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    I can no longer serve justice


    in the way I have attempted to do


    during the past thirty years.


    I can only do it


    in the way I have now chosen.


    Bram Fischer


    Bram Fischer could have become


    prime minister or the chief justice of


    South Africa if he had chosen to follow


    the narrow path of Afrikaner nationalism.


    He chose instead the long and


    hard road to freedom


    not only for himself but for all of us.


    Nelson Mandela

  


  
    AUTHOR’S NOTE


    Bram Fischer is a figure of enduring importance. A distinguished Afrikaner lawyer from the old Orange Free State aristocracy, he forged a unique friendship with Nelson Mandela that had lasting consequences. Fischer was influential in helping to persuade Mandela to forsake his narrow Africanist agenda about the struggle over apartheid and commit himself to the cause of a multiracial future for South Africa. In an age when Afrikaners were coming to be regarded by Africans as the enemy, Mandela had found an Afrikaner ‘brother’. Mandela never lost his admiration for Fischer’s stoic defiance of the Afrikaner creed of white supremacy. ‘Bram was a free man who fought against his own people to ensure the freedom of others,’ Mandela recalled. ‘He became one of the bravest and staunchest friends of the freedom struggle that I have ever known.’ Bram’s wife, Molly Krige, who came from an Afrikaner lineage as eminent as that of the Fischers, added her own endeavours to support the cause of multiracial democracy.


    As the juggernaut of apartheid gathered momentum in the 1950s, the Fischers’ home in Beaumont Street in the wealthy white suburbs of Johannesburg became an oasis for friends and acquaintances of all races determined to keep alive the idea of a multiracial world; and it also served as a centre of intrigue. In the 1960s, Bram began to lead an increasingly complex double life, by outward appearance a successful lawyer who moved with ease in the highest political and social circles in South Africa, widely admired for his many talents, but simultaneously a leading member of the underground resistance.


    When Mandela was put on trial in 1963 for sabotage activities, Bram Fischer led the defence team and managed to save him and other conspirators from the death sentence demanded by state prosecutors. It was an outcome that changed the course of South African history.


    Fischer himself was subsequently put on trial for his involvement in plans to overthrow the government and sentenced to imprisonment for life. He remained a prisoner until his death in 1975. But the cause for which he fought eventually triumphed. On a memorable day in April 1994, Nelson Mandela walked to a polling station in Natal to cast his vote, thinking of old friends such as Bram Fischer who had fallen along the way. ‘I did not go into that voting station alone,’ Mandela recalled. ‘I was casting my vote with all of them.’


    There were many memorable moments during the writing of this book. On a spring day in 1997, I travelled to Bloemfontein in the old Orange Free State with Bram Fischer’s daughters, Ruth and Ilse, to visit the past. We started at Hillandale, the farm just north of Bloemfontein where Bram’s grandfather, Abraham Fischer, a former prime minister, had entertained in style and where Bram had spent several carefree years of his boyhood. Later, at the State Archives, we came across an exhibition of old photographs and newspaper cuttings outlining the events of Bram’s life. We toured the elegant rooms of the Old Presidency, which British generals used as their headquarters during the Anglo-Boer War, and feasted on traditional Afrikaner dishes in the adjacent stables, which had been converted into a restaurant. We went next to Harmonie, the home where Bram married Molly Krige in a ceremony in a sunken area of the garden, under a pergola covered with wisteria, accompanied by songs sung by the household servants. Then we visited the Vrouemonument, an Afrikaner memorial to the deaths of thousands of women and children in British concentration camps during the Anglo-Boer War. And finally we went to the Garden of Remembrance, where a simple plaque on a wall records Bram’s passing; by government order, his ashes were retained by the Department of Prisons and have not been found. It was a day full of fond remembrances.


