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I said to him, ‘Dad, how come you’re not as big as your buddies out there like David Kramer and all these other guys?’ He said to me, ‘No, I’m like a special braai marinade, I’m a tangy mango orange chutney with a bit of chocolate in it. Very few people might like it but the ones that do will only eat that.’ Then I understood, he’s not just going to go and be sticky barbecue for everyone.


Sev Kitchen









FOREWORD


So there I am, floating on a mellow selection of party tunes, my edges pleasantly blurred by a curiously coloured fruit punch, when in waft Tony, Steve, Greg and Syd, trailing pony tails, guitars, and a cloud of dagga smoke. Their sudden entrance injects a buzz into the party. Oh wow, look who’s here. The collective mood lifts a notch or three. We’re all sprinkled with stardust, awed by the legendary weight of the quartet.


The year 2001 has just begun. The music morphs into something danceable and delicious. A wizard Gandalf appears before me, grinning, eyes large and luminous and almost turquoise, face furrowed beyond his years beneath fake leopard skin hat, ragged sheet of hair spilling down his diminutive frame. Stepping out of the Lord of the Rings, holding out his hand to me, introducing himself as Syd Kitchen, the musical magician I’ve admired from afar for years.


‘This reminds me of The Incredible String Band…’ I shout in his ear, as we bop to the beat. He looks at me sharply, twirls, grin widening, blasts back in my ear, ‘You know The Incredible String Band?’


‘Oh sure, I used to play Earthspan non-stop. Those haunting Celtic ballads, all those rattles and sitars. I loved Black Jack David ...’ I’m struggling to impress but I’m losing the battle because my brain is pickled in punch and my words are swallowed by the music, but something must have penetrated his ears because he looks supremely satisfied. When the song ends he enlightens me – The Incredible String Band had a seminal influence on his music. Aha. Unknowingly, I’ve uttered the magic password and entered the land of Syd. After a few more splintered conversations, we exchange email addresses, and he disappears into the night, chasing something else.


The next day an email from him pops onto my screen. It’s a poem about our mutual adulation of that psychedelic folk group, and perhaps, his fleeting infatuation with me. Fast forward a few months and we’re sitting on a rock on Scarborough beach solemnly exchanging works of art. I give him a copy of my recently published book. He gives me two of his CDs. I go home and listen and find myself hooked. The next time we meet, on yet another of his Cape Town jaunts, we trade compliments. He says, ‘Will you write my biography one day?’


The question is tentative, yet so full – of the paradoxical longing of the truly gifted. He knows his story is big enough, he feels it in his bones, but he just can’t make the leap with his heart.


The more I delved into Syd Kitchen’s extraordinary life, the more Syds I uncovered. I found a saint, a scholar and a skollie. I found an insufferable narcissist, a profoundly lovable but troubled human being, and a man who planted fertile seeds as he danced through the lives of others. I found a man who, when he stepped on stage, shed all his caged need like an unwanted skin, and became a giant.


I found a man who carried his past in song. And the more Syds I uncovered, the more convinced I became that music was the true language of his soul.









BIG BLUE FLAME (March 2011)


I’m sitting cross-legged with the oxygen machine lighting this baseball bat of a spliff when this big blue flame goes whoosh and I say oh fuck I’ll blow the whole building down so I put the oxygen on my head and carry on smoking, then I say to Sev hey check what Jonathan Handley brought me and I dive down the side of the bed and there’s this sack of weed. Later I’m sitting with a mate in the lounge with the whiskey and the vodka flowing between us and I’m saying, there’s something the matter with this zol, bru, every time I light it it bursts into flame. Then I look at the birds passing by the window and say have you ever wondered how friendly passing pigeons are? And I start singing oh fuck the birds, fuck the birds, they fly in the sky and they shit in your eye.


I think that was yesterday, or was it today, or maybe it was tomorrow. It’s hard to tell because I’m floating in and out of a morphine fog, slipping and sliding below the surface of things, losing track of days while time stands still yet yawns and stretches and hurtles towards that place beyond all this and I thank God for the zol and the whiskey and the sea of love swirling round my bedside. Sev and Jasmin are convinced that I’ve known for the past two years that I was on my way out because I’ve been putting my ducks in a row, telling them what to do when I’m gone, getting rid of my wall of books. I knew but I just hadn’t been told, they say. Rene said I’d been running through a battlefield and didn’t notice the back of my head was missing.


On my better days friends find me flirting with the nurses, cigarette in one hand and scotch in the other, but if I listen carefully I can hear the tribute concerts starting up. There they are, celebrating my life like never before, and here I am, knock knock knockin’ on heaven’s door. That rhymes, doesn’t it? I think I might even feel a song coming on but I’m so tired and the words are slipping away and the music is fading into a soft chant round my bed and Madala was spot on, he said when God says He want you, we can’t run away. I know Bafo, I know. I’m not running anymore.


Is it true, that shit about your whole life flashing before you at the end?









WORKING-CLASS RABBLE


We don’t come from very esteemed stock. Most of the people on my father’s and my mother’s side were working-class rabble – thugs and thieves and naughty bastards who ran away to Africa because they had nothing going for them in England.


