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Fleeing from short-haired mad executives,


The sad and useless faces around my home,


Upon the mountains of my fear I climb.


W. H. Auden ‘Two Climbs’







Someday a grubbing historian may read the back files of South African newspapers and marvel that such warnings should have passed unheeded. But the fact is that the Transvaal Government and its sympathisers had become indifferent to warnings followed by no results and accustomed to prophecies unfulfilled.


J. P. FitzPatrick The Transvaal From Within 1899








Author’s Note



IN 1987 I travelled in South Africa. I went afresh in search of the country I had left several years earlier, in the hope of finding, and confronting, something of myself. An explosive election had been predicted: there was bombast among politicians and there were bombs in the streets. The apartheid regime, that mix of the brutal and the bovine, stamped on all dissent. But in black townships like Soweto, and elsewhere, revolt was in the air.


In White Boy Running I tried to portray the surreal heart of the country by collecting evidence from the most expert witnesses, those on the ground, on all sides and from all races. Whites still called the shots but their self-possession was faltering. Even those who ran the country seemed to accept that the cruel and fatuous division of citizens, according to the colours of their skins, could not last much longer. It had been seen by those who hated it as a monument to stupidity; but now even its acolytes had begun to regard it as a serious mistake. A dream was abroad; bold spirits in the opposition press even proclaimed that real change was at hand, even if true freedom might be somewhat delayed.


As things turned out, that fateful election was a disaster. The very faintly democratic opposition was trounced by a right-wing coterie who wanted not less but even more apartheid – exuberant race-mongers won on every level. As the Zulu leader, Mangosuthu Buthelezi observed on the morning after the debacle: ‘Whites would rather destroy South Africa than institute a policy of real change.’ So great was the sadness I witnessed among those who hoped for change that some wept when they spoke about it. It was funeral weather and nothing it seemed would change until bloody race conflict, which many felt sure was coming, finally erupted.


Never say never. Just a few years later, Mandela was out of jail, and after free elections, he was sworn in as president to the new South Africa. ‘New’ was a word on many lips. A mood of blazing optimism, as deep and alarming as the earlier pervasive gloom, took over the country. There was universal rejoicing and rainbows as far as the eye could see. These turned out to be the mirages South Africa conjures up, first to beguile and then to baffle, those rash enough to think they know what is really happening.


I travelled around South Africa once again, very recently, with much the same questions I asked myself thirty years ago on that long road trip that became White Boy Running: ‘Who are we and what are we doing here?’ This time I found a country once again on the edge of a nervous breakdown, plagued by what I called ‘the move-on blues…’ The old familiar racism was back, ugly and angry. Violence was everywhere. The celebrated rainbow had led not to a pot of gold but to a can of worms. And that of course made the country I found in Café de Move-on Blues eerily familiar. A realm where appearances are always misleading and where all absolutes about all subjects are always wrong.


Has anything much changed since I wrote White Boy Running? Very little and everything, would be an answer – but saying what those terms mean is the challenge. And whenever you sound or seem too certain about anything the country has a way of having the last laugh.


In White Boy Running I recounted a meeting with a Mormon Afrikaner, freshly returned from his first visit to Salt Lake City. He startled me all those decades ago by stating flatly the predicament discussed by few White South Africans at that time: ‘Maybe Africa is for the Africans,’ he suggested ‘and our mistake was arriving here in the first place…’ He wondered aloud whether ‘if all of us’ moved to the US… might that be best? But then again: didn’t America also have its indigenous people? This talent to resist and subvert, to ask the question without an answer, found in unlikely people and unexpected places, made it possible to write White Boy Running, and still consoles and delights me.


—Christopher Hope


2018
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THE BAR OF the one hotel in Balfour on Saturday night is a roaring place: a beery, echoing, concrete vault where dim, butter-yellow electric bulbs sway from the ceiling in the draught whenever the swing doors open to admit another customer and the whole room seems to tilt alarmingly. This is a small, nondescript Transvaal town, a dorp, population a few thousand, surrounded by rich fields of maize, just another stop on the national road running from Johannesburg, eighty kilometres behind you, down to the south coast, to Durban and the beaches of the Indian Ocean, six hours’ drive away. Today the main road bypasses the town and robs it of its main distinction: no one needs to pass through Balfour any more. Gone are the days when lethal cavalcades of motor cars raced down the broad main street, pausing at the filling stations, days when it was, in a serious way, a place on the map.


If you believed your eyes, you might suppose that the Balfour Hotel possessed a restaurant, because that is what the sign above the front veranda tells you, and a ladies’ bar, although no lady would be seen dead in the bar and should one be incautious enough to walk anywhere near this place a couple of heads will push through the tiny triangular window beside the back door and make a variety of outrageous suggestions. The heads belong to the four drunks, in sports shirts, khaki shorts and bare feet, who are playing snooker on the half-sized table which stands between the bar and the dart-board. The snooker players take these liberties because real ladies, which is to say – White women – are not to be found near the Balfour Hotel on a Saturday evening, and certainly would not be deceived by the faded sign which promises them a bar of their own.