    In Johannesburg, Nelson Mandela, then president, talked warmly about Bram at his home in Houghton, not far from the Fischers’ Beaumont Street house, which he had often visited. Walter Sisulu, Mandela’s greatest friend and mentor, recalled long discussions with Bram at Beaumont Street, where he sometimes stayed overnight. Many others were generous with their help. I am especially grateful to Beryl Baker, Esther Barsel, Mary Benson, Hilda Bernstein, Rusty Bernstein, George Bizos, John Bizzell, Mannie Brown, Pat Davidson, Denis Goldberg, Miriam Hepner, Bob Hepple, Rica Hodgson, Joel Joffe, Adelaide Joseph, Paul Joseph, Kathy Kathrada, Hugh Lewin, John Loredo, Jean Middleton, Lesley Schermbrucker, Marius Schoon, Raymond Schoop, Mini Sepel, Ralph Sepel, Harold Strachan, Tim Wilson, AnnMarie Wolpe and Harold Wolpe.


    I have also benefited from access to the Fischer family archives, in particular to letters which Bram wrote to Molly, Ruth, Ilse and Paul. Reading them years later, they retain all the warmth, passion and consideration with which he wrote them. In prison, he used letters as a means of keeping himself involved in family life, thinking of presents and gifts for birthdays, advising on careers, musing about books and records as he would have done if he were free. They are part of the testimony of one of the most remarkable South Africans of the twentieth century.

  


  
    PROLOGUE


    In the early morning, as the security police kept watch on his house from the street outside, Bram Fischer wrote a farewell letter to his daughter Ilse.


    ‘The sun is pouring into our garden, and presently I shall wake you up and we shall go out for what shall be one of our last swims. We shall look around at what has become a lovely place and both our hearts will be breaking because we shall know inevitably we had to leave it all.’


    The revolutionary world that Bram Fischer inhabited was fast disintegrating. Almost all his group of fellow conspirators engaged in armed rebellion against the South African government had been arrested or had fled into exile. In his role as defence lawyer, Fischer had managed to save Nelson Mandela and other leading conspirators from the death penalty demanded by state prosecutors, but their sentence was nevertheless life imprisonment. Now Fischer himself was on trial for his involvement in the underground Communist Party which had helped organise the rebellion. What made the case especially grievous was that the chief witness against him was an old friend and colleague who had decided to betray him.


    Though further resistance seemed hopeless, Fischer resolved to make one last defiant stand against the government. He was under no illusions about the difficulties or the risks. ‘I have never had a more difficult decision to make – weighing the pros and cons was agony and I still don’t know whether I am right,’ he wrote. ‘I think the main argument against my present plan remains that it might be a total flop, a James Bond that never got off the ground. In essence, this depends on how long I can keep it up. Real success will of course require me to carry on for a year or two but in fact I think that much less than that can be counted as “success”.’


    Later that morning, accompanied by Ilse, he made his way from the kitchen through a connecting door to the garage and climbed into the back of a small Volkswagen, crouching low on the floor. Expecting the security police to pounce at any moment, Ilse drove out of the gate and took a circuitous route through the northern suburbs of Johannesburg to a block of flats in Killarney. Bram quickly got out of the car and moved away. Ilse had no idea of where he was going or when she would see him again.


    Two days later, on Monday 25 January 1965, at the magistrate’s court in central Johannesburg, the proceedings that Bram was due to attend opened as normal. Twelve defendants on trial with him filed into the courtroom to take their usual places; the prosecutors, the security police and the defence lawyers arrived in a group, talking in hushed tones; as the magistrate entered, all present stood.


    Then Bram’s counsel, Harold Hanson, rose to tell the court that he had received a letter from Accused Number One, explaining that he had decided to absent himself from the trial.


    His sudden disappearance provoked astonishment. As a prominent lawyer who had once moved with ease in the highest political and social circles, he was a familiar public figure. Only recently he had returned to South Africa from a journey abroad, making clear his determination to face trial. To jump bail and abscond from court at this stage seemed inexplicable.


    Inside the courtroom there was commotion. His fellow defendants seemed flabbergasted. The security police immediately launched a manhunt. As the hue and cry spread across South Africa, numerous sightings of him were reported. Some newspapers speculated that he had undergone plastic surgery; others claimed that he had been seen crossing the border into neighbouring Bechuanaland; or that he had reached Lusaka, the capital of Zambia.


    ‘The desperate act of a desperate man,’ proclaimed the prosecutor. ‘The action of a coward.’


    Yet Bram had set out his reasons with clear conviction in the letter read out to the court by Hanson that day. Bitterness and hatred of the government and its apartheid laws was mounting daily, he said. Unless the apartheid system was changed, the inevitable result would be bloodshed and civil war. ‘What is needed is for white South Africans to shake themselves out of their complacency.’


    It was especially important for Afrikaners like himself to stand against the government – indeed, it was ‘a supreme duty’ – because it was largely his ‘fellow Afrikaners’ who were responsible for the miseries and injustice of the apartheid system.


    ‘If by my fight I can encourage even some people to think about, to understand and to abandon the policies they now so blindly follow, I shall not regret any punishment I may incur.’


    He concluded: ‘I can no longer serve justice in the way I have attempted to do during the past 30 years. I can do it only in the way I have now chosen.’


    Bram was immensely proud of his Afrikaner heritage, but it made his task doubly difficult. As his friend Nelson Mandela observed in later years: ‘He showed a level of courage and sacrifice that was in a class by itself. I fought only against injustice, not against my own people.’

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    BLOEMFONTEIN


    Bram Fischer was born into one of the most distinguished Afrikaner families in the Orange Free State. The Fischers were part of the white elite in Bloemfontein, a small but increasingly prosperous town lying on the great plains north of the Orange River, which served as the capital for the young Afrikaner republic during the nineteenth century. Bram’s grandfather, Abraham Fischer, had arrived there in 1875, a newly qualified lawyer moving north from the Cape Town area where the Fischers had settled in the eighteenth century. His young wife, Ada Robertson, was the daughter of Scottish immigrants whom he had married two years before.


    The Fischers soon established a prominent role in political and social life. They acquired an imposing double-storey mansion, Fern Lodge, with spacious gardens running down to the Bloemfontein Spruit, and a farm a few miles north of the town which they called Hillandale. Abraham was elected to the Volksraad, the Orange Free State parliament, where he was much valued for his wise counsel. They entertained in a grand manner both in their townhouse and at their farm. Every year they gave a huge banquet for members of the Volksraad. They were renowned too for their play productions: Abraham painted the stage scenery and directed the plays.


    Their farm, Hillandale, was a place of special importance to them. The house they built there stood on a rocky kopje overlooking the plains. Abraham Fischer delighted in planting trees, particularly willows and karees, in tending his orchards and taking long, rambling walks through the bush. At Christmas time, the Fischers would give a lunch for a score of guests, setting out tables under the almond trees. Tennis and croquet parties were a regular event. At the Fischers’ silver wedding anniversary in October 1898, 100 guests came to Hillandale to celebrate, among them President Martinus Steyn and his wife.


    Bloemfontein too flourished during these years. The first railway from the Cape Colony opened in 1890. A new parliament building the Raadzaal – was inaugurated in 1893, sufficiently grand for what was termed a ‘model Republic’. During the 1890s, new schools, a hospital, a post office building and a club were constructed. While Bloemfontein remained essentially a small town, with a white population numbering only about 2 500, it possessed a cosmopolitan atmosphere, with its own orchestra, church and choral societies, language study circles, Shakespeare readings, dances and amateur theatricals, parks and public gardens. Visitors from Europe were given a warm welcome. Although only Dutch was permitted in the Volksraad, English was commonly spoken in town and business life. The writer Anthony Trollope once described Bloemfontein as the most ‘English’ town he had visited in southern Africa.


    All this, however, was overshadowed by the growing threat of war. The discovery of gold in 1886 had turned the neighbouring Afrikaner republic of the Transvaal into the richest state in southern Africa and made Britain, then at the peak of its imperial fortunes, ambitious to gain control. An attempted coup d’état in 1895, engineered by mining magnates with the connivance of British ministers, failed ignominiously, but Britain nevertheless remained intent on extending the realms of its empire.


    As the threat of war drew closer, Abraham Fischer, with his long white beard and glass eye that he had worn since a boyhood accident, became an increasingly central figure in the drama. Appointed by President Steyn to the executive council of the Orange Free State in 1896, he was constantly on the move, endeavouring to work out a negotiated settlement between the two sides. In Pretoria, President Kruger urged him to join the Transvaal government as state secretary, but Fischer was wary of the ‘queer folk’ who surrounded Kruger and the corruption rife in his regime, and declined to take on the job. He was equally distrustful of the British high commissioner, Lord Milner, who seemed to him to be bent on war whatever the cost.


    When Kruger and Milner met for the first time at the presidency in Bloemfontein in May 1899, Fischer was present as one of the principal negotiators. To ensure that they were comfortably accommodated, Gustav Fichardt, a wealthy businessman, offered Milner his house, Kayalami, as a residence, while his son, Charlie Fichardt, made his double-storeyed house in Elizabeth Street available to Kruger. But despite the pleasantries, nothing was accomplished. For several months longer, Fischer and Steyn strove to avoid conflict, but to no avail.


    As he was driving in his carriage across Market Square in Bloemfontein, the capital of the Orange Free State, shortly before war broke out, Fischer stopped briefly to tell Gustav Fichardt how negotiations were progressing. ‘We have given the last concession we possibly can,’ he said. ‘If war comes now, even I, who have worked so hard for peace, would feel justified in going out to fight – if with my one eye I would be of any use.’


    Even though the risks of defeat were high, when members of the Free State Volksraad met in secret to decide whether to stand together with their fellow Afrikaners in the Transvaal to defy the might of the British army, their view was unanimous, as Fischer recorded. ‘There was no bounce or grootpraat [boasting] but quiet determination, and the spontaneous and unmistakable enthusiasm with which the members burst out into the Volkslied [the national anthem] was something to remember. They were all most cheerful learning that the best had been done to avert war and that they were unjustly being dragged into it.’


    The Fischer family was scattered by the tide of war. In March 1900, Abraham Fischer, accompanied by his wife, Ada, sailed from Portuguese East Africa for Europe as part of an official delegation seeking support for the Boer cause from European governments, and they were unable to return home until after the war had ended. Their elder son, Harry, who was then 25 years old, served in Boer commandos in the Orange Free State, before being taken prisoner. Their younger son, Percy, Bram’s father, who was then 21 years old, was meanwhile studying law at Cambridge University, a student in enemy territory constantly fretting at missing the action with his compatriots.


    Bloemfontein meanwhile became an occupied town under the control of a large British garrison. By British edict, the Orange Free State was renamed the Orange River Colony. The Fischers’ townhouse, Fern Lodge, was commandeered by the British authorities. Their English governess, Nakie Smith, who had remained behind, later described how British soldiers occupying the house had torn up editions of Dickens to stuff their pillows with the pages. Their farm, Hillandale, was turned into a British supply depot.


    The war brought devastation to the Orange Free State and the Transvaal on an appalling scale. Faced with guerrilla warfare for which they were ill-prepared, British military commanders resorted to a scorched earth strategy in which Boer villages were razed to the ground, thousands of Boer farmsteads destroyed, and cattle and sheep slaughtered or carried away in such numbers that by the end of the war the Boers of the Orange Free State had lost half of their herds, and those in the Transvaal three-quarters. In a despatch to London in 1901, Lord Milner described the Orange Free State as ‘virtually a desert’.


    Women and children were rounded up and placed in what the British called concentration camps. The site of the Bloemfontein camp was at Spitskop, a hillside two miles from the town where hundreds of women and children were dumped in tents on a barren stretch of veldt without any trees or shade. Conditions in the concentration camps, like the one at Spitskop, were so primitive that some 26 000 Boers died there from disease and malnutrition, most of them children under the age of 16.


    The aftermath of the war was made even more bitter by Milner’s determined efforts to anglicise the Boer population. At Milner’s insistence, English was made the official language, even though Boers outnumbered British. In the Orange River Colony and the Transvaal the whole education system was swept away and replaced by an English-dominated one. But rather than submit to Milner’s schemes, Afrikaner leaders founded their own private schools which used Dutch as well as English as a medium of instruction, and promoted a sense of Afrikaner national consciousness among students. By the time Milner left South Africa in 1905, all that he had achieved was a depth of hostility among Afrikaners greater than anything that had existed before the war, and the stirrings of a new Afrikaner nationalism.


    A change of government in Britain later that year led to a more enlightened policy. By 1906, only four years after a devastating war of conquest, Britain agreed to hand back the Orange River Colony and the Transvaal as self-governing territories. And in November 1907, after a general election, a new government in Bloemfontein was sworn in. Its prime minister was Abraham Fischer.


    Percy Fischer, meanwhile, had returned from Cambridge to embark on his own career as a lawyer. As well as establishing a law practice, he lectured at the local college. In April 1907 he married Ella Fichardt, the younger daughter of Gustav Fichardt, whom he had known since childhood. The marriage linked two of the most prominent families in Bloemfontein. An immigrant from Germany, Gustav Fichardt had developed his supply store into the most prestigious and profitable business in Bloemfontein. At the outbreak of war, the firm of GA Fichardt had been appointed as commissariat of the Free State army.


    Bram Fischer was born a year later, on 23 April 1908. The name by which he was baptised was Abram, an Afrikaans contraction of his grandfather’s name, Abraham, but from the start his parents called him Bram, pronouncing it as ‘Braam’. His childhood, though happy and secure, was marked by the turbulence of the times. For the fierce emotions stirred up by the Anglo-Boer War and its cruel aftermath still reverberated across the country.


    Abraham Fischer’s task as prime minister was to deal with Boer grievances and hardships resulting from the war whilst at the same time accommodating the realities of British hegemony. As part of their grand scheme for southern Africa, the British devised plans for a union between the two former Boer republics of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal, and the two British colonies of the Cape and Natal. The hope was that the Boers and the British might find a way of resolving their differences and merge into a single South African nation. Fischer attended several conferences preparing the way for union, and travelled to London with Ada in 1909 for further negotiations. At a Buckingham Palace function, Ada was seated next to Lord Milner, but managed to make clear her disdain for him. ‘I almost pitied the man,’ Abraham wrote to Percy, ‘he seemed so out of it.’


    When the Union of South Africa was launched in 1910, Abraham Fischer, along with other prominent Afrikaner leaders, accepted a position in the Union government. Outwardly there seemed a reasonable prospect that reconciliation might work. Yet fear and resentment of British domination ran deep. Many Afrikaners never accepted the idea of being part of the British Empire, and mourned the loss of their own republics. Everywhere they were reminded of the presence of British authority. God Save The King became the official anthem. The national flag was a British Red Ensign, with the Union Coat of Arms in a lower corner. The British dominated industry, commerce and the mines, and controlled banks and finance houses. Moreover, under the 1910 constitution, on questions of war and peace South Africa was not a sovereign independent state but was bound by decisions of the British government.


    Fearing that the sheer weight of British influence would engulf the Afrikaner people and turn South Africa into a mere appendage of the British Empire, a group of prominent Afrikaners began openly to repudiate the government’s policy of reconciliation. Foremost among them was one of Abraham Fischer’s closest colleagues, General Barry Hertzog, a former Free State commando leader who had served in Fischer’s government in the Orange River Colony before accepting an appointment as minister in the Union government in 1910.


    When Hertzog was forced out of the Union government in 1912, Fischer was left in a quandary as to whether to follow him or support the government. By choosing to remain in the government, he earned himself the censure of his supporters in the Orange Free State. A formal vote of no confidence there left him dispirited and disheartened, and in ailing health he began to withdraw from political activity. When he died on 16 November 1913, at the age of 63, all the public buildings in Bloemfontein were closed as a mark of respect.


    The outbreak of war between Britain and Germany in 1914 brought about a deep rift in the Afrikaner community. Faced with a British request for South African forces to invade German South West Africa (Namibia), General Louis Botha felt obliged to accede. But many Afrikaners were outraged that South Africa should be drawn into the conflict on Britain’s side. ‘This is a war between England and Germany,’ declared Hertzog. ‘It is not a South African war.’ Several of his old Boer War colleagues thought the time was ripe for rebellion, and issued a call to arms.


    Once again, the fortunes of the Fischer family were blighted by war. Rumours were rife that the Afrikaner rebels were acting in league with Germany. Afrikaner politicians like Hertzog were accused of being ‘German agents’. As rebel forces gained control of great swathes of the Free State and the western Transvaal, a mood of jingoism swept through many South African towns, fanned by extremist groups like the British Citizens Movement. Shops and businesses with German names became the target for attack. At the age of six, sitting on his father’s shoulders, Bram Fischer watched as mobs in Bloemfontein set fire to business premises with German names, including those of his mother’s family, the Fichardts.


    Bram’s parents remained resolutely sympathetic to the rebels. When sporadic clashes between government troops and rebel forces broke out in the Free State, Ella wrote to the local Bloemfontein newspaper, The Friend, appealing for medical assistance for wounded personnel. Within a few hours of its publication, an old lady walked across the town to deliver a mosquito net. The Fischers’ house in Reitz Street – ‘Harmonie’ – was soon inundated with offers of help, as Ella recorded in an account written many years later. ‘Doctors drew up lists of ambulance requirements; carpenters came forward with offers to provide the material and make the splints; farmers offered the necessary trolley wagons, horses and saddles; school teachers gave liberally of their savings; students haunted the houses where preparations were being made; women from all stations of life sewed hospital shirts, padded splints and cotton wool bandages, and made red cross flags and arm bandages.’ Wounded rebels arriving at the old National Hospital in Bloemfontein were provided with Bibles, books and cigarettes.


    Much of the work was carried out surreptitiously. ‘No books could be kept, no list of subscribers, no minutes of meetings. In fact generous donors asked that there should be no records kept of their gifts, no receipts given. For the slightest evidence might turn the scales against a law-abiding and upright citizen. Would-be helpers had to come after dark by devious ways – sometimes over backyard fences and in at kitchen doors, to centres where their help was needed.’


    Percy Fischer helped organise an ambulance unit and, with government permission, set off on horseback with other volunteers in search of rebel commandos. But after three months of sporadic encounters, the rebellion collapsed.


    In Bloemfontein, Percy worked tirelessly in the courts defending rebels whom the government brought to trial, while Ella joined a group of prison visitors taking rebel prisoners food and flowers, sometimes allowing Bram to accompany her. Bram retained vivid memories of those visits to prison. One of his most treasured possessions was a wood carving of a chameleon with moving parts, made especially for him by the kommandant of the Kroonstad commando while awaiting trial.


    In a conciliatory gesture, the government decided to deal leniently with the rebels. Most were given no more than fines. General Christiaan de Wet, the Free State rebel leader, was sentenced to six years’ imprisonment but served only two.


    But Percy Fischer’s actions in defending the rebels cost him dearly. Clients shunned him, and attorneys declined to send him briefs. So difficult did his circumstances become that he was obliged to rent out his house in Reitz Street and move his growing family – four children and a pregnant wife – to a small shack on a section of the Hillandale farm, known as Bergendal, which he had inherited from Abraham. To make ends meet, Ella was reduced to selling flowers at Bloemfontein station.


    For young Bram, seven years old at the time, Bergendal offered endless possibilities of excitement and adventure. He came to know every inch of its terrain, every aspect of life in the bush, spending hours on horseback and on long walks, exploring river beds, swimming and boating in dams, absorbed by the trees and the wildlife around him. His father, Percy, was a knowledgeable guide, passing on the folklore of the bush he had learned during his own boyhood on Hillandale. Sunday expeditions across the veldt were undertaken as enthusiastically as they had been during Abraham Fischer’s day.


    The Fischer household was notable for its open-minded outlook. Around the dinner table, conversation was lively and argumentative, conducted in both English and Afrikaans. The Fischer children – four boys and a girl – were all encouraged to develop inquiring minds and wide interests. Their father was apt to engage any passing child in discussion.


    At school, Bram showed promise as both scholar and sportsman. Though short in stature, like both his parents, and slightly built, he possessed abundant willpower. At Grey College in Bloemfontein, a school which took both English and Afrikaans-speaking pupils, he was chosen as editor of the school journal. During his final year there, he became junior tennis champion of the Free State. He also played for the school’s first team in rugby and cricket. His teachers admired both his talents and his modest and unassuming nature.


    One teacher in particular had a profound impact on him. Leo Marquard, a young history master, recently returned from Oxford, inspired students by his energetic nature and liberal approach. He often invited students to afternoon tea to meet overseas visitors, and took them on camping trips for study and debate. A former Rhodes scholar, from a distinguished Afrikaner family, he founded the National Union of South African Students (Nusas), serving as its president for seven years. With his wife, Nell, he formed the centre of what for Bram was to become a ‘magic circle’.