My father, Stanley William Kitchen, bless his beautiful heart, was born in 1913 and left school after completing standard three. In a more equal society his employment prospects would have been dismal. But the recently passed job reservation act ensured most white South Africans of stable employment in state-owned organisations, and he consequently joined the Railways as a checker. The job was tedious, the hours long – as I would later discover for myself. Soft spoken and gentle with a caustic wit, he spent his days in a warehouse checking and marking off endless items offloaded from the many cargo ships docking at the harbour.


My dad was the youngest of thirteen children. He volunteered to fight in the war and what was quite hip in those days was if you were about to go to war you got married to some local lass quickly because it might be your last pomp, so that’s precisely what he did. He married when he was seventeen and off he went. During the war he lost three fingers on one hand and two on the other and when he came back six years later he found that his wife had had a child with a fucking American sailor!


Here I must confess. When these same events are filtered through the less fanciful head of my dear brother Pete, the story that emerges out of his mouth is this: ‘My dad was one of five siblings, not thirteen. He did NOT lose five fingers, he lost only two, which was a result of a shunting accident on the railways. This had nothing whatsoever to do with the war. He was about twenty-seven when he volunteered, and would have been married for a year or two before he enlisted. When he returned six years later he found that his wife had a toddler, but we have no idea who the father was. It could have been an American soldier, it could have been a Durban plumber, it could have been anyone!’


So there you have it. You tell me which story is more interesting.


Anyway, whichever version you believe, our father met and married his sweetheart before the war broke out and offered him the opportunity to explore the world beyond the bleak confines of Durban docks. Together with thousands of young men driven by a heady mix of duty, fear and wanderlust, he volunteered to serve in the armed forces and fight in a faraway war. The sight of his lovely young wife waving on the docks as he boarded the ship for North Africa tugged at his heart, but she had his ring on her finger and he had a future to hold onto during the long years of madness and destruction ahead. After serving in Egypt, North Africa and Italy, he finally returned home six years later to find that the woman he’d dreamed about during all those battle-scarred nights had broken his heart. The mutilation of his fingers had caused him considerable pain but this, this terrifying fracturing of his future, was a devastating blow to the soft centre of his being.


Despite the almost predictable nature of this kind of casualty – thousands of foreign troops passed through the busy port city during the war and soldiers frequently arrived home to find their dreams of domestic bliss in tatters – this splintering of trust compounded the inevitable wartime wounds etched on my father’s psyche, and would have an impact on his life for many years to come. He eventually divorced his wife, but not before agreeing to pay maintenance for her child for the next eighteen years – a noble undertaking, or perhaps the behaviour of a man unable to say no, a trait I would, for better or for worse, later inherit. Whatever the reason, this seemingly unfair arrangement would cause resentment in his second marriage, to my mother, Dorothy Foley, who carried considerable scars of her own.


‘Blood is thicker than water,’ my mom liked to say. Which is ironic because her childhood was shaped by loss and abandonment. Her father died soon after she was born, triggering a mental breakdown in her mother who was then unable to look after her two daughters and had no option but to put them in an orphanage. Then, when Dorothy turned eighteen, she was promptly removed from the orphanage to look after her ailing mother. For twenty years she dutifully cared for the woman who had abandoned her at birth, only marrying after her mother’s death when she could finally quell her hunger for a family of her own.


When she met my father my mother was, in the language of the day, a spinster and a chambermaid, working at Torquay Hotel on Durban’s beachfront. Of Irish extraction, petite, with sparkling blue eyes and hair the colour of polished ebony, she was close to forty when they married in 1949. The Foley and Kitchen families were further united by the marriage of her sister to my father’s brother, Plummer, and the two couples developed a close bond. The brothers had much in common. Plummer also worked on the Railways and had several missing fingers following a marshalling accident. Like Stan, he had a ridiculously dry sense of humour, a trait which will one day impress me immensely.


My folks moved into a house in Essex Road owned by Dad’s sister, and a year and a half later their first son tumbled into the world. I was born on February 14, 1951, a Valentine’s Day baby. An auspicious beginning, you might say. In years to come when friends attempted to describe my colourful nature, they usually said I was a difficult little shit, but then you know what they said?


He was full of LOVE.









OUTLAW IN TRAINING


It would have been nice if I’d been born with a silver spoon up my arse but I wasn’t; I was born with a plastic spoon up my arse …


Together with a scruffy little black and white terrier called Fido, we live in Essex Road until I start school. The first year of my life ends painfully, in the place it began, Addington Hospital. Suddenly diagnosed with a serious bowel obstruction, I’m rushed into theatre where I undergo major surgery. Part of my bowel is removed, resulting in an interesting scar which will curl down my lower abdomen for the rest of my life. Clingy at the best of times, mother fusses and frets over me, more protective than ever after the trauma of my colectomy. I’m a delicately built child, while brother Pete, born a year and a half later, is more robust and will soon overtake me in height. As the years go by my mom intuits, in the way that mothers do, that the smallest of her sons will always be the more vulnerable one. She can’t help think of me as her baby.


At home my parents are forever running after me. At school I’m in trouble every day. I fidget. I talk too much. I can’t concentrate. I’m bored. Don’t they know that the best way to torture a hyperactive child is to imprison him behind a desk for five hours? Can’t they see I’m not made to follow the rules? School is a waste of time for kids like me. If I was growing up in another part of the world, Japan perhaps, I might be travelling to school every day with a violin case under my arm and a book bag under the other. Here nobody notices that all children are artists. They make us wear uniforms. They cage us inside drab school buildings. They order us to stand in lines and sit in rows. They tell us what to do, when and how to do it. They force feed us useless facts and figures. All of which stunts our curiosity and our creativity. Until one day we wonder why a painting or a song fills our hearts with such longing.