Not only does the Balfour Hotel lack restaurant and ladies’ bar but there is really no hotel either. But there is, just off the stoep, a noisy tavern which sells a good deal of booze and has some rooms attached to it, though these are not easy to book and are hardly ever used since the main coast road bypassed the town. The bar is crowded with White men drinking ice-cold lager, triple brandies and Cokes, or double cane spirits weakly diluted with a variety of mixers ranging from lemonade to ginger ale. There are three species of drinkers: on the stools around the big curved wooden bar are the taciturn imbibers who chase their brandies with lager, farmers who bring their teenage sons with them, fair-haired barefoot boys straight off the tractors, silently sipping orange juice. These serious drinkers do not linger, they swallow, nod and depart. Behind them stand the local football team, cheerful young men still in their red jerseys and white shorts, their ears rubbed raw from the scrum, knees scraped by the tackles of the afternoon game, knocking back a few rounds of beer to rinse the dust of the rugby pitch out of their mouths. Over at the snooker table the drunks pot and miss, show no signs of leaving and you can tell just by looking at them that they have been here since mid-afternoon and plan to make an evening of it.


I have come to Balfour because this is where I began. My Irish grandfather was mayor of this town many times in the ’twenties and ’thirties, and my family was once at home here for reasons which are as characteristic as they are curious. I have driven the hour from Johannesburg, arriving on a Saturday afternoon in mid-April to find the Balfour Hotel unprepared to receive a guest. The fact that a reservation has been made serves only to increase the scepticism of the clerk behind the desk, a frowning woman who assures me that I have found her here quite by chance and no record of my booking exists. In case I should wish to take the matter any further she is quick to tell me that she is only ‘helping out’, and if this fails to deter, that she has just ‘stepped in’ to assist the owner who is ‘unavailable’, as well as being ‘out of reach’ and is not expected to return in ‘the foreseeable future’. The way she delivers these warnings suggests that he might never return at all – at least not while I am here. She stands looking at me: thin, tense, dark-haired and defiant. Something in her manner and the jut of her chin intimate that this is my chance to rethink my idea of spending a night here; it is something that can very easily be done, as she demonstrates with a gesture towards her book; the blank space makes clear that I am not expected. I have only to walk away and no one will ever be any the wiser. In reply, I take out my pen; I even ask about breakfast. From the light in her eye I realise I have given her another weapon. Breakfast is a problem, she says, on Sunday.


‘What’s the problem?’


‘It’s the current.’


‘Do you mean the electrical current?’


‘Yes. At eight o’clock on Sunday mornings they cut off the current. It’s very hard to cook breakfast.’


I say I will risk it. With a shake of the head she pushes the book across to me and asks for a signature. I sign. She hands me the key to my room, a great metal tooth wired to a piece of wood brown as a beetle’s wing and shaped like the triangular wafers they stick in ice-cream. A waiter is summoned to help me with my bag. He steps out of the shadows with a look approaching despair on his face, a wizened little Black man dressed in a red jacket and black trousers so old and rumpled they blend with the shadows which hang about everywhere in the hotel because the little yellow lights never reach below the waist. The waiter is astonished by the order to assist me. His role in life is to carry drinks between the bar and the gloomy little lounge. Carrying luggage is a job so far outside his scheme of things that he must feel the earth tremble at the suggestion. He shakes his head incredulously when I attempt to hand him my case and gives a deeply apologetic laugh mixed with a note of sadness, and strokes my sleeve as one might soothe an idiot child. Eventually I pick up the case myself. He stands and watches me carrying it upstairs and begins fanning me vigorously with his metal tray, either in the hope that this might bring me to my senses, or because he believes the cool breeze at my back will somehow help me to get the load upstairs.


On the first-floor landing there are paintings of seascapes screwed to the walls. White-capped waves tower above an icy green swell. Perhaps in the days when people still stopped at the Balfour Hotel these acres of ocean reminded holidaymakers on their way to the Durban beaches of the pleasures, or perils, that lay in store for them. But in the dark of the stairway they give off the hard, baleful gleam of pictures that know they are never looked at.


I had asked for a room with bath and a bath there is, but it does not work. The radio offers four channels but only one of them functions and cannot be switched off, I discover, but only turned down; so it goes on playing Afrikaans dance music through a scratchy accompaniment of static which makes it sound as if the notes are being forced through a thick beard. The only other diversion is the Gideon Bible, which has been used to kill flies. Their dried, flaky corpses embroider the red plastic cover. The business of the dry bath and the single channel radio that never stops rather affects me, principally because they are familiar symptoms of Africa – and this is what makes them so unfamiliar in South Africa which, after all, prides itself on not being part of Africa, but as being a place where the radio might be stultifyingly boring yet reception is always sparkling, where the plumbing works, where there might be racialists thick on the ground but they bathe often, believing cleanliness to be not only next to godliness but very close to apartheid as well. The sages teach that everywhere else in Africa tractors may rust in the fields and railway lines stop dead in the veld, but this is not supposed to happen in South Africa. Perhaps in the Balfour Hotel they are trying to erode these old prejudices; certainly the place could fit into any African country you care to mention. Possibly the old notion that even the worst of ours is better than the best of theirs really is breaking down. Anyway, this hotel is nothing more than a name, it could be painted on the veld, a figment of someone’s imagination, built and run by absent owners who had once seen a picture of a hotel and taken it from there.