    The Fischer family fortunes had meanwhile recovered. Once the animosities of the 1914 rebellion had abated, Percy Fischer managed to re-establish his law practice and gained increasing prominence as a lawyer. The family moved back to Harmonie in Reitz Street, enlarging it with a swimming pool and a tennis court. Once again they were part of the Bloemfontein elite.


    In 1926, at the age of 17, Bram went to the University of Cape Town to study economics and history. He immersed himself in Cape Town life, enjoying a lively social round of dances, concerts, picnics, hikes, swimming and tennis parties. As a member of an eminent Afrikaner family, he was welcomed by the political establishment. He was invited by the Hertzogs to spend a weekend at the prime minister’s residence at Groote Schuur. He paid several visits to Ouma Steyn, the widow of the last president of the Orange Free State. He listened to debates in parliament and kept abreast of political gossip.


    Despite the attractions of Cape Town, Bram had wider ambitions and set his sights on winning a Rhodes scholarship to Oxford. Because competition for the award was less stiff in the Orange Free State than in the Cape Province, he decided to transfer to Grey University College in Bloemfontein. Thus in 1927 Bram returned home to Harmonie and re-entered the ‘magic circle’ of Leo and Nell Marquard.


    Among his other activities, Leo Marquard was increasingly involved in trying to build bridges between the races of South Africa.


    In 1927 he helped to launch the Bloemfontein branch of the Joint Council of Europeans and Africans, a national organisation intended to provide a forum where whites and blacks, mainly teachers and clergymen, could meet to discuss African conditions. Bram was asked to join.


    At his first meeting, an incident occurred which he was to remember vividly for the rest of his life. As Marquard introduced him to leading members of the African community, Bram felt a sudden revulsion at having to shake their hands. The enormous effort of will it took he was never to forget.


    That night he spent hours trying to account for his reaction. During his childhood at Bergendal, he had spent countless days in the company of two African youths of his own age, roaming the farm, hunting, modelling clay oxen, playing and swimming together, and not once during those years could he remember that ‘the colour of our skins affected our fun or our quarrels or our close friendship in any way’.


    Then, when his family had moved back to town, he had drifted into the habit common to most white South Africans of regarding whites as masters and Africans simply as servants. Now he seemed unable to take the hand of a black man in friendship. ‘What became abundantly clear was that it was I and not the black man who had changed,’ he recalled. ‘I had developed an antagonism for which I could find no rational basis whatsoever.’


    Later that year, Bram became involved in adult education courses for Africans in Waaihoek ‘location’ in Bloemfontein, where he taught reading and writing in a dilapidated building with winter winds blowing dust through the makeshift classroom. And there he began to realise that real friendship could extend across the colour bar.


    Yet in other respects Bram remained a conventional young Afrikaner nationalist. He was firmly convinced that the government’s policy of segregation offered the only solution to South Africa’s racial problems. Like his parents, he harboured an abiding hatred of the British Empire and all that it stood for. At school he vowed never to wear a cadet force uniform because of its association with British rule. When the Prince of Wales passed through Bloemfontein during a tour of South Africa in 1925, Bram joined other students in refusing to welcome him. During the election in 1924 he cheered loudly every time a success for General Hertzog’s National Party was announced.


    The climax to his enthusiasm for the National Party came in 1929 when he stood as a National Party candidate for election to the post of prime minister in a student ‘parliament’ held under the auspices of the National Union of South African Students (Nusas). Leo Marquard had hoped that Bram might be persuaded to step out of the mould of South African politics, but Bram preferred to follow a more ‘patriotic’ line. He argued in favour of abolishing the British veto over South African legislation, and ending the jurisdiction of the Privy Council in London as the final arbiter in the administration of justice. After a vigorous campaign, he won the election.


    When Bram turned 21 in 1929, shortly after graduating with distinction from Grey University College, his parents arranged a formal dinner and dance for him at Harmonie, inviting 100 guests. To many present, Bram seemed on the brink of a brilliant career, a favoured son of Afrikanerdom, well-connected and widely admired for his many talents. To mark the occasion, Ouma Steyn, the grande dame of the old Orange Free State, sent a message of congratulations: ‘As a child and as a student you have set an example to all. I know that Bram Fischer is going to play an honourable role in the history of South Africa.’
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