Fortunately for me, I’m a rebel, an outlaw in training. Outside the classroom, where most education takes place, I soon develop an arsenal of survival skills. My mind is as busy as my body, and, coming from a rough side of town where boys lash out with their fists at the first sign of trouble, I grow a tough shell. Boys look up to me. Girls fall for me. My soulful blue eyes, offset by my gritty bad boy charm, make me irresistible. To some, even my stutter adds to my mystique (can you believe it). For me, shaking my head back and forth, wasting all that energy trying to spit out words, my arms flying all over the place, the affliction is excruciating. And I HATE it when people tell me to think before I speak. Can’t they see my problem is that I think too MUCH? That if I think any more my head will burst like an overripe melon?


Fortunately there’s fun stuff to do that doesn’t require me opening my disobedient little mouth. I start a spitting club. I win pissing competitions. I become obsessed with dunking girls’ pony tails into inkwells. (These are the days before the revolution of the ballpoint, messy days of blotting paper and ink-stained fingers and funny pointy pens with nibs at the end.)


I’m one of the smallest boys in class but I’m also one of the most popular. Even at primary school I’m cool.


My cool extends to the sports field. Soccer reins me in, focuses all my nervous energy, allows me to lose myself and find myself in the thrill of the game. The Saturdays I spend watching my father referee at the local sports field give me an appreciation and understanding of the sport, but I’m naturally athletic and soon become my school’s top scorer. On the field I’m fearless. I run into tackles with boys three times my size. When I dribble I have an easy grace that foreshadows my later romance with jazz, when I will weave in and out of melodic guitar phrases, constantly changing direction but always fluid, fast, poetic.


If I didn’t have football I’d be a total fucking delinquent. What saves my balls as a laaitie is sport, radio and church. And a few friends. One of my best mates lives across the road. I follow him around, kick a ball with him, listen to his stories. He’s five years older than me and he’s my hero. My father is never around during the week. Billy fills the void.


I make my first public appearance as a solo performer when I’m eight. They need three angels to sing solos for the school nativity play so my classmates and I line up and sing hymns while the teacher walks up and down and listens, then selects the most promising candidates. They tell me I’m a boy soprano and make me the Angel Gabriel. This doesn’t surprise me. I may be a little devil but a talent for singing is in my blood. My mother has a lovely voice – she can sing herself from joy to sadness and back again – and mine is angelic enough to impress my teachers. Gabriel was God’s messenger, they say. Maybe the role is prophetic. One day I will dip into a holy well and draw out songs that make grown men weep.


I slip into the role easily. At eight years old I am no stranger to Bible stories. As long as I can remember I’ve been dragged along to Sunday School in the beautiful old red-brick church of St John the Divine in Clark Road, where I’ve squirmed my way through endless tales of salvation and redemption and have recently begun singing in the choir, a discipline that, I must admit, soothes my restless spirit. This continues until I’m thirteen, when Pete and I finally announce to our parents that we’ve given enough Sundays to God.


Being so close in age my brother and I spend a lot of time running around together. Our favourite pastime is to climb the heavily laden trees lining Frere Road and race home with as many of the plump purplish-green avos as we can carry. Even though I’m small, sickly and accident prone, I’m the shit stirrer. I’m as headstrong as a crowd on bargain day and I plunge into places where Pete doesn’t dare to tread. He finds other ways to get what he wants but rivalry inevitably develops between us and by the time I reach my teens there are ugly currents of aggression swirling inside me. Sometimes they erupt out of me for no apparent reason and then I can see the question on Pete’s face: where is the anger coming from?


I have no idea, but years later I will try to weave the answer into some of my songs…


Don’t be surprised


To find this look in my eyes


You’ve made me this wild


You’ve made me a city child


We call our mother ‘Dolly Dimples’. During our primary school years she’s always there when we come home from school, greeting us with her dimpled smile as we crash through the door, cheerfully making tea and sandwiches for us and the trickle of friends in our wake. She’s just Mom, the first woman in my life. Later when we’re older she works at Francis Frere’s Dry Cleaners in Aliwal Street. It’s a short walk from George Campbell High so Pete joins her after school and helps her add up the day’s takings, watches her scribble the answers on sheets of brown wrapping paper and marvels at the way in which she does long calculations in her head and never makes a mistake. He returns home with her on the bus with a growing appreciation for numbers and the magical way in which they interact with each other.


My mother understands the value of reading. She organises library cards for us but Pete is the only one to make use of this opportunity to expand his horizons. I’m more at home in the ocean than inside the covers of a book – surfing curbs my restless energy – but Pete soon becomes a prolific reader. He borrows three books every weekend and curls contentedly inside their pages, escaping into lives more thrilling than ours and places more exotic than the one outside our front door. His taste is wide, he devours everything. His reading inspires another passion. Tentatively, he starts crafting poetry.


Television will only invade our homes in the seventies (more of this beast later), along with the pervasive visual culture which it foreshadows. Until then radio makes our dreams come alive. We live vicariously through the nightly serialised dramas of Mark Saxon, Jet Jungle, and Squad Cars; we become millionaires along with the contestants on the Pick a Box show. For those with few other sources of entertainment, radio brings a steady stream of information, amusement and comfort. Pete and I, together with millions of others around the country, regularly glue ourselves to the small box before the daring escapades of our heroes spill into our living room. Missing an episode, or part of it, is a calamity we will go to great lengths to avoid. When our parents give us transistor radios for our ninth and tenth birthdays, we’re in heaven. It’s 1961, Chubby Checker is telling us to do the twist, Elvis is asking girls the world over whether they’re lonesome tonight, and Pete and I are tuned in, carrying our radios around, singing along and learning the words of our favourite songs, lifting ourselves out of the mundane into a world which promises so much more.


Those days we have the Springbok Radio Record Club every night, and you have this image in your mind that the bands are in the studio playing but of course they aren’t. They’re records being played, but they make us think that we’re listening to live bands.


My father confesses to me one day that he dreams of becoming an artist. Although his working hours are long – he leaves home at six in the morning and gets back at nine – he finds time for a creative hobby. He buys rubber moulds of popular cartoon characters like Donald Duck and fills them with plaster, paints the smooth white figurines and proudly displays them on the living room shelf. During weekends he’s a devoted dad, and we adore him, although I have to admit he has the self-esteem of a face cloth. He helps Pete make model aeroplanes, kicks a ball around with me. Passionate about football and a weekend referee, he initially encourages both of us to play, but I’m the one who shares his love of the game and I’m much quicker on the field than Pete.


On Saturday evenings, after spending much of the day at the sports field, we sometimes pile into the bus and head down to the Normandie Hotel in Fleet Street, where we sip Schweppes orange juice with the bits in it while our parents whirl around the dance floor and my father echoes his fluid moves on the soccer field and dazzles us with his fancy footwork. Pete says our parents are the nicest a guy could ever have.


We don’t have a car so we make use of the cheapest form of transport available to us, our feet. Friday night is pocket money night, the best night of the week. We walk up Berea Road to Mahomedy’s or Moosa’s to buy toys or sweets or clothes and then all the way back again clutching our treasures. On Christmas Eve and New Year’s Eve, laden with towels and picnic goodies, we set off in the steamy midsummer heat for the long trek down Umbilo Road to the beachfront, where we join the festive crowds on a ribbon of pale gold sand that sprouts, at the one end, a wooden signboard. The sign tells us, in English, Afrikaans and Zulu:


UNDER SECTION 37 OF THE DURBAN BEACH BY-LAWS THIS SECTION OF THE BEACH IS RESERVED FOR THE SOLE USE OF MEMBERS OF THE WHITE RACE GROUP.


I barely notice the sign. It will be a while before I realise that racism is woven into the fabric of society so thoroughly that segregation seems normal, natural even. Bizarre laws have been passed. We’ve all been divided into ‘whites’ and ‘non-whites’, the latter further subdivided into ‘coloureds’, ‘Indians’ and ‘blacks’. Authorities are hard at work tying up loose ends, ensuring grossly unequal facilities for each race group. We have separate schools, buses, toilets, park benches, shop entrances, beaches and more. Most of us don’t question this warped social order, least of all struggling white working-class folk like us who have little access to alternative world views. And so we play with children who look like us on beautiful beaches reserved for us. In the classroom, on the sports field, on the bus and in our neighbours’ homes, we seldom encounter darker skinned children. Even the pictures in our school books show mostly blond boys, perpetuating two myths at once, the other being that girls are also lesser creatures. Apartheid, the twentieth century’s most infamous social experiment, is sewn up so tight that the majority of the population have literally been edited out of the pages of our school books.


Pete and I are not unaware of the silent majority. Every day we see shadowy figures cleaning toilets, ironing clothes, weeding lawns, sweeping streets, collecting garbage, carrying fair-skinned babies on their backs. These people occupy the same space as us but we’re worlds apart. One day we will see through the lies we’ve been fed but until then we play happily on the Whites Only beach amongst the forest of colourful umbrellas and the pale bodies toasting in the sun steadily turning darker shades of pale.


That’s just the way it is.


But a white skin is by no means a guarantee of prosperity. We’re always in debt. We’re constantly on the move. We move twenty-three times before I reach my teens, although Pete shakes his head and says, ‘Well, yes, Sydney Sausage, our life was semi-nomadic, but the number of moves was probably closer to twelve.’ Nevertheless, my dear brother can’t dispute the fact that as children the street where we live is forever changing. We barely set down roots in one neighbourhood before we pack up and move to the next. Never in a position to own property or have a family holiday, we rent apartments where we can, mostly in dingy blocks of flats occupied by the white working class in dingy parts of town, areas where our friends from wealthier neighbourhoods walk with trepidation at night. We also live in a residential hotel for a while, one of many in-between places, where we’re temporary refugees before we find something more permanent. Fortunately, we seldom move out of Glenwood or Umbilo, so at least our friends and our schools stay the same. For our parents the constant moving is stressful, so much to be done, forms to fill in, more bills to pay, landlords to deal with, furniture to move and boxes to pack, but Pete and I are largely unburdened by these adult concerns. For us another adventure unfolds each time we move. We have new spaces to explore, new streets to play in and, oh yes, new girls to check out.


After being a faithful civil servant for about twenty-five years, my father takes a flying leap out of his comfort zone. He resigns from the Railways, takes out all of his pension and sinks it into a venture which he hopes with all his big beautiful heart will finally bring us some economic stability. He buys a property in Noble Road, refurbishes it and opens a boarding house. His dream crumbles within six months. My parents are simply not equipped to run a business, they’re too kind, too generous. Relatives and friends, eager for free accommodation, are quick to exploit them.


My father is close to retirement age when we lose the house. He is deeply disappointed that he has not managed to carve out a better life for his family. With no pension and few job opportunities, he reluctantly returns to his old job on the Railways where the days are long and the work arduous, but at least at the end of every week he can face his family with a smile on his face and money in his pocket. Meanwhile Mom takes on the job of house matron at St Martin’s Home for Boys next to the church, and Dad is later given the job of head gardener and handyman. We all live rent free in a cottage on the grounds for a few years and many of the orphaned boys became our lifelong friends.


Actually Dad’s handyman skills leave much to be desired, perhaps because with his missing fingers it’s not easy to manipulate his tools, but what he lacks in technique he makes up in dogged persistence, a quality I will see emerge in myself in later years.


Perhaps he’s the one who’s been keeping me going all these years when there are no fucking lights on anywhere.









OUTLAW WITH ATTITUDE


Every week they call me up at a certain time of the night, the lights come on and the crowd gathers round the stage. I get up and sing Hey there little red riding hood and after a few more songs I step down from the stage and they pat me on the back of the head and I’m in heaven.


Night is swallowing the streets. I’m nowhere to be seen and mom is frantic. She hurries down dimly lit Bulwer Road anxiously scanning the pavements. Her eyes pick out an intermittent red glow weaving through the distant shadows. Puzzled, she watches the light bobbing towards her until she realises, oh thank God, that the glow is somehow attached to a small but familiar figure. I’m virtually alongside her when she identifies the elusive red glow coming from my mouth. Her relief quickly turns to fury. I’m twelve years old and until now she’s been blissfully unaware of my experimentation with forbidden pleasures. She drags me home, hauls out the hairbrush and proceeds to klap me stupid, something she tends to do quite frequently. (Dad, on the other hand, never lays a hand on me, ever.)


They eventually decide that a ban on smoking is a futile exercise in the Kitchen household, and, taking the line of least resistance, let me smoke at home. Poor Pete is destined to puff in secret until he turns thirteen, when he is given the green light as well.


My dad is a heavy smoker. Holding his cigarette deftly between his ring and little finger, his sixty-a-day habit will eventually kill him. He is also a heavy drinker, his nightly watering hole being the Railway Institute near Point Road where he stops on his way home to take the edge off his day and quieten his demons. I guess the pattern of self-soothing through alcohol and cigarettes is sewn into the fabric of my home. We’re barely into our teens and Pete and I are smoking and drinking regularly, getting intoxicated on sweet red muscadel at friends’ houses, but my adventures with illicit substances soon surpass those of my younger brother. Marijuana becomes my drug of choice, dissolving some of the shame that squeezes my heart when I stutter, when words are trapped somewhere between my gut and my throat and refuse to slip out of my mouth.


A few years later I discover nose spray and cough syrup. And then, oh wow, diet pills. You can get high on them and they’re cheaper than booze!


So now I’m on a self-destructive express train that will gather speed as it hurtles through my teens and into my twenties and beyond. I bunk school during the day and sneak out of the house at night, climbing out of the window of the room I share with Pete. One day I pop too many pills and the police find me passed out on the City Hall steps and cart me off to Addington Hospital on the beachfront to have my stomach pumped. When my parents finally arrive at the hospital expecting to see me quietly recuperating in bed, they find nothing but the warm sea breeze wafting through the window. They track me down to the beach where I’m contentedly contemplating the waves, oblivious to the family drama unfolding around me. I’d woken up to the sound of the ocean roaring below my hospital window. Having no idea how I got there but finding no reason to hang around, I climbed out of bed and strolled down to the beach in my pyjamas to check out the surf.


My parents are starting to worry about my interest in addictive substances. Hoping perhaps to present me with a more healthy form of weekend entertainment while at the same time raise funds for the sports club, they begin organising sessions at Stellawood for teenagers. These evenings are mostly sweet and innocent. Girls line the walls patiently waiting for boys to ask them to dance, nobody gets too drunk and at the age of thirteen, I make my debut as a rock and roll singer.


So there I am on stage with the Saturday night band The Kittens and I’m loving the power in my young voice and the adulation from the crowd and something miraculous happens when I sing: my stutter disappears completely! And then I discover that there are MANY more sessions in Durban with live bands crooning to a steaming blur of teenage bodies so I seek them out, march up to the stage and offer to sing with them. The musicians as well as the audience – particularly the female members – are impressed with this precocious teen with the dreamy blue eyes. And why not, I’m a natural performer, I can sing, and I have attitude. Pete, hovering in the background, is gobsmacked by my audacity. Poor sod, I think he envies me. Especially when I’m swallowed up by a swarm of girls as I saunter off the stage.


But back at George Campbell High, my teachers are becoming increasingly frustrated with my absences. When they eventually demand an explanation I have one ready. I tearfully confess that my cruel classmates are to blame, that they tease me because I stutter. The next morning at assembly the principal delivers a long lecture to the school, scolding pupils for teasing children with disabilities. My pal Marc, sitting at the back of the hall, doesn’t buy it. He suspects that I simply made a plan because I got busted. He says he never saw anyone tease me and even though I had a strong stutter I hung with the Umbilo crew and you don’t fuck with those boys, trust me, they were hectic.


Maybe Marc has a point. I’m busily cultivating an aura of anarchy around me. I spin yarns about lost bus fare into sympathetic adult ears and then sneak off to the bioscope in Smith Street with my mates, where the beam of light streaming from the projection room to the screen suspends the wisps of smoke above our heads as we sink low in our seats and puff away proudly with the rest of the rookers. Television is still a decade and a half away, cinemas are buzzing, packed, noisy. As soon as the first half of the show, with its newsreels and short films ends, vendors appear in the aisles nursing trays of popcorn, chocolates and cold-drinks. Fifteen minutes later, after much slurping and munching and frantic comic swapping, the lights dim again, the heavy velvet curtains slowly rattle open and the main feature – often a cowboy movie – gets under way. And when the action hots up there’s much whooping and shrieking and yelping from the audience to warn the hero of impending danger.


This is the sixties, remember. Going to the bioscope is a VERY big deal.


When I speak, whether about the film we’ve just seen, the music I’m into or the teachers I love to hate, my friends listen. Although my school reports tell a different story, my mates seem to think I’m super smart. Truth is I’m just as full of kak as they are, smoking weed, into girls. With the latter, as in other areas of my life, I am incapable of putting on brakes. I’m born to break rules, to push boundaries, to go where others fear to tread and my fuck you attitude towards the establishment is already becoming legendary. Still, my rebellion has an edge to it and maybe the wheels are beginning to wobble. When a teacher orders me repeatedly to cut my hair I finally agree, saunter home and shave it all off, then return the next day with a cheeky grin sliced across my face and a smooth, hairless scalp. My friends are mightily impressed. To voluntarily shed all your hair at an age where long hair is an essential ingredient of cool is a subversive act in response to a rule which kids the world over regard as utterly pointless. Of course my outrageous deed is not without consequences, but a painful posterior is a reasonable price to pay for the ripples of adulation emanating from my classmates.


And it is a stupid fucking rule.


So there you have it. Schooldays are not the best days of my life. What really sucks for me is the fact that there’s no soccer at my school. Because white boys play rugby on smartly laid out pitches and black boys play soccer on dusty roads or rutted fields and never the twain shall meet. Besides I am small, feather light, definitely not rugby material. And without soccer at school what reason do I have to be there while the sea is calling?


I escape to the beach whenever I can. I borrow a surfboard and paddle into the balmy Indian Ocean where there’s nothing but me and the waves. When there’s no surf I buy a bottle of wine and hustle a few joints and get nicely smashed behind the South Beach trampolines. It’s a lekker little spot where no one can see me.









MANNA FROM HEAVEN


Women were a problem. He was naughty. If there was a good skirt around, Syd would be interested. He belonged to the wandering hands society, he couldn’t help it. Of course when you’re a musician, all the girls fall out the sky, like manna from heaven. And if you’re the main vocalist in the band, aaah …


Clive O’Connor


This is the pre-disco era. Durban’s live music scene is cooking. Beatlemania rocks the town. Come Friday night church halls, sports clubs and empty warehouses are transformed by a sea of teenage bodies gyrating to rowdy neighbourhood bands all trying to sound like the Fab Four. Lapped by a balmy ocean, the city is also a major holiday destination for hordes of upcountry visitors who need to be entertained after toasting themselves in the sun and surf all day long. The beachfront hotels all have dance floors with live music every night, often a jazz quartet or trio or duo. You can dine and dance at a different venue every night of the week. There’s the Top Hat, the Edward, the Palmerston, Ye Olde Whynotte in Durban North, Los Angeles in Musgrave Road and the Cosmo Club in Brickhill and many more. Together with my surfing buddies I graduate from the Stellawood sessions organised by my parents and gravitate towards the more sleazy adult clubs in town. For a while we hang out at the Arena in West Street where the manager and boxing promoter hosts sessions in his upstairs gym and the resident band is Leeman Ltd, and Ken E Henson, later of Abstract Truth and a future buddy of mine, is one of the band members. I’m only fourteen but made brave by my success with The Kittens so it’s easy to march up there and ask if I can sing with them.


One night my friend Clive O’Connor is in the audience. He’s nursing a dream of starting a band with a couple of guitar-strumming mates but he doesn’t have a singer so he invites me to join him, Anton Els and Hoffy Meyer in their fledgling venture. We sit around for days in each other’s homes trying to come up with an appropriately hip name until I grab a dictionary, flip through it and declare that Parkinson’s Lore is definitely it. At first we practise in the O’Connors’ garage, preferring soul music and a growing repertoire of cover songs by Wilson Pickett, Otis Redding and Arthur Conley, as well as more commercial hits by The Kinks, whose sardonic song writing I have begun to love. Unfortunately, the neighbours fail to appreciate our funky sound so we go looking for another venue where the residents might be more amenable to our presence. Hoffy’s father happens to be the manager of the funeral parlour in Umbilo, so we persuade him to allow our motley crew to set up next to the hearse in the morgue and entertain the ghosts of the recently departed. We’re all in our early to mid teens, the youngest band knocking around town, and as the months go by the nightly sounds pouring out of the morgue become more palatable, until in 1967 we’re rewarded for our efforts by coming second in Durban’s Battle of the Bands at the City Hall.


Despite our success, I’m starting to piss off my bandmates. I might be a good singer but I don’t even play an instrument and in their eyes I know little about the craft of music making and most of the time I’m an arrogant little shit. They are the musicians, so why am I telling them what to do? And they’re jealous, of course, of the way I pull in the girls.


Louise Maingard, Marc’s sister, is captivated by my charms. We meet up at beach parties at the lifesavers’ club and exchange fervent kisses on the dance floor but nothing more. She knows about those girls eager to succumb to my wandering hands, but fortunately for her I have no intention of messing with my friend’s sister. Anyway the passion that binds us is more enduring. In her lovely home in leafy suburbia music is as essential to her as the air she breathes. Her mother is a classical pianist and the children, all five of them, sing or play instruments. I’m a frequent visitor. Marc and Louise are less inclined to venture down to the streets where we live, especially at night. It’s a long steep walk back up the hill to the safety of their home.


Girls are easy to please, and they’re impressed with my moves on the sports field. I play soccer for Stellawood club and baseball for the provincial team and with so much out there to distract me and so little at school to interest me, I fail standard eight. Which precipitates a sibling crisis. Pete, who has been diligently burying his head in his books for years while I roam the streets and ride the waves, will now be in the same standard and possibly even in the same class as me. This is a mortifying prospect for both of us. And a good reason for me to find another school that has fewer silly rules and more exciting subjects on the curriculum. I spend the next two years at Damelin Business College, finding one course of study that appeals to me, journalism. I’m flirting with the idea of becoming a reporter. I feel at home in the world of words and, like Pete, I’ve begun to write poetry. For both of us, crafting images with words will become a major creative outlet and a refuge in years to come. For Pete it’s a niche that he can crawl into and one that sustains him throughout his high school years. My intoxication with the power of words will be a lifelong affair.


Another lifelong affair in which I’ve become entangled, for better or for worse, is the one I’ve begun with drugs. To me and my friends the drug experience is an inevitable rite of passage, a heroic test to measure our worth among society’s coolest fringe dwellers. And if marijuana is the basic ingredient of the counter culture cake, LSD is surely the icing on top. This is how Marc remembers it:


‘We were doing strong drugs when we were sixteen. The first California Sunshine arrived in Durban around 1966 via the surfers. Before that LSD wasn’t known much on the planet. We were in that hippie era of flower power and girls and uppers and downers and the drugs in those days were black bombs, Dexedrine, purple hearts, and LSD. There was no cocaine, no heroin, there was lots of smoke, lots of dagga. Tik didn’t exist. We were doing uppers with Coca Cola, staying up and raving all night, sometimes for sixty hours, we were awake the whole weekend. Of course we were useless at school on Monday. Trust me, we were history.’


Marc and I also frequent the Blue Note, a late night multiracial venue where, on Friday and Saturdays after their regular hotel gigs, jazz musicians jam together from midnight, and where flaunting apartheid’s laws periodically lands us all in trouble. The police raid the place every now and again and we all dive out the window and run like hell.


Despite my hectic weekend adventures I somehow manage to get a commercial matric. I can’t see the point of any more years of study so I abandon my dream of becoming a journalist and apply for a job on the Railways. Initially I work as a trainee station foreman, learning to operate the manual signals for the trains. Then I get sent to the Transvaal on a three-month course, come back and resign a few months later and spend six months doing very little before returning to the Railways as a trainee checker. With music in my blood and an inner conviction that I’m destined to take the road less travelled, I have no intention of echoing my father and forging a career there. In fact I absolutely hate the job, but working for a state-run institution is not without benefits. I’m almost eighteen and the South African identity document that I carry signifying my entry into adulthood paradoxically chains me to a fate that I share with the majority of young white South African men. Some manage to escape by going overseas, others defer the inevitable until completing university studies, a few are brave enough to openly defy the law and go to prison. Conscription of white males is one of the measures used by the government to uphold apartheid and white supremacy, and the vast majority acquiesce because, well, what else can they do? When I receive my call-up papers in January ’69 I have another six months before I have to submit to this misery, but working for a state-run organisation beforehand means that I will earn a salary during those long months when I learn to wield a gun and protect my beloved country against communists and other invisible demons.


With all this in mind, I join the underworld of lowly paid Railway employees.









RAILWAY ROOM


In a railway room it’s suffice to say


That lunatics breed like ants


In a circus situation, they noisily station


In their state issued shirts and pants


They come from a dead part of Eden


Such clowns, such serious fools


To be here in this ritualised bulletin


To sit here and sharpen their tools


They hang tea bags from the ceiling


Chinese ornaments on the walls


Paint whites only signs as a sign of the times


If you’re black you get kicked in the elbow


They sit midget-like, shivering in corners


Their arms punctured with the past


But the dragon turns slowly to dust


For the future has already been cast


This is my father’s world, and one into which I slip easily, although I find the daily routine of patrolling the harbour warehouse with a clipboard, crossing items off a list, mind numbingly dull. It doesn’t take me long to realise that I possess a good many more functioning brain cells than my colleagues, something which I managed to successfully hide from my schoolteachers for twelve years. After raving all weekend I arrive at work on a Monday morning in a spun-out haze of exhaustion, but carrying out my duties requires so little mental energy that being asleep on my feet doesn’t matter in the least.


I perk up a bit when I discover that my workmates are a never-ending source of entertainment. They’re a wonderfully ragged crew who get drunk and beat up their wives and their children and will one day provide lekker material for the song Railway Room. They’re also a never-ending source of Durban poison. They skyf it up non-stop. In the interests of maintaining good vibes in the workplace I partake whenever I can.


I get there early in the morning and there’s this BIG Afrikaans guy, really scruffy, doesn’t smell so lekker, doesn’t brush his teeth, always there first and the kettle is always warm when we arrive. So we just pour ourselves coffee every day. This goes on for months until one day we find out why the kettle is always warm – this guy would take his sock off, put an egg inside the sock, put it in the kettle and boil the water!


They call me Zubzub because I ride a motorbike and I’m fast, you know … zubzubzub ... One day I arrive at work on my bike and it’s raining, and all the black guys I’m working with are sitting on the side of the road and as I arrive I hit a railway line and the bike skids and I end up underneath the fucking railway truck. They just laugh, ‘Hey Zubzub, oowoowoo.’ Cause if you hit a railway line with a motorbike it’s like bye bye bru; if you don’t hit it at the right angle you’re fucked. Another day I’m working at the harbour watching a Railway policeman, he must be seventeen, just out of school, his first job, his hat’s too big for him, trousers are creased so well he’s got pimples. He’s standing there, he’s got black people lined up, they’re about to catch a train, they’re late for the train, they walk towards him, show him their passbooks which he then throws on the floor so they’ve got to go round him, they’ve got to go round him to pick them up and get onto the train.









TURN ON, TUNE IN, DROP OUT


Our role models are producing their best work while under the influence of all kinds of shit. Charlie Parker, the most brilliant alto sax player to ever exist, is shooting up heroin and drinking like a fucking fish. Bob Dylan and Johnny Cash are speeding out of their minds. Not to mention Jim Morrison and Jimi Hendrix.


At seventeen I am fully into the drug scene. My mates and I are aspiring alternative musicians so we naturally indulge in any substance that promises to open doors in our heads. We’re fascinated by those beautiful beat poets and writers like Tom Wolfe, Jack Kerouac, Aldous Huxley and Ken Kesey. Kerouac’s On the Road about drug-fuelled young Americans drifting across the continent personifies the ideals of both the beat generation and the hippies, and echoes my own restless spirit. Tom Wolfe’s The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test chronicles another shambolic road trip in which a bunch of friends stage free concerts in small towns, give everyone in the audience a free LSD-laced drink, and then film their blissed out subjects as they wander through the shining corridors of their minds. I’m reading it for the third time. When I get to the end all I want to do is go back to the beginning and start all over again.


For young hippies like Marc and myself, alcohol is thoroughly uncool. People who get blind drunk, puke and pass out all over the place are DISGUSTING. We’re dopeheads, not spiritheads, and we’re proud of it. What we can never work out, and which is often the subject of fierce debate between us, is how these snarling cops who regularly flood their limited brain cells with alcohol can persecute us for our harmless, consciousness-expanding rituals. It’s ridiculous, a fucking insult, and it pisses us off no end. Fortunately we manage to stay out of jail. Outwitting the enemy isn’t difficult when you have the superior brain power.


One day I’m caught by the Railway cops with ten caps of Strawberry Fields in my pocket. So the guy said to me what’s this? I say it’s sen-sen, you know, breath mints? do you want one, officer? They let me go. Idiots never knew it was acid.


My first acid trip has me crawling up the trees in the local park. It’s sometime in 1969, at Pat’s record bar in Westwalk Durban. I’d go in there and see Ken E Henson and we’d sit on the floor with headphones on and listen to Led Zeppelin, fucked out of our heads. Pat comes to me one day and gives me this little silver ball, and she says listen, this is from me, be careful with it, it’s very precious. It’s acid, three caps of Californian Sunshine, looks like those pink sweets you get in lucky packets except they’re orange, and I’m thinking oh come on, I’ve had black bombs, I’ve had yellow hearts and purple hearts, I’ve had all those amphetamines, what the fuck is this going to do, a stupid little thing like that. So I take a whole fucking cap of it, on a Friday afternoon in the middle of Durban. Oh God. Oh fuck me, taking a whole cap, like a fucking steam train running through the middle of your head. I end up nine hours later vomiting in Bulwer Park. (Roger says this is utter bullshit, LSD will NEVER make you puke your guts out. But listen, bru, this is MY story and it’s a good one so I’m sticking to it and if you don’t like it it’s YOUR problem, not mine, okay?) So there I am hugging the tree, I’m licking the fucking roots of the tree, I’m hanging off the tree, I’m a fucking mess. A cap is like taking a bottle of whiskey and drinking it straight down. You CANNOT drink a fucking bottle of whiskey and function, that’s a Dylan Thomas thing. So the next day I phone my girlfriend Jacqueline, I say I’ve got this bag of shit, let’s go down to the beachfront, and so we cut a cap into quarters and I have this amazing trip with the sunrise shooting gold and silver and copper over the ocean and rainbows dancing all over us and the rocks shivering and shaking and dissolving into the sand.
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