The bedclothes smell of dust and outside my window doves are loud in the oaks. As night comes on they call more loudly, long, blushing, trilling notes, like telephones ringing in the trees, until one by one they stop abruptly, as if the calls are being answered. Somewhere below I can hear a booming roar which, at first, I think might be a boiler somewhere deep in the belly of the building, but which, I am to discover, is the sound of the snooker players in the downstairs bar.


Arriving in the peace of a Saturday afternoon the town, in the way of many small South African towns preparing for the long silence of the Sunday to come, lies as if stunned in the brilliant sunshine and the sky has that polished gun-metal sheen so characteristic of the Transvaal highveld as autumn draws on. Though blazingly warm for mid-April the heat carries an almost imperceptible sharpness, a most delicate razor’s edge to the faint breeze; a touch of steel on the warm neck which reminds those who feel it that the sunshine is really just for show and summer has gone. The main road, running north to south, is broad and empty, lined with one-storey shops, filling stations, a municipality building in yellow brick, and two banks, Barclays and Standard. Rumours reaching observers abroad have suggested that such financial institutions are pulling out of South Africa. If so, the news clearly has not yet reached Balfour. The only things moving in the main street are the election posters roped to the lampposts, showing once vividly coloured photographs of the candidates, now fading in the sun. A sense of weariness stamps the posters, the candidates’ smiles seem stiff. We are already three weeks into this campaign, another three to go before White voters set off for the polls on May 6th. The posters are strapped to the lampposts at a height which makes it difficult to interfere with them. Mutilating your opponent’s posters is a traditional sport at election time; but of course nothing is too high when you possess a ladder and a bit of determination and, doubtless, these posters are patrolled regularly since there is so much time still to run and the parties contesting this seat will be taking no chances. The colours of the posters are all noticeably alike; this is because they all use a great deal of orange, a colour which dominates the South African flag since it combines uneasily with the other two colours, white and blue. The effect of this combination is to induce, at least in me, an unsettled feeling, not unlike motion sickness – odd sensation in a country where so little moves.


The flag is revered as a sacred symbol combining, at its very centre, the flags of the former Boer Republics of the Transvaal and Free State, as well as a tiny Union Jack, reminders of vanished and glorious independencies on the one hand, and hated imperial domination on the other – twin themes which retain their potency in this country where history is re-lived with a vengeance and the defeat of republican ideals by the British, not once, but twice in the Boer Wars of 1880 and 1899, stirs bitter memories. The furies still ride and their shapes will be glimpsed soon enough through the shot and shell of this all-White, autumnal election of 1987. Altogether there are 470 candidates nominated to fight 166 seats. Another twelve seats are nominated. Whites comprise around fifteen per cent of the population. What is known is that the ruling National Party will win. It always does. Most of the country’s three million Afrikaners and increasing numbers of English-speakers, who together total around one and a half million, support it – though this time that support is widely expected to be shaken as never before.


High on the telephone poles the election posters rattle drily: smiling pale faces, barred and stamped with slogans, flags and party logos, which resemble tribal markings, the facial scarification of the White African tribe. Identifying the contesting parties in these bruising encounters takes unusual skill. You want first to identify the species. It is a bit like reading spoor in the bush, following the signs that show which kinds of game have passed this way. It has been over a dozen years since I last observed a White South African election at close quarters and the signs are now even more confusing, but I have, as a single advantage, the fact that I can recall almost all of the others except the first and most fateful in 1948 when I was four years old and the Government of Afrikaner Nationalists came to power. I carry the effects of that election within me, rather as one might wear the marks of some fateful atomic explosion imprinted on the genes, locked in the marrow. Those of us born in the aftermath of that explosion grew up amid the fall-out. Subsequent elections revive memories of the original blast which we have, perhaps, suppressed – memories not from the mind, but those that lie just beneath the skin.


Today, all the political parties have reduced their names to initials and their messages are more encoded. Chief among the parties still is the National Party, or NP, its members familiarly known as ‘Nats’, political home of the Afrikaner, the force which has reigned supreme these forty years, now the natural party of government, the party which invented constitutional apartheid, confident possessor of over two-thirds of the elected seats in the House of Assembly in Cape Town where Parliament sits.


To the right of the National Party stand two proudly reactionary groupings: the Conservative Party, alias the CP, and the tiny Herstigte (the Reconstituted or Reformed) National Party, known as the HNP. The CP and the HNP attempted to form a loose coalition for the election but failed to do so despite assistance rendered to this end by what might be called the military wing of the far-right Afrikaner groupings, an organisation known as the Afrikaner Weerstand Beweging, the AWB or, in English, the Afrikaner Resistance Movement, which is to the Conservative Party what the IRA is to Sinn Fein. The AWB has all the trappings of the militias that once brought terror to the streets of Germany in the 1930s. This organisation, with its swastika of the three sevens toe to toe in a circle, its red, white and black flags and its enthusiasm for guns and muscle, is known in English as ARM, one of those unhappily appropriate coincidences so familiar in South Africa, the best-known example of which dates from the time when the secret police were designated the Bureau of State Security, and came to be known as BOSS.


The aim of the White Right is to return to the dogmas of racial purity which have guided Afrikaner Nationalists during their decades in power, to revive the belief in total racial and cultural partition of the four main population groups: Blacks, Whites, Coloureds and Indians, and to restore segregated amenities ranging from separate beds to segregated lavatories. Now of course it may seem to the naïve visitor, to the child, or to the fool, that the Government of South Africa has made only the slightest concession towards the Black majority and the tiniest genuflection in the direction of racial mixing, but even this little is too much for the far right, who declare that the merest tincture of poison introduced into the sacred well of racial purity will kill the tribe. Their election posters trumpet their anger and frustration:


FIGHT INFLATION


STOP INTEGRATION


SAVE THE NATION!


WE’VE HAD ENOUGH!


It requires a particularly warped imagination, shot through with the most macabre humour, to portray the governing National Party as the agent of racial betrayal. Is this not the party of the men who invented apartheid? Of Dr Daniel François Malan, its first leader, who took his people from the oppression and penury of the ’thirties and ’forties into the promised land of power in 1948? Is it not the party of the unabashed White supremacist, Johannes Gerhardus Strydom, who entrenched that power in the ’fifties? Of Dr Hendrik Frensch Verwoerd, the dreamy, unyielding visionary who formulated the philosophical concept of grand apartheid known as separate development? Of Balthazar John Johannes Vorster, who declared in the sixties that the National Party was not merely a political movement but Afrikanerdom on the march?


This may be a small-time Transvaal town, but it is the country seats which provide the Government with their power-base and not the great cities. And the Transvaal is the province which dominates the country; the place where power resides, the lair of the political wild-men. ‘Be kind to animals’ say the bumper stickers, ‘Hug a Transvaler!’ There is more truth in bumper stickers than was ever dreamt of by official propagandists.


Among the new opposition forces, originating in the governing National Party, but distinct from it, is a group of three who call themselves Independents. No one seems quite sure on what platform this trio is to stand, and it appears to be the intention of the aspiring independents to keep their politics as vague as possible, even to the extent of denying that they are against the National Party, and to oppose only its leadership. The best known of the three is the former South African Ambassador to London who has proved himself a powerful champion of the good faith of the South African Government and the benefits of apartheid, defending the indefensible with an unblushing tenacity which suggests, if nothing else, that he has a fine future in politics before him. He combines an articulate manner with a truculent edge, truculence is something a Nationalist politician carries before him like a pike; government in this country has always been a matter of walking loudly and carrying several large sticks. He is bound to be a popular candidate. His appearances on British television were widely appreciated in South Africa where they were shown repeatedly to local audiences, who had for so long endured the dismal spectacle of their representatives abroad being either apoplectic or incoherent when facing the press that the sight of their man giving as good as he got made a very welcome change. Starved as people have been of international sporting contests, these gladiatorial encounters between, in one corner, the Ambassador to the Court of St James and, in the other, the effete, pinko wimps of the foreign media, have brightened many a long South African evening. Yet it seems the confusions of political terminology in South Africa are contagious, for one British newspaper I saw recently, clearly affected by its glimpses of the asylum, dubbed this odd triumvirate of independent candidates the South African ‘Refuseniks’. It was meant, I suspect, as a compliment, but is so wildly inaccurate that any real Russian ‘Refusenik’ would be entitled to sue.


Consider, then, the parties of the White, predominantly Afrikaans, political establishment. Reading from the governing party outwards, their respective strengths in terms of seats are:


National Party: 126


Conservative Party: 18


Herstigte National Party: 1


Independents: 2


These are the figures and one clings to the figures. For what else is there? Everything else in this election will be rhetoric, threats, whistling in the dark, ominous silences . . . so I cling to the figures. I have them now, before the election, and I shall have them afterwards. Only they count. The differences between the establishment and the right-wing parties may be expressed by a kind of historical analogy: the National Party represents something akin to the Middle Ages; to its right the Conservative and Herstigte National Parties together yearn for a return to the Dark Ages. Within, but somewhere to the left of the National Party, a series of as yet unconfirmed sightings suggest the possible presence of a group of ‘New Nats’ who, together with the Independents, represent a desire to move the country not so much towards a Renaissance, but at least into the late Middle Ages.


On the left of the political divide stands the official opposition, known as the Progressive Federal Party, dubbed the PFP. The use of initials, in its case, is particularly unfortunate because there is something oddly pneumatic about them – to say them is to sound like an air-pump – or, worse, like a leaking tyre. With its twenty-six seats it is a small but vocal grouping, the party of the monied middle classes, predominantly English-speaking, urban, faintly liberal. Its most distinguished member is Mrs Helen Suzman, now the longest-serving member in the South African Parliament, a tribute to her courage and persistence, but also a sign of the long years during which the PFP has been wandering in the political wilderness without ever hoping to supplant the present regime. It is a feature of the Government’s longevity that few can now remember a time when there was the slightest chance of beating the Government in a General Election and it is precisely its enormous parliamentary majority which has changed the National Party, once so enthusiastic about extra-parliamentary action, into a devoted supporter of the ballot box. And it is also precisely these long years in power that have made it so determined not to advance the facilities to anyone else except, perhaps, the fragmented and depressed White minority opposition. Indeed it is possible that the Afrikaner Nationalists derive a peculiar pleasure from allowing the Progressives the dubious privilege of being sentenced to perpetual opposition in the bitter knowledge that they can never win. The PFP has been so long the bridesmaid and never the bride that its chief difficulty is knowing how to keep its posy fresh. Long years in the wilderness have taken their toll and young White radicals who were once natural PFP supporters are increasingly disillusioned with White politics, while the professional classes, from which it has always drawn its support, are voting with their feet and leaving the country for Canada and Australia in what has become one of the most alarming flights of technocrats, businessmen, doctors, dentists and engineers since the Sharpeville shootings in 1960. For this reason the PFP is sometimes known amongst its opponents as ‘Packing for Perth’!


The Progressive Federal Party has formed an alliance in this election with the New Republican Party which holds five seats. The NRP is the remainder, the rump and relic of the old United Party of General Jan Christian Smuts who lost the fateful election in 1948 and so delivered the country into the hands of the White tribes of Afrikaner Nationalists, and the great darkness which fell on the land. The fate of the supporters of the old UP, or the SAPS, as its adherents were sometimes rather usefully known, in another of those cruelly appropriate ironies of South African politics (after the old South African Party to which they had once belonged), was to wander through the political desert singing and whistling at election times to keep their spirits up, while praying for a miracle to restore them to their rightful place upon the pinnacle of government. Yet, with each successive election, after that catastrophic defeat in 1948, they sank steadily, haemorrhaging votes to the National Party, and though they pledged themselves anew with admirable conviction to the destruction of the Nationalist Afrikaner Government and all its works, anyone with half an eye could see that they were dying on their feet. I think it came as something of a relief when the poor thing suddenly lay down one day and expired, donating what live members it still possessed to the National Party, the Progressives, and the New Republican Party.


This election has a peculiar fascination. Almost certainly it will be the last all-White election ever held, and I have an overwhelming desire to be in at the death. Undoubtedly something is going to die in this election, though what it is, or who it is, remains to be seen. In any event it cannot but be interesting, for election times in South Africa are something like springtime in England, when you can actually see life stirring in the undergrowth. In the White springtime of a South African election, politicians are wont to skip and gambol and to say the most interesting and even irresponsible things. So as I stand today on a street in Balfour murmuring to myself the names of the leaders of the National Party I find the sonorous boom of the syllables strangely comforting: Malan, Strydom, Verwoerd, Vorster and Botha. These are the men who have led the country since 1948. I recite it constantly; it is my White Magic, the charm I use to keep away the evil spirits: it is my mantra for election time. I can remember them all, as if it were only yesterday. But then that is not difficult. It is always yesterday in South Africa. When the present Government came to power I was four years old. Next year the Government will be forty. Will they give a party? Will I be invited?


Why come for an election? Why come at all? Because the place is a fever, an infection, a lingering childhood disease I simply cannot get over. Perhaps part of it is due to the fact that I am of that generation which knew no other way of life but that of the crusading segregation which came to be called apartheid. My generation are the children of apartheid. We were brought up with no other options, it was years before we discovered that this had not always been the case. We did not think about it; we lived it. Nothing could be more natural. My first glimpse of Black people told me not that they were Black but that they were strangers, and there were so many of them; for reasons I simply could not fathom, the world was full of strangers, working in the kitchens, walking in the streets. There were, it is true, hints that things had not been like this always; even as a child I knew that there had been a time when things were different. What told me so was not any explanation handed down by an adult; the message did not come in the form of words at all. I learnt it in the faint air of regret that I detected in the faces of the Black strangers who lived around us; I felt it in myself. I stared at the aliens who seemed so at home and wondered how they managed to be so close to us and yet somehow so removed? Why was there this distance detectable in people apparently so near at hand? These questions, which one felt more than formulated, must have come seething up in my mind around about the ages of three and four, just at the time when the present Government came to power, the people who today rule, the tribe which decided that time should be stopped and put into reverse and the incendiary contact between people of different races should be curbed, and then extinguished. Of course I knew nothing of these policies at the time, and I knew nothing but them in the years that followed. I learnt very early that the world one looked outward to, and forward to, was shot with shadow where Black strangers glanced at me with a baffled look in their eyes, or, worse still, with great cheerfulness and affection. ‘Natives’, they were called. How strange to be a native in Africa! That such people, whom one knew to be poor and strange, should seem sad was regrettable; but that others should seem unconcerned was positively alarming. So, as a child, I looked behind me, for behind me was a world of light and warmth – symbolised by my grandfather.


It was some time during the Boer War of 1899–1902, when the British army took on an enemy composed of irregular forces, mostly farmers, in the world’s first real guerrilla war, that my grandfather, Daniel McKenna, a poor lad from Waterford, Ireland, son of a lowly sub-constable, disappeared into the blue, somehow got aboard a ship sailing for South Africa and never went home again. A reputation for daring and quixotic courage marked the boy from the start. On his way home from Sunday Mass in Waterford one day he saw a man struggling in the river and plunged in fully clothed to pull him out. For ruining his only suit he earned a thrashing from his father (who rejected the story as preposterous), and a medal from the Royal Humane Society in London, ‘For endeavouring to save life from drowning’, the citation reads in graceful script. When the Mayor called a special meeting in the town hall to present the boy with the medal, his father sat there ‘so turkey proud you’d have sworn he’d won it himself . . .’ goes the old family story. Somehow I feel that young Daniel McKenna did not much regret leaving the sub-constable behind him.


Amongst his fellow-passengers aboard ship was Robert Baden-Powell, an accomplished and energetic imperialist who would go on to become the hero of the Siege of Mafeking (1900) and founder of the Boy Scout Movement. By contrast my grandfather, an incandescent Irish Nationalist, went on to spend the war breaking horses for the British army, an occupation which he shared with a variety of odd characters, including the American film actor Tom Mix. When the war ended in 1902 with the defeat of the Boers, my grandfather turned to his only other resource, a native talent for ‘pub-keeping’, headed for Balfour and bought the only hotel in town on an unsecured loan miraculously advanced by the Standard Bank. This suggests that, along with a feel for horses and a way behind the bar, the man possessed another valuable gift – a persuasive tongue, and indeed it was this that the citizens of Balfour were to appreciate most of all. Dan McKenna was a lovely talker.


I have often wondered what drew him to a place like Balfour. Perhaps, after a difficult and dangerous war, a quiet place in the country seemed attractive. In the early years of this century Balfour was certainly that; a tiny hamlet on the railway line from Johannesburg to Durban, a siding where farmers gathered to ship their maize: one street, a few houses and a station; a village no more than a few years old and not called Balfour at all, but known as McHattiesburg, the sort of name you associate with a Gold Rush town, and indeed gold was discovered on a farm not far distant, but it did not last. It is a pity about the change of name. After all, McHattiesburg sounds like something; it has a ring to it. It was only around about 1905 that this railway siding was dignified with the name of the Earl of Balfour – until that year British Prime Minister – and no doubt a flush of patriotism among the victors of the war against the Boers led to the change of name. My grandfather, of course, would have known Balfour, not as British Prime Minister, or even as philosopher and author of two works with engagingly contradictory titles (The Foundations of Belief and The Defence of Philosophic Doubt) but as Chief Secretary for Ireland from 1887 onwards – a desperate time for the Irish people.


I sometimes think that statesmen ought to be made to live for some years in the distant towns of conquered lands to which they allow their names to be affixed. I am sure that there was also considerable disquiet among the Boer population of Balfour when the change was made; because even then they were in the great majority and it must have seemed to them a bitter thing, this habit among victors of renaming towns in their own glory. Later developments were to show that it was a lesson Afrikaans South Africans had not forgotten.


If, as seems possible, the Boers were put out by the change of name, I can imagine that it seemed a far greater travesty to my grandfather. After all, the Afrikaners were a young nation in a new country and Britain had fought them only twice, even if the detestable English had plagued the country from the first occupation of the Cape right through to the invasion of the Boer Republics of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal. But for my grandfather, to whom the ghost of Cromwell was everywhere to be seen and warned against, this display of British chauvinism in what had been a remote place may well have led him to feel that, not content with hunting down the Irishman over the centuries, the intrepid English even pursued him to his pub in the African veld. This fellow-feeling, or shall I say this mutual loathing for a common enemy, goes some way towards explaining the cordiality and amity in which my grandfather, the Irish/English-speaking Catholic, lived amongst his Afrikaans Calvinist neighbours. Bitter men have long, if unreliable, memories. In my grandfather the citizens of Balfour would have discovered someone whose detestation of England was both more intense and more deeply entwined in history than theirs. And out of this discovery there developed, between the Boers of the nearby farms and the Irish pub-keeper of the local hotel, an alliance which was to benefit both for many years.


In the bar of the Balfour Hotel on this Saturday night patrons pack in as darkness falls. The serious drinkers on the stools around the wooden bar talk little, swallow their doubles, down their chasers, nod and leave, their silent sons padding behind them. The members of the rugby team, well into their third and fourth beers, are regaling each other with stories about women. Particularly enchanting to them is the joke about a Japanese named Sadie who, for various reasons, is having a baby. Only this phrase in the conversation is in English, everything else is in Afrikaans. But Sadie’s baby is a catchword, a phrase so charged it bends them double with laughter. The serious drinkers look coldly upon this frivolity. Across the echoing cavern of a room the snooker players continue to weave around the table in their short-sleeved shirts, pushing beer bellies importantly before them; by now they are incapable of hitting a straight ball and spend a lot of time cursing, falling over or lying on the table, still pulling at their brandies and Cokes – and making a little Coke go a long way. The few dedicated drinkers remaining cup their glasses with protective hands and guard their conversation, which divides more or less equally into farm talk and politics; the subjects are not always distinguishable. A man with a great half moon of a belly, wearing a little blue pork-pie hat, drinking a triple cane spirit and lemonade, is telling the man on the stool beside him about the trouble he has been having with a tractor driver. His friend, who has skin the colour of aged teak, nods sadly and swallows his beer very slowly:


‘Yes, they’re a lot of trouble.’


‘That’s what I say,’ says the man in the pork-pie, ‘they’re a lot of trouble. Especially when you consider the trouble you have with them.’


‘And the work you have, showing them how to do things.’


‘Exactly,’ says Pork-Pie. ‘So in the end I had enough. I got up on the wheel and I knocked that uppity kaffir right out of the cab. Just like that!’


He mimics his assault and shows how the driver tumbled into the road by swaying dangerously on his bar stool.


‘Nothing but bloody trouble,’ his friend agrees.


‘What could I do?’ Pork-Pie demands plaintively. ‘I told him nicely, but he didn’t want to listen. He just didn’t want to listen!’


This conversation is deeply instructive. There is a dimension to the relations between Black and White people in South Africa little known among foreign observers who imagine that the relationship is based on simple domination. Domination is, of course, its foundation, but to think that there is nothing more to it is to miss the metaphysics of South African race relations and the missionary zeal with which the religion is preached in bars, prisons, courtrooms and election battles. The underlying metaphysics of the relationships suggest that if God be pleased to see it so, Black and White will enjoy equality in the world to come. Or perhaps it is more sensible to talk of worlds to come, of separate but equal paradises with linking corridors or inter-leading doors by means of which the souls of the masters will mix freely with those of their former servants. But before the Chosen enter the world to come there is the struggle in the fallen world of here and now in which the White Afrikaner is divinely charged with the protection and moral uplift of his Black brother. Thus it is that, to most observers, the admission: ‘I knocked that uppity kaffir right out of the cab,’ will sound like an aggressive action, a brutal assault by the boss upon his employee. But this is a misconception and, in part, explains the resentment with which the South African Nationalist complains of interference by the ‘outside world’ in matters it does not understand. For although the Afrikaner’s religion enjoins him to succour his Black brother, the moment he embarks upon this he finds it easier said than done; instead of co-operating in his salvation the Black man proves stubborn, subtle, perverse, recalcitrant and proud, and try as you may to help him, he finds ways of resisting. So it is finally, more in sorrow than in anger, that one is forced to, well . . . chastise the simple soul in order to correct his thinking and improve his demeanour. It’s always done reluctantly, as a last resort, after much pleading with the man to see the error of his ways, but it is in the end usually what things come down to – a fist, a boot, a bullet. It must be understood that what underlies the conversation of the man in the pork-pie hat and his nut-brown friend is genuine sorrow, wounded feelings and sad frustration at the unwillingness of the driver in the cab to be shown the light. If you watch the doleful expressions, sorrowful head-shakings and tongue-clickings as the story unfolds, if you hear the incidental music beneath the exchange, you know that these farmers truly expect the Black man to be the death of them one day . . .


And of course, in ways perhaps unsuspected, they could be right.


The barman turns to me: ‘You new to town?’


I tell him ‘yes’ and ‘no’. ‘My grandfather owned the hotel once. The other hotel.’


The man on my right, perhaps reassured that the stranger in the bar can speak Afrikaans, despite an English accent, and is after all related to the village, now turns to me.


‘That’s the old hotel, you mean. There on the other side of town, under the railway bridge. The Indians got it now, you know. There’s nothing to be seen there now.’


The loss of my grandfather’s hotel to the Indians apparently moves him obscurely because he buys me a drink and introduces himself. His name is Philip and he wears grey shorts and a short-sleeved Aertex shirt through which the black hairs of his chest protrude like a strange crop. His most remarkable features are his ears, because they look quite extraordinarily like the handles of a Greek amphora; they are large, loopy and, in a curious way, very beautiful ornaments to adorn a weather-beaten head, rough as a fence post. I ask Philip what he thinks is going to happen in the General Election in a few weeks’ time. He rubs his chin, sighs and stares into his brandy. Over at the snooker table a vatshaped man in very short white shorts is attempting a difficult shot and has folded himself across the centre of the table and squints along his cue at the white ball. Behind him one of his friends bends down and, unseen by the sportsman, aims his cue into the opening in the fat man’s shorts and makes as if to pot a testicle. The other players double up with laughter: ‘Pocket billiards! Pocket billiards!’


Philip tugs at a shapely ear. ‘If you ask me about this election, I think old P.W. is going to see his arse.’


By this jaunty abbreviation he refers to the State President, P.W. Botha, who was once Prime Minister but now under the new Constitution combines within his stern and polished person the roles of Government leader and Head of State. He is also sometimes referred to as ‘Pee-Wee Boots’ and also as ‘Pete the Weapon’, an echo, or repercussion, from the days when he served as our gun-hungry and bellicose Minister of Defence. So much for P.W. The earthy reference to the position the President is expected to assume when the election is over is not some bluff compliment to the political dexterity of the man, nor some hint of the degree of subtlety needed in order to attain the position suggested – not at all. Philip means that the State President, and by implication the governing White National Party, is heading for deep trouble.


‘You see,’ says Philip, ‘I am a CP man.’ He strokes the black hairs protruding through the Aertex holes as if strumming an instrument. ‘We’re the future.’


I protest: ‘The National Party hold over one hundred and twenty seats in Parliament. There are only one hundred and seventy-eight altogether. Everybody knows they’re going to get in again, just as they’ve done for forty years. And the rest of us will just have to do what we’re told.’


He pulls at his cane and Coke. ‘Yes, they’ll win, and then they’re going to take us down the road to Black government and I tell you, my friend, when that happens you’re not going to see me or my friends.’


‘Where will you be?’


‘We’re going to get in our trucks, or we’ll climb on our horses and we’re going back to the veld. Like our fathers did. And you know what we’re going to do there?’


‘I have no idea.’


‘We’re going to take our guns and we’re going to fight, just like we did before. Against the Blacks. And the British. It will be the old days all over again. When the kaffirs came looking for trouble they got it. Right? So when the Government comes looking for us, we’ll be waiting.’ He dropped his voice. ‘We’ll be the terrorists then.’


Philip, otherwise such a Neanderthal political thinker, genuinely considers himself to be the Future. He also considers himself a horseman. I don’t know which prospect is the more alarming. He wishes to move forward into the future by returning to the past. He wishes to return to the old certainties of Verwoerdian apartheid where everyone and everything was segregated and the State was run upon the principle of the forcible separation of the different racial groups into camps, ghettos, towns, suburbs, beaches, lavatories, beds, churches and graveyards. Now the fact that the changes made to this ideal separation have been no more than tinkerings, that the present Government, far from doing away with it, is attempting to modernise apartheid without abandoning it – this carries no weight with Philip. It is not the nature of the changes that Philip and his friends object to, it is that there have been any changes at all. It is not for nothing that the leader of the Conservative Party, Dr Treurnicht (the name translates, with that unhappy aptness so common here, as ‘Sorrownot’), is also called Dr No. The Conservative Party, the HNP and the Afrikaner Resistance Movement (the AWB) stand in the great tradition of naysayers in Afrikaner history from the first settlers who said ‘No’ to the emancipation of the slaves and trekked into the unknown fastness of Africa; ‘No’ to the heretics who claimed the earth was round and ‘No’ to the poltroons who insisted on the equality of all people; ‘No’ to the British and their grasping, gold-stealing ways; ‘No’ to foreigners, outsiders, and imperialists; ‘No’ to integration, immigrants, missionaries, Catholics, Indians and Jews; ‘No’ to votes for non-White people; ‘No’ to mixed bathing, to Sunday sport, to television, to Coloured cricket players; ‘No’ to Black Beauty, television, raffles and Namibia; ‘No’ to the outside world and the mongrelisation of the sacred White tribe of the Afrikaner. An ability to see the future as if it were the present put into reverse joins Philip and his party to the old Boer leaders of the nineteenth century, and to Paul Kruger in particular who, after his defeat by the British, sat in lonely exile at Clarens by the shores of Lake Geneva and wrote a last testament to his countrymen, warning them that if they cared for their future they should look to the past.


TRUST THE NATS AGAIN? demand the posters of the White Right – NEVER!!!


Philip sits peering solemnly into his drink and fondling his lovely ears. In his aerated shirt and bare feet, it is difficult to imagine this man getting up in the morning, never mind saddling his horse and heading for the hills, bandolier of ammunition around his shoulders and his rifle oiled and ready. And it would not do much good to talk to Philip about Kruger’s bitter exile in 1900 and the historical roots of the struggle for South Africa, although he speaks directly from the Krugerite tradition. Philip, like most South Africans, does not read history: history is something you fight, not read. Yet there is about him a reflection, pale but authentic, of the ferocious stubbornness and resolve of the Boer which the rest of the world, as well as the political opposition within the country, have ignored or derided – to their cost. But there is also a genuinely new note in Philip’s politics which has been absent from legal parliamentary opposition in this country since the late ’forties when the present Government came to power. It is the threat of force, of armed violence, and there is no doubt that he means what he says.


It is getting late. The rugby team have drained their glasses and slipped into the warm, velvet autumn night. Philip has clearly said his piece and will say no more. The snooker players are now so stupefied that they have given up any attempt to hit the ball and instead wander about the table like sleepwalkers or blind sentries patrolling a small courtyard, their snooker cues carried like emaciated rifles, at the port. It is time to leave. No one remarks on my departure – why should they? – they know who I am now; I am the man whose grandfather once owned the hotel on the other side of town which the Indians took over. And so to bed. I climb the stairs that smell of fly spray. The seascapes have set like green jelly on the walls at the top of the stairs. The radio in my bedroom has shut down for the night, though it cannot be turned off, and buzzes quietly to itself. Outside the window the wafer-thin, grey-white moon hangs unhurriedly about the sky with a cheap, metallic sheen to it. And there is something about the way it dawdles across the heavens that is most eye-catching. It moves so slowly that if this were an English moon you might say it was loitering with intent; but of course this is not England. That this little town is called Balfour should not deceive anyone; nor should the fact that the next stop down the railway line is called Nigel: it is just another pretence. Names, mere names. Official signs and designations are not to be followed if you expect to find your way about South Africa. For that matter, the town on the road before you arrive in Balfour happens to be called Heidelberg, but the songs they sing there don’t come from The Student Prince. Such names represent moments when the wing-tip of European history brushed against the face of South Africa, leaving the faintest of impressions. I get to sleep at last but I am awoken at about three by a seething, rushing wave of sound flooding the great flat plain outside my window. At first I think it must be the sea, until I remember where I am and recognise the sound of an approaching train. And I recall then the old family story about how my grandfather had been responsible for seeing to it that the train came this way at all since it had been the intention of the old colonial authorities, when planning a new line from the goldfields of Johannesburg and the Reef, down to the great port at Durban on the Natal south coast, to bypass little Balfour altogether. The Afrikaner burghers lost no time in dispatching my grandfather to argue their case with the Government, in those days entirely British, knowing that he spoke the King’s English with precision, which they did not, while sharing their deep abhorrence towards all kings and their accoutrements.

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Author’s Note



		Contents



		Part I The Stone in the Tree



		Part II Visiting the Elephant Bird



		Part III Good Morning, Lemmings!











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
- White Boy Running

‘Hope has undertaken the:imaginative project of outwriting
a society that, as it lives out its fantasies, ventures deeper
‘and deeper into the theatre of cruelty, enacting a tangled,

horrifying dark comedy.’ .M. Coetzee

CHRISTOPHER HOPE






OEBPS/images/pub.png
.\
Atlantic Books

London





