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    Praise for the title


    ‘Frank, exacting and poignant … Jonathan Jansen’s account is an odyssey into South Africa’s colour-separated private spaces and serves as a bridge and glimmer of possibility. A must read!’


    – Professor Thuli Madonsela


    ‘What a powerfully South African story Jonathan Jansen shares with us here. He writes with a combination of elegance, empathy, compassion and insight such as few others can. Our deep thanks to him.’


    – Professor Crain Soudien 


    ‘For those who admire Jonathan Jansen for his flaming courage in confrontational truth-telling, this engrossing memoir is a treat – heart-tugging, richly crammed with Jansen’s quirks and humour and griefs. It is more than an account of how a vulnerable, impassioned young man gained the stature and authority Jansen now wields: it is an account of our country’s history, the grievous failings of the past, and, perhaps more sadly, even, those of the present, but also of the hope that hard work, principled action, commitment to justice, and above all, education, given boldly but humbly to the younger generation, offer to us all.’


    – Judge Edwin Cameron


    ‘Jonathan’s faith helped him to navigate his life, his loves and his stellar career. This memoir shows beautifully how his faith underpinned his commitment to reconciliation and the things that unite us in the face of angry opposition and despite the strain it caused him.’


    – Archbishop Thabo Makgoba


    ‘This book is both intellectual blockbuster and emotional roller coaster, a journey into the razor-sharp mind of South Africa’s best-known educationist as well as the warmth and passion of one of our nation’s most generous hearts – I was challenged to think and moved to tears.’


    – Reverend Professor Peter Storey

  


  
    


    To my mother, who taught me to stand up for something


    and


    To my father, who taught me to stand up when I fall

  


  Contents


  
    Title page
  


  
    Praise for the title
  


  
    Dedication
  


  
    Author’s note
  


  
    Introduction
  


  
    1. Unlikely union
  


  
    2. Seeing the light
  


  
    3. An inspiring teacher
  


  
    4. Undergraduate struggles
  


  
    5. Back in the classroom
  


  
    6. New horizons
  


  
    7. University leader
  


  
    8. Reconciliation broker
  


  
    9. Development activist
  


  
    10. Learning lessons
  


  
    Coda
  


  
    About the Book
  


  
    About the Author
  


  
    Imprint page
  


  
    Author’s note


    I use the word coloured with great reservation. It is a political classification that gained legal status and social import as an everyday separator between whites and Africans. The consequences have been devastating for relationships across these stigmatising categories. That said, I recognise that ‘race is an enduring fiction that draws real blood’* and that as a writer, to ignore its operations in society without further commentary is to sustain its value for those invested in difference.


    All quoted references from scripture (in italics) come from the King James version of the Bible, the one on which I was raised, whose prose still beguiles, and which remains more familiar to me than other translations.


    * Words of Robin Kelley (2016) reflecting on the book of Jeff Chang, We Gon’ Be Alright: Notes on Race and Resegregation, Picador

  


  
    Introduction


    Like most memoirists, I started this project with two hesitations. One, who could possibly be interested in reading about a life that was in long parts ordinary? And two, what should I leave out?


    The first was resolved when Gill Moodie, a superb editor from Jonathan Ball Publishers, persuaded me that a personal memoir would enjoy broad public interest. I had been asked before to pen a memoir but kept putting it off because I did not think there was much to say. I also felt that this is something you do in your 70s and 80s. But then I was confronted with the problem of memory, something that creeps up on you in your 60s. I was forgetting things about my past. This was not good. I wanted to write from memory as much as possible. That was the deciding factor.


    The second hesitation will never be resolved. I have included many of the critical incidents in my life but omitted some for various reasons. I do not want to embarrass friends and family. Vague or contested memories did not make the cut. Things that were important to me but not necessarily as significant for a reading audience were also left out; resonance with your readership is an ever-present consideration for a writer. 


    There was an added problem with what to include, since my life is an open book. In many of my writings I have already told parts of my story, from a tribute to my mother in Song for Sarah to ten insights shared with youth in the book Learning Lessons. Nor can one write a weekly newspaper column for more than a decade without sharing much of oneself. ‘You’d better say something new,’ said my publishing editor when I told her of this dilemma. Readers of my other writings will indeed find much that is new in that I share content not made public before but also because this first book-length account of my life puts together the story in a different way than the snippets shared in other writings.


    In the months of writing first drafts of the manuscript, I asked friends and colleagues (and one or two strangers who work in bookshops) about what they would like to see in a memoir of this kind. The most common request was that I write about how I became the person I am today. I wrote mainly with that in mind and hope the forces and fortunes that shaped me thread through the ten chapters.


    I do not plan in any detail the writing of a book, whether a memoir or a curriculum theory text. I make the plan by writing. This means the first version is a rough draft which will be rewritten 10–15 times until I feel satisfied that the story holds together. It is something I now do comfortably since I come from the school of writing which insists that you ‘get it down before you get it right’.


    Because of memory challenges, I have tested individual sections with friends who were part of that chapter of my life. I do not, for example, remember what I was really like at school – at least to others – so friends from high school offered invaluable feedback during the writing months. Nor do I remember finer details from my University of the Western Cape experience. Once again, fellow students provided the plaster that filled the cracks. Family input was critical, especially for the more sensitive parts of our history that include incest and land theft.


    I should have anticipated that thinking back to difficult moments would loosen some scar tissue. I found myself emotional at times remembering difficult things like the disappearance of my father. I had buried those feelings deep in my soul and had to grapple with them to tell this story faithfully. Other challenging moments are recorded here and I leave it to the reader to trace these inflection points in my life’s journey.


    An important goal of this memoir was to give readers a sense of time and place with respect to my upbringing. My personal story would be bland without understanding the social, educational, political, cultural and religious milieus in which I was formed. Put differently, this is not simply the straightforward story of a grateful life but one of a resilient community on the Cape Flats. 


    In this context I tried not to be overly judgemental of the conservative, evangelical church community which gave me my founding values. I happily point out the positive influences from my church life but also the harm caused by things like missionary racism and religious exclusivism. Readers will no doubt see that I left this church but that in many ways it never left me.


    There is little value in using a memoir to go after your enemies. I have read too many such books. For the most part, I speak positively of the people who made me possible with the necessary gratitude. There are two exceptions, though, and they are violent teachers and racist lecturers; to ignore their influence in shaping me would leave gaping holes in the memoir. I am grateful to them too, if only for teaching me how not to be in the journey of life.


    I spent much time thinking about how to incorporate the influences of my immediate family on my life and learning. It is an issue because throughout my career we have had a tacit agreement that I would not drag the family into the fray when it came to the everyday challenges of a campus leader who was also something of a public nuisance for taking contrarian positions on education and politics. 


    But a memoir is different, and I wish it to be known that nothing I have achieved would have been possible without the bonds of family, by which I mean Grace, my wife, and Mikhail and Sara-Jane, our children. I dealt with our intertwined stories in two ways – through inclusion in the general text where appropriate and as discrete sections in different chapters.


    The best memoirs, I read somewhere, tell a story about a life that is bigger than oneself. I like that very much and try to draw from the minutiae of my life the kinds of lessons that I hope fill in that bigger story which, as the title indicates, is about ‘breaking bread’.


    Enjoy. 
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    Unlikely union


    ‘Don’t worry that children never listen to you; worry that they are always watching you.’


    Robert Fulghum


    And God said to Abraham, Sarah thy wife shall bear thee a son and thou shalt call his name Isaac. That’s my parents and the name of my younger brother. Except they were not characters from Genesis 17. These were the members of a Cape Flats family headed by an improbable couple. 


    For years I wondered about the statistical chances that an Abraham and a Sarah would even cross paths somewhere in this vast land. They were different in every way. Abraham Christian Frederick Jansen was English-speaking, Sarah Susan Johnson was Afrikaans. He was from Denver Road, Lansdowne, in the bustling city of Cape Town. She was from Mark Straat in the rural, picturesque town of Montagu. Dad was Anglican while Mom belonged to the Dutch Reformed Mission Church, the segregated one for coloured people. 


    The tall Abraham was shy and reticent among strangers while the shorter Sarah was mostly at ease with people regardless of station. Abraham came from a working-class family, raised in a wood-and-iron home by an alcoholic father (his mother died when he was a little boy) whose children became chars and factory workers. 


    Sarah, on the other hand, was comfortably middle class with respectable parents whose children went to work as nurses and teachers from the large home they lived in before it was cleared out for whites. It was not only the 180 km from Montagu to Cape Town that made theirs an unlikely union.


    Then as now, people from upcountry areas moved to the Cape for jobs. Sarah (and later her relatives) made that trip to work as a nurse at Brooklyn Chest Hospital, which served patients with tuberculosis. There she met another nurse and future lifelong friend, Rosalind Flanders (later Moore), who belonged to a fervent community of evangelical Christians called The Brethren. They gathered in churches called assemblies, and Rosalind took Sarah to a gospel service at the Athlone assembly where she became born-again (converted, in common parlance) and, in time, a devout believer. She left the Dutch Reformed Church for good because there you could smoke, dance and drink and still enjoy church membership without having to repent. Not that Sarah did such things; the Johnsons were not those kinds of people.


    Abraham also came under the influence of the Athlone assembly through one of its outreach programmes and was saved from his sins. Gone were his debauching days in clubs where Abraham and his sister Edith were known as accomplished dancers. Redeemed, Abraham entered the ascetic world of the Brethren.


    Abraham and Sarah were married by Sam Moore, an Irish missionary who ‘laboured’ among the coloured people, ‘planting churches’ across Cape Town. The couple’s task now was to give their children biblical names. I am Jonathan David, the eldest, named after two men who expressed deep love for each other in the Old Testament. David says of Jonathan, ‘thy love to me was wonderful, passing the love of women’. No, I’m not going there. 


    My brother who arrived after me carries the name of Jesus’ disciple, Peter, though there is no possible parallel between the two unless the disciple was into squash. Naomi, the Old Testament woman followed faithfully by her daughter-in-law Ruth, came between the two boy pairs in more ways than one, often the cause of fights between us. Isaac followed, as if required of parents named Abraham and Sarah. Teasing, I would sometimes tell my audiences that I wished my parents, too, would offer up our Isaac as a sacrifice.


    And then the deviation. My youngest sibling was Denzil, named after the son of the English madam for whom Abraham worked as a domestic (Dad had many jobs over the years) in Rondebosch; I never got to ask my father what he was thinking in naming this cute baby brother after a white madam’s boy. 


    The act of naming your children after biblical figures was not uncommon among Brethren parents. Sometimes I felt it was to prove your holiness: ‘hey look, their kids have Bible names’, though I figured out early in life that the naughtiest children were often the ones with the holiest names, like my friend Peter de Vries and my cousin Phoebe Rademeyer. ‘Think carefully before you give your children Bible names,’ said someone on social media. ‘Last night I was robbed by Moses.’


    I would not be able to compose this memoir without recognising how the faith of my parents shaped my life, learning and leadership in deep and enduring ways. It was a faith that taught me good values that abide to this day. It was a faith that taught me bad values that I have spent a lifetime trying to overcome. 


    Abraham and Sarah’s early life together was not easy, a story my family could knit together from a treasure trove of handwritten letters shared between the young couple from courtship through the first years of marriage. The content of those yellowed notes written on Croxley stationery swung like a pendulum between love and business. Affection the one moment, practicalities the next: I will be coming to Montagu by train to visit you my love, writes Abraham. When are you coming, I need you here, says Sarah. 


    The first years of marriage were tumultuous as the newly married Jansens tried to figure out where to settle down. The urgency would be resolved if Abraham could find permanent, well-paying work. He left Cape Town to work in Port Elizabeth (PE) while Sarah stayed in Montagu with firstborn Jonathan. The letters reveal a strain in the relationship because of the distance between them.


    Early photographs show the couple with the little boy in Kleinskool, the residence of Brethren friends such as the Benjamin and Hendricks families. There was a Brethren assembly at the entrance to this small settlement on the outskirts of PE, marked to this day by a little petrol station. Things did not work out there so the couple moved to the southern areas of the Cape Flats, 750 km from PE, setting up home in a council house in Steenberg near the schools my siblings and I would attend. Years later, Abraham and Sarah moved to the area next door called Retreat because the house there had one more bedroom to accommodate the revolving door of Montagu relatives looking for work in Cape Town.


    You never owned a council home (that became a possibility only near the end of apartheid). You paid rent to the city for decades while remaining landless tenants. The irony was that many council dwellers had their own homes stripped from them to make way for whites. With a stroke of a bureaucrat’s pen an area would be declared white, followed by forced removals to the wastelands of the Cape Flats. Only years later would I understand the full social and economic impacts of dispossession, the most important being the inability of black people to transfer property from one generation to the next – resulting in the enduring racial inequalities so visible in South Africa today.


    To fit a family of seven and upcountry relatives into a council house meant sharing beds into the teenage years. Naomi and one or other aunt shared her bed, something my sister deeply resented as she entered her teens. For the boys, the obligatory double bunk that made spatial sense in those small rooms. There was a small kitchen, one toilet and another small space promisingly called ‘the dining room’ which you entered through the front door off the street.


    Somehow, the plasticity of the mind helped make this council house a livable space. It did not seem small to us as children, in part because such confined spaces were ‘normal’ and in part because there were many ways to move furniture around to accommodate family and friends. 


    How visitors from the church and relatives from elsewhere fitted into that dining room remains a mystery. But we were happy around the table. There was lots of laughter, jokes, reminiscences, teasing and much more, but not before a solemn prayer by Abraham. At least it was only one prayer; Grandpa Johnson in Montagu would pray before and after a meal in Dutch: ‘Segen vader, geven eten, laat ons nimmer u vergeten. Amen.’


    Christmases were the best because Abraham shared a birthday with baby Jesus. That is, if you believe Jesus was born on 25 December. There was a dilemma, of course. Abraham expected two sets of gifts, one for Christmas and one for his birthday. One year, I bought a pair of socks and split them into separately wrapped packages, one for each commemoration. The birthday boy was only mildly amused. Still, there are routines around the table of working homes that build family, friendships and fortitude despite the lack of things. 


    Birthdays meant a cake, singing and a gift. Those gifts were predictable though. In your early years, a colouring book and crayons; as you grew older, a small Bible or concordance. Sarah would come into your room very early, sing a song and read an exhortatory text about a young man or woman from the Bible. Before you were saved, a crisp message of the need to repent was intertwined with ‘happy birthday’. After you were saved, there was another biblical text about keeping your eyes on the Lord. But no birthday passed without some admonition from on high.


    Abraham had his own rituals of birthday greetings, such as when he wrote this text inside a card for his beloved Sarah, a praise song of patriarchal bliss from the Old Testament book of Proverbs:


    Who can find a virtuous woman? For her price is far above rubies


    The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her, so that he shall have no need of spoil


    She looketh to the ways of her household, and eateth not the bread of idleness


    Her children shall rise up and call her blessed, her husband also, and he praiseth her


    Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain; but a woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised


    Back around the dinner table at 51 Tenth Avenue, Retreat, the drama was endless: the cat had disappeared. Spotty the dog had been run over by a car. A relative in Pacaltsdorp, the home of the Jansen clan near George in the Southern Cape, had died. In more hushed tones, an unmarried sister in the church had fallen pregnant; it was the end of the world when this happened. There was also unspoken drama when the police came looking for Isaac, my activist brother who slept on the upper bunk near the window in the back room so that when the banging on the door happened at 2 am he could slip easily into the dark. The swine never caught him.


    The drama that did the most personal damage to my childhood psyche involved a young nurse who burst into our home and sat quietly in one of the chairs that flanked the little half-moon table with its jar of fading flowers. Because No 51 was a corner house, all the travails and turmoil of the avenues descended on our home. Behind the house were majestic white dunes through which people had trampled a path that ran directly past the northern fence of Crestway High School all the way to Retreat train station. You saved a good 20–30 minutes with this direct route through the dunes, but it could cost you. Behind the minor dunes and in the bush alongside were all kinds of hoodlums who could ambush you for hard-earned money or violent sex.


    I still remember the image of that woman, possibly in her mid to late 20s. She had a round, beautiful face with hair slightly out of place for a nurse. Her exterior was calm but those big wide eyes told me she had been through some brutish hell. I scanned her face for a clue and then I saw it, halfway down her white, starched nurse’s uniform: a trace of blood. Even in my mid-teens in the closeted environs of our home, the horror started to register. This woman had been raped in the dunes. 


    This disturbing event told a much larger story about Sarah’s house. Outside it there was trouble – from alcoholic fathers and violent gangsters to drug lords and deadbeats. Inside there was calm. I became aware that I was living in a bubble in which hardworking, sober parents applied a no-nonsense regimen of values that upheld truth and shunned turpitude. And nobody was more of a target than the eldest son.


    I was told this repeatedly: you are the eldest, set the example. The weight of moral expectation fell on my shoulders. I could not, for example, attend my matric ball, the event that marks the end of your school years and where you say goodbye to close friends from five years of high school – even longer if you attended the same primary school. 


    I was emotional when as a 17-year-old I tearily asked my mother in the kitchen: ‘But Mommy, why can’t I go to my matric ball?’ Those who grew up in English-speaking homes on the Cape Flats would know that when your mother switched to Afrikaans, a powerful, non-negotiable message was about to hit your senses. Her response? ‘Meng jou met die semels dan eet die varke jou op! ’ I did not think of my friends as pigs (varke) or matric functions as littered with pig food (semels, broken husks). But the metaphor did its job. In this Christian home you would not risk your faithfulness to the Lord with a night of sinful partying. Deviate, and the punishment was swift. 


    Of course, like any other child, I tested the rules. So, when my primary school announced that we were all going to the Quibell family’s Princess Bioscope on Retreat Road to watch the recorded 1968 Olympics, I decided to go despite the enormous risk. I rationalised that this was, after all, the Olympics, not one of those romantic movies with kissing and stuff. So off we marched in straight, teacher-managed lines, my face part-covered with my school jersey in case one of the Brethren aunties reported me to the domestic authorities. 


    I thoroughly enjoyed the Olympics and the novelty of watching athletics on a big screen in the dark. I still remember the shock and excitement of seeing Bob Beamon breaking the world long jump record. But there was an unease. I would hear later of a Brethren friend whose mother marched down the dark aisles of a makeshift movie venue calling after her daughter. 


    Conscience is a horrible thing, and you were always threatened with the ultimate judgment: what if the Lord came while you were sitting in this den of iniquity? The ‘rapture’ of believers was standard doctrine in the Brethren. The second coming of Jesus while relaxing at Quibell would have been poor timing for sure, but my main task now was not to be seen on the way home from the bioscope.


    By the time I got back home to 51 Tenth Avenue, Sarah had already plucked a leafy branch from the Port Jackson tree hanging menacingly over the front gate. Somebody must have run home and told the family matriarch. That evening, I did all the disciplines of the Olympics in my parents’ bedroom. I jumped onto the bed. Under the bed. Onto the lower cupboard. Around the chair. Top bunk. Bottom bunk.


    Sarah did not just beat you. She took you through the hiding in a one-way conversation delivered in staccato rhythm. ‘Laat. Dit. Vir. Jou. ’n. Les. Wees.’ It was the language switch again, which meant she was angry. Let. This. Be. A. Lesson. To. You. Every thrash of the twig was a single word. I tried to explain that it was the Olympics, not the wrong kind of movie. The retort was swift. ‘Moet. Nie. Vir. My. Sê. Bokdrolletjies. Is. Rosyntjies. Nie.’ It was worse when Sarah went metaphorical. Do. Not. Tell. Me. That. Buck. Droppings. Are. Raisins. So much for playing the Olympics card. 


    All my friends in Tenth Avenue had a slightly different version of their beatings. ‘Wait till your father comes home.’ Their deferred beatings were reserved for the more menacing and muscular of the two parents. The man of the house would return from work to be informed by the wife of some transgression, then dispense punishment. That would not work at No 51 because Abraham was the softie, the good cop. He found it difficult to inflict pain on anyone, let alone his children. Sarah was the enforcer, and I knew from tense whispers through their bedroom wall that she would have loved him to ‘put his foot down’ with the kids. 


    That did not mean Abraham never became angry. He got hold of me once at a point when he was very upset. I remember the moment clearly. The boys in the street were playing soccer under the light of the lamppost in the early evening just in front of the house. Abraham shouted to me to bring in the empty dirtbin on a day when the council rubbish truck would have collected the domestic waste. 


    I heard my dad, but every time I was about to fetch the bin the soccer ball came tantalisingly close to my feet. This went on for a while as I drifted towards and away from the bin, ignoring Abraham’s entreaties. Then, out of the blue, I felt myself rising from the earth. It was Abraham lifting me by the scruff of the neck. He threw me through the air in a perfect parabola so that I landed head-first in the empty bin. My soccer buddies howled with laughter. Abraham, in the colloquial language of the Cape Flats, had snapped. He never touched me again.


    Punishment was central to Brethren teachings. Train up a child in the way he should go and when he is old, he will not depart from it. Since both Abraham and Sarah worked, there was always one or other auntie to keep an eye on us after school or during the holidays. I was convinced they were psychopaths. For the slightest infringement they would launch into us. 


    Not greeting quickly enough. Not coming indoors fast enough. Not making your bed neatly enough. Not responding to an instruction appropriately enough. Yes, Auntie Margie. No, Auntie Edie (the one from Kalbaskraal near Malmesbury). Yes, Tietie Omi. Whack. A shoe, a slipper or a belt. Sometimes the Jansen boys and a visiting cousin were locked in a room and Auntie Margie would climb into us with one of her sloffies (soft shoes). These aunties were energetic. No need for yoga or Pilates in those days. Thwacking children was their stretching regime.


    For these beatings they had cover. You dare not complain to your parents, for there was an unshakeable assumption that governed adult discipline: there must have been a reason that Auntie X gave you a hiding.


    This logic extended to another disciplining institution: school. Teachers would beat you with a cane for the slightest infringement. Coming late. Not doing homework. Getting a sum wrong. Forgetting to return a library book. Any reason whatsoever, and you knew that complaining at home would almost certainly lead to another hiding; there must have been a reason. So, you simply said nothing.


    Of course, those were the days before human rights, children’s rights or any rights at all. Today, parents bring lawyers to school. Corporal punishment is banned, at least in policy. Hitting a child is a serious offence that can get a teacher fired. Older teachers explain the increase in school violence and the bad behaviour of learners in relation to the new disciplinary regime. 


    For Abraham and Sarah, punishment was locked into their belief system as fundamentalist Christians. The wages of sin is death. I had memorised that verse from Paul’s letter to the Roman church among many others threatening pain and even extinction. It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of a living God. Shudder. Evil must be admonished.


    Sarah’s strict regime of truth and punishment was not, however, restricted to her own children. She was known to apply the law to anyone within her circle of friends who trespassed in plain sight. The Dawson boys, in their middle to late 20s, regularly encountered her wrath.


    One day I witnessed a miracle. One of the Dawson boys had made his way over the dunes then turned sharp right at No 51 to proceed about 150 metres down the road to the home of their mother, a kind and respectable woman whom Sarah held in high regard. As usual, the Dawson boy was drunk when he turned the corner. The brothers hoped to make that turn when Sarah was on duty at the hospital. 


    I watched the fearful chap navigate the corner and, thinking the coast was clear, stagger gleefully homewards while holding our little fence for balance. Then, horror of horrors, he saw Sarah bent down doing her gardening. I watched as their eyes met, then all hell broke loose. Sarah stood up slowly, balancing herself with one hand on her knee and the other pressing down on a sharp garden shovel. The poor man was immobilised, partly due to shock and partly because Mrs Dawson had taught her boys to be respectful to other adults. 


    Sarah was now facing the drunk Dawson boy over the flimsy wooden fence. ‘You are a disgrace to your mother. She is a decent person who taught you right from wrong and yet you come past my house drunk and without any shame.’ This went on for a few minutes. Immobilised, he stared straight ahead with unblinking eyes.


    Then the miracle. The Dawson boy thanked my mother for the reprimand, composed himself and began the short journey home. I swear to this day that the young man who moments earlier was swaying all over the place walked in an upright position, leaning only slightly backwards while executing goosesteps that would have made a Russian soldier proud.


    As I peered over the fence, I was convinced my mind was playing tricks on me. The Dawson boy had been miraculously cured and, in biblical terms, walked away clothed and in his right mind. There is nothing funnier than a drunk man trying to convince the law (the cops, Sarah) that he is sober by trying to walk upright. 


    That rigid application of Sarah’s law caught my friends off-guard as well. Because No 51 was alongside the dunes, there were always children playing with slides made from paraffin cans. You cut open the can, bent the sharp sides inwards so as not to cut yourself, made sure the smoother inner part of the can was facing down and applied a liberal coat of candle wax for speed. Then you made your way to the top of the dunes and slid down in one of two ways. You could sit and have some control over the speed of descent. Or you could lie on your stomach and fly through the air as you hit the inevitable bumps in the dunes, usually caused by a submerged tree stump, all the way to the bottom. 


    After a couple of hours of this, you were thirsty and tired, and what better place to find refreshment than the house right there on the corner – especially if you did not know better. I remember a boy coming to the door covered in sand and with hints of a runny nose. 


    ‘Water please, Mrs Jansen.’ 


    ‘Just wait a minute.’


    Sarah disappeared into the bathroom and started running a cold bath as she prepared the necessary equipment. Then she returned to the front door, led the unsuspecting youngster to the bathroom, and scrubbed him with Sunlight soap until he was spotless. Shivering and covered in a towel, the poor kid downed the glass of water with audible gulps, never to return to the corner house. The word got around.


    I often wondered why adults were so committed to inflicting pain on children. Gradually it became clear that this was all they knew as parents. It was, in fact, how they were disciplined and a lot of this became clear as I listened to Abraham sharing memories with his sisters, especially Auntie Edie from Port Elizabeth and Auntie Doris from Bishop Lavis, the more regular visitors to No 51.


    One of the stories they reminded each other of was the day my grandfather decided to punish one of his little girls for an act of wrongdoing. He took her hand and pressed it onto the fiery stove plate. They bellowed with laughter as they recalled this cruel and inhumane act of their father. ‘Wie nie wil hoor nie moet voel ’ (those who will not listen must feel pain) was one of Sarah’s favourite sayings. 


    This strange relationship with one’s parents in those days was not only defined by constant punishment; it was also noteworthy for the absence of demonstrable love. These were the days before Oprah and giveaway hugs. Your parents did not say ‘I love you’ the way we do routinely these days with our children and grandchildren. I do not remember being hugged by either of my parents. It certainly did not mean you were unloved; they just did not show it through words or PDAs (public displays of affection). You understood you were loved and that was enough. More than that, the fact that they worked so hard for you was supposed to be sufficient evidence that your parents loved you. 


    Sarah was the hardest-working person I have known. She would toil for a full day at the hospital, come home to make dinner, go to church, return and prepare meals for school the next day, corral the children to ensure chores and homework were done, then prepare us for bed. Afterwards, she would take out the Singer sewing machine and repair a torn pair of school trousers or knit jerseys for the Brethren to take to the poor in small upcountry areas over the weekend. By the time she dropped into bed, she had time for only a few hours’ sleep before returning to work. 


    The stress would sometimes show, especially when Sarah worked the night shift, a 7 pm to 7 am stint, at the nearby orthopaedic hospital. She would arrive home just in time to prepare us for school and clean the house. The few hours’ sleep would often be interrupted by knocks on the door, a persistent hawker or a sister from the church ‘popping in’. Sarah was unfailingly gracious and would rise from her bed to entertain the visitor. Soon she had to get ready for work again. After the third night or so, Sarah would be edgy and you would hear her saying things in Afrikaans with deep emotion: ‘I work my hands to the bone and you cannot even make up your bed.’ At that moment we knew our mother was struggling.


    Abraham saw little value in hard work (I have learnt from the English how to duck the truth with language, so I will not use the word ‘lazy’ because he was my father, after all). He was the happy-go-lucky guy everybody loved. He changed jobs often, from domestic worker to stationery clerk to driver for a laundry firm to fruit-and-veg hawker to general driver to full-time missionary. I recognised early on that my dad could not hold down a job because he did not apply himself fully. 


    This became even more obvious when Abraham was a driver for Nannucci Dry Cleaners. The job entailed picking up dirty laundry and dropping off the pressed clothing when it was done. It was hard work, so Abraham hired ‘boys’ who went from door to door delivering suits and dresses on hangers, with plastic covers protecting the clothes. 


    These young men were characters. One became a pop star in the Cape while another is said to have run into trouble with the police for trying to kick out the back window of a City Tramways double-decker bus. His defence? The bold print on the window read: ‘Stamp die ruit uit!’ Apparently he did not see the fine print: ‘in case of emergencies’. It was the same boy who, in an attempt to show my father he was literate, proudly read him a bold headline in the Cape Times: Cape to Ten Rand. It was actually CAPE TO RIO, the annual yacht race to Brazil.


    It was hard, sweaty work but Abraham sat in his car doing little else other than driving, writing receipts and collecting the money.


    After school and during the holidays, my brother Peter and I would be the boys doing that job. This was where I saw what was really happening. Abraham had a route which took him by the houses of Brethren families in suburbs such as Gleemoor and Rondebosch East. He would leave us in the laundry van then stop at a favourite home and spend an hour or two drinking coffee and eating snacks. We could hear the laughter coming down the passage. Abraham returned without any laundry before doing the same at the next home of believers. Eats, laughter, no laundry. Here was the problem: he was paid on commission. No laundry, no money. I was not in the least surprised that my father eventually moved on to another job.


    Now he could be his own boss, hawking fruit and veg. Abraham could wake up late, take as many breaks as he wanted and close early. Once again, I would watch him as the bakkie filled with produce from the Maitland market made its way down the avenues. Then it happened: ‘Ag, Mr Jansen, I’m a bit short this month. Can I get some potatoes and carrots and I will sort you out on Friday.’ Unbelievably, Abraham would grab a healthy portion of what was asked for and give it to the beggar. ‘Don’t worry about it. Sort me out when you can.’ Needless to say, the business went bang.


    It was at this point that Abraham made desperate plans. After another job as a messenger/driver for a shipping firm on the Foreshore, my dad decided to become a full-time missionary to Rietbron, a small town in the Karoo. There was no consultation. Abraham came home one day and announced his decision. To say there was consternation in the family would be an understatement; his income, however small, helped keep us afloat even though we all knew it was the predictable and more substantial salary of Sarah that made the difference. 


    Sarah made a decision that day that defied Brethren norms. She would not be the obedient sister following her husband to a godforsaken Karoo town. For this she paid a price, not the least being one of the senior elders ‘throwing skimp’ (sarcasm) from the preacher’s platform about women who refuse to accompany their husbands into full-time ministry. Sarah was no flaming feminist but this thing about men making decisions for women that throw the entire family into disarray was simply not on.


    Abraham took a small caravan and lived among the people of Rietbron, preaching the gospel, making converts and planting a church. He spent much of his time writing to Brethren churches asking for money. At least he no longer needed to work fixed hours for a boss. 


    Then tragedy struck. The details are unclear but it appears Abraham was making doughnuts in the little caravan, a process that used boiling oil. He might have fallen asleep but somehow the oil fell all over his body, leaving deep holes and scars on his back and, for some reason, leading to memory loss and severe mental disorientation. 


    Abraham was treated for his burns then placed in a mental hospital back in Cape Town, where he remained for all intents and purposes what the locals call ‘a vegetable’. One day, nurse Sarah decided this was enough. She brought her husband home and healed him. Before long, he was back to his regular self, entertaining drop-ins and making his ‘flou jokes’ (weak or dad jokes), as they were called on the Cape Flats. Abraham was happy at home but we were still a salary short.


    Sarah soldiered on as the sole breadwinner until retirement. There was the customary celebration party at the hospital, then she left for good. Except the next morning I found my mother all dressed up in her starched white uniform with nurse’s cap and red name badge. Sarah was ready to go to work as she had for decades. But work was no longer there. Tears were running down her face. 


    When friends and strangers ask about my 18-hour workdays, I know this comes from watching my mother Sarah work. 


    Abraham had other qualities. He loved people, especially those on the lower rungs of the ladder of life. This is where he felt more comfortable. As a result, Uncle Abie, as he was called, was the person to consult when you were in trouble. There was the young brother who was constantly castigated by his father-in-law, a senior elder in the Brethren, because he did not meet the standard for his daughter; the chap was now homeless. Another young man wanted to know how to stay faithful; ‘the best time to pray’, Abraham advised, ‘is when you don’t want to pray.’ And there were any number of young mentees who wanted clarity on one scripture or another.


    A free spirit, Abraham took risks all his life. He could not afford a car but he bought one anyway. What this meant was that the cheap, second-hand vehicle would break down all the time, much to the irritation of the more sober-minded Sarah. It became a joke among the cousins that Abraham would drive us in a car from Cape Town to Port Elizabeth then return in another one or need to have the jalopy fixed by his best friend, Uncle Gollie (Goliath), who was his brother-in-law. The risk of walking away from a salaried job to become a missionary, or any other dubious venture for that matter, was easily justifiable because ‘the Lord will provide’.


    Abraham’s faith was sincere. When he prayed at home or in church he dropped to his knees. It was not proper to stand before the living God. To humble yourself in this way was to recognise the might of God and the weakness of the supplicant. When he prayed or preached, I felt moved by my father’s sense of the divine – and by this humble hawker (or whatever job he was doing at the time) who regarded others as more important than himself. He was one of the best preachers I could listen to because of his skill at making complex ideas simple; this was one of his favourites as he taught the distinction between the biblical concepts of grace and mercy:


    ‘Grace is God giving you what you do not deserve


    Mercy is God withholding from you what you do deserve.’


    The humility with which Abraham lived his life came at a cost to a self-conscious young teenager. One Saturday, he took me on a trip to minister to a family of poor farmworkers in the rural areas outside Cape Town. I might have been 12 or 13 but still remember the strong and unpleasant smell from the floor of the spartan outhouse where the labourers lived; I believe the floor was made from horse manure. It was early morning and therefore breakfast time.


    The family placed enamel bowls of stiff porridge on the table; there did not seem to be much else in the house to eat. Then, to my horror, I saw a thick collection of flies on the plate of porridge in front of me sucking up the sugar that covered the meal. There was no way I could eat this pap and I looked at Abraham to confirm my decision. 


    My dad looked back with an unspoken message in his determined eyes: ‘This is all they have; the family is watching us; you will eat the porridge.’ With a lump in my throat, I slowly made my way through the porridge with a giant spoon while swishing away flies with my free hand. It was a lesson about humility that remains with me.


    These were the kinds of experiences that made me aware of class gradations. The people serving porridge were poor, living off papsak (cheap wine) payments to farm labourers and small amounts of cash. They were completely dependent on the white farmer and did not own the basic brick building in which they lived. Abraham also grew up poor, but in the urban areas of Cape Town. Alcohol ruined his father and his only brother, Uncle Alfie, meaning there was no income apart from what the children brought in by doing menial work as chars, delivery ‘boys’ or factory workers. Work was precarious and workers dispensable, which meant Abraham’s family was always between jobs.


    Sarah’s salary kept us hovering at the lower end of the lower middle class. We did not own our council home but there was the occasional car. We struggled to pay off lay-bys but there was always something to eat. We all had school uniforms even if they were handed down from the older boys to the younger ones, with elbow patches covering the wear and tear on a blazer. We paid small amounts monthly to Flanders for Funerals so that when a family member died the coffin and graveyard plot would be affordable. We sold syrupy doughnuts on a Sunday to cover emergencies. These were the fragile threads that kept the Jansens afloat.


    Many families living in the avenues during my childhood hung on precariously to their lower middle-class status. You did not notice class differences on the Cape Flats as clearly as when apartheid ended. At that point, most middle-class families moved from council houses to the koephuise (fancier houses in the suburbs which you could buy) and their children to the former white schools. Families from even more derelict flats moved in. Fine lines of class and culture meant you could easily backslide into relative deprivation.


    I also gained consciousness of those class gradations when I first ventured into the world of teenage romance. In the senior years of high school, I became aware of a beautiful young woman called Patience, the daughter of my mother’s best friend, Rosalind Moore. We had met each other at family and church get-togethers but now I saw her differently. Nothing romantic was said but we met regularly at Grassy Park library, which had a selection of classical music records. Patience studied piano at Livingstone High School and I pretended to know my Bach from my Brahms. After, listening to favourites on headphones, I would walk her home.


    This went on for a while until one fateful afternoon. Her father, Uncle Walter, was working under the bonnet of his car. As we approached Patience’s house, he looked up and I could see from the frown on his face that he smelt a rat (me). Coming over to me, he saw a needleworked patch covering a hole in my corduroy trousers and put his finger in there to open up the tear that my mother had tried so hard to conceal. His smirk was the message: you’re not my daughter’s class. My pride kicked in and I decided not to pop the lingering question to Patience. Years later, she married Dr Dreyer and they were the perfect match.


    What kept the Jansens on the respectable side of the class line was an exceptionally strong sense of values inspired by their brand of evangelical faith. Chores were part and parcel of a strict code of discipline. We trampled blankets in baths of water. We slid on thick cloths to shine the floor in the small living room. We took turns washing, drying or packing away the dishes. We polished shoes, washed windows, made beds and, as we got older, helped to prepare meals.


    Being the eldest, and with the corresponding burden of ‘setting an example’, I did more than my four siblings. I had to prepare their school lunches, make breakfasts that vacillated between Jungle Oats and mealie meal, and boil the rice for dinner when Sarah returned from her day shift. One of those eldest-boy routines was doing the Saturday morning ‘shopping for the week’, which meant going down Retreat Road to buy vegetables from a greengrocer, meat from the butcher and other odds-and-ends as far as a nurse’s money would stretch.


    Respectability was a big issue for barely middle-class families. It was what distinguished you from homes in the area whether the father was a drunk, the mother swore, the house was always untidy, the teenage daughter was pregnant, the children fought in the streets, everybody smoked and nobody went to church except at Easter and Christmas.


    The symbols of respectability were on display in the decent council homes. A Bible was prominent on a side table. Immaculate doilies were neatly positioned in the dining room. There was always a beautiful picture of a green landscape or children learning around a globe. Often, the picture depicted a giant eye of God hovering over a path that splits into a broad road ‘leading to destruction’ (hellfire) and a narrow road to the gates of heaven. It is broad for a reason: most humans are going to hell. It was the chosen few, like the Jansens, who did the right thing in raising God-fearing children. 


    To maintain this image of respectability, the family was determined to communicate the fact that they were doing well, thanks to God’s grace. One of those routines amused me then and now. Close friends of Abraham and Sarah would often come for dinner after the gospel meeting on a Sunday evening. I enjoyed witnessing the love and respect these church friends showed each other, the warmth as they told stories about their children and, with lowered voices, the gossip about a brother struggling with smoking (a demon) or a sister who secretly danced at a local nightclub from time to time (a serious demon).


    Amid the banter and good humour, Sarah would call me or one of my siblings. ‘Listen, run to the shop and get me Romany creams, Eet-Sum-Mor biscuits and cream crackers with a chunk of cheese.’ Then the redirection. ‘But go and come back through the back door.’ The fellow believers were to think that these goodies were in the cupboard all the time, as behooved respectable people.


    It was freshly baked doughnuts, however, that made Abraham and Sarah particularly popular among the Brethren and the broader community. Abraham was the maestro behind this Cape Flats delicacy; Sarah got into the business much later. He would rise early on a Sunday and make the dough before cooking it in hot oil, dousing the doughnuts in syrup and sprinkling them lavishly with coconut. Knocks on the door started early: ‘half-a-dozen doughnuts please.’ The margins were small but these sales made a difference. After church, the believers would arrive for their portion at a discounted rate or, if Abraham was selling, ‘sort me out when you can.’


    It was a happy childhood in which food played a central role. Family and friends came all the time. At Christmas, Auntie Doris could be relied on to bring her famous chicken pie for her older brother. But she also brought her favourite stories that would have Abraham roaring with laughter as if he was hearing them for the first time. One of those tales was about how Auntie Doris confronted one of her growing well-built sons. Terrence had reached the age where he would stand his ground with a posture that appeared to challenge his rather petite mother. ‘I stood back and lifted my leg and showed him a karate kick to the chin.’ Abie was sitting, eyes closed as he laughed, one leg kicking furiously back and forth, as was his habit when having a good time.


    There were patterns to the food. On Sundays there was a pudding, normally jelly and custard in summer and sweet potato or sago pudding – again with custard – in winter. There were no puddings during the week unless one of us had a birthday. On Thursdays, Abraham would come home early from his work as a laundry driver and join us on the field alongside the house to kick the soccer ball into the distance before returning indoors to prepare dinner – always a strong curry that only he and I could eat. 


    It was also not unusual in those days for Monday’s leftovers to appear inside Tuesday’s school sandwiches. It worked well with meats, less so with stews, though cabbage or beans kept overnight was tasty with chutney, even if it did soak through the bread a bit. But it was the Sunday roast with one or two slices of beetroot that made the best school sandwiches on Mondays; on such days, you did not share your lunch with a fellow student who had conveniently left his at home.


    Perhaps the most important lesson I learnt from my parents about generosity with food and friends is this: when you give freely to others, you never lack anything. Not once did I go to bed hungry even though the little we had was shared with all and sundry. It is a mystery that remains with me to this day. The blessed couple had a verse for this: Be not forgetful to entertain strangers for thereby some have entertained angels unawares. Those angels coming through our home must have put on a hell of a disguise.


    I learnt that the family table was about much more than food. We were breaking bread together. It was how community was built. Bringing together their friends from church around a table guaranteed that their children would in turn become our friends. To this day, most of my friendship circles are the children of our parents’ friends; sometimes you even married them. Such close-knit communities built enduring bonds of companionship and solidarity over generations. 


    I grew up in this bubble that created an unreal world. Outside lurked great danger. Gangsters were everywhere. Young men my age circulated in and out of prison. Others ended up in one of the two nearby cemeteries in Grassy Park and Muizenberg. I was aware of the perils but also the seductions. Fortunately, I had the compelling example of my parents.


    I noticed that they never fought with each other; yes, whispered arguments came through the thin walls of the council house but nothing serious. Abraham never raised his hands against his wife, though this was not uncommon up and down the avenues. In a disagreement, Abraham was usually the one to back down even though there was a scripture hanging over their heads giving direction: Wives, obey your husbands. 


    One day the bubble burst. 


    Abraham disappeared. I was in my first year of university and fell into deep despair. Sarah said nothing. As so often in a personal crisis, she became even busier and tears flowed down her cheeks as she pummelled dirty dishcloths in the little sink. I sensed that this disappearance had nothing to do with getting lost somewhere or even a separation between them. But I could not put my finger on the problem because Sarah said nothing.


    Weeks passed. One day, Uncle Willem, a dear old man in our church, gave me a letter and asked me to pass it on to my father. He was cheery and happy to see me, so at first I suspected nothing. But as I walked home, something told me this letter might explain our father’s strange absence. So, I did something I had never done before – I opened a letter addressed to one of my parents. 


    The bottom fell out of my life. A woman was demanding to see my father. He had spent time with her, she had a lot of bleeding afterwards and she might need to see a doctor. Could he come by and assist her. 


    No, not my father. He was an elder in the church. Nothing he ever did suggested he did not love my mother or care for us. Maybe he was set up? As I sat on the dunes above the house, I knew one thing: I could never let my mother see this letter. It would break her heart a million times over. 


    I looked up at the wire fence running around the perimeter of Crestway high school on the other side of the dunes. For the first and only time in my life, I contemplated suicide. I felt empty inside like never before, drained of all joy. All kinds of calculations went through my mind. How high up the fence would I have to string the rope to hang myself? I sat there for hours. Eventually I got up and went to see one of the senior elders in the church so he could deal with the matter. I gave him the letter and made it clear that my mother was not to see its contents.


    Not long afterwards, Abraham returned home. I have no idea what he and Sarah talked about but she appeared from the bedroom with a moist but determined face to make sure we all understood that things were to continue as normal. I wanted to hug my mother but that was not what we did. I was angry with my father and avoided him as much as I could. It was difficult even to greet him, and I sulked around the man who was my hero. 


    One day, my father had had enough. As I walked past him in the little council house on my way to campus, he lashed out. His basic message as he shouted was that I respected my lecturers more than I respected him. I hardly greeted. That was not how they had raised me. I needed to stop this behaviour and start respecting him. I was shocked; not by what he said but that this gentle man could say it at all.


    What I could not tell him in response was how he had broken my heart. I could not tell him how I had boasted to my friends about my dad’s amazing memory. What was hard to say in that moment is how I used to look forward to him coming home early on a Thursday and, without fail, coming onto the makeshift field alongside the house and kicking the ball much further than Sammy’s father next door, who actually played amateur soccer. Given the chance again, I would have told him how proud I was of my father’s passionate preaching – with eyes closed – as he warned of sin and destruction. Most of all, what I could not tell him was that I loved him more than ever and that I was so glad my daddy was back home.


    I listened and absorbed his anger, frustration and pain. In that moment, I had no words.


    During the years that followed, a lot of mending of relationships took place. Mom and Dad seemed reