Right after the strict lockdown had been lifted,
Jolandie decided to bake cakes for people who
could not afford to buy one for their family
member’s birthdays. She baked over 14 birthday
cakes, baby shower cakes, and other sorts of cakes
for people who had lost their income and could
not afford that type of luxury item.

“

“

BAKING BIRTHDAY
CAKES

99

At least in the pandemic students could
dance! At many schools around the
country, the Jerusalema dance gave
teachers and pupils a way to express
themselves and do something together to
build community and hope.

Of the hundreds of school dance videos
out there, take a look at pupils and teachers
at Frances Vorweg, who remind us that a
wheelchair is no barrier to movement, at
Tiny Bubbles Nursery, where the staff show
us little is powerful, or at Brackenhorst
Primary, where the teachers wanted to give
their students an extra reason to smile!

112

“

“

DANCE THE
JERUSALEMA

LEARN TO BE KIND
2020 taught us lessons much bigger than
the ones we take exams on. Around the
country, schools had to suddenly rethink
what, how, and why they were teaching.
As they changed, the children and staff
changed too. Perhaps the lessons in
care and compassion will prove more
important than marks and test results for
our future citizens.

113

Stories chosen by...

Michelle
Constant

Michelle Constant is a journalist, creative
industries consultant, and host of the JetSet
Breakfast on SAFM. She was invited to
participate in this project because she helped
bring it to national attention early on. Some
of the stories in the Archive were sent in by
her listeners.
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How does one decide on whether one act of
kindness is better than another? Is kindness even
measurable? Is it in the diverse communities who
come together, and scale up with all the assets
at their disposal, or is it the individual who has
little to give, but still opens her heart and hands?
Indeed, what of the people who have creativity
alone which they offer as an act of gratitude?
Without kindness or empathy, how do we even
demonstrate our humanity? This pandemic
has underscored the need for and power of
empathy, for compassion, for sharing. The last
year has been one filled with grief and moments
of shattered joy; for all of us the lens on our
world has changed. I have been so fortunate – I
have food, a safe home, work to keep me from
straying into darkness. But I have felt moments of
such sorrow, anger and loss. What struck me was
how the kindness of friends and family played
out in a diversity of intimate ways in my own
life – the gentle act of listening, the cracking of
a wicked joke, the ‘just being there’, the sharing
of tears and fury. In those smallest moments of
kindness, I discovered the enormity of humanity.
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“

“

MICHELLE’S
REFLECTION

HOLD SOMEONE UP
There is a saying as old as comfortable shoes,
and equally valuable. When you want to go fast
go alone; when you want to go far go together.
In South Africa, we have travelled such a journey.
Through our smallest gestures, we have held each
other up towards a finish line we can’t yet see. Let
us draw strength from that, and let us continue.
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I’ve been getting food from the Community
Kitchen the whole way through the
pandemic. I’m a diabetic and the food
helped me to manage my sugar because
it was so healthy. I started volunteering
at the Community Kitchen because I
wasn’t comfortable just taking the food,
and volunteering has been very nice. I’ve
enjoyed chopping vegetables. And the
people at the CAN radiate good vibes and
it made me feel much better. 2020 has
been the hardest year of my life and CAN
has been one of the few bright spots in my
life. I’m still benefiting from it. I hope the
kitchen can carry on.

“

“

FINDING
NOURISHMENT,
AND PURPOSE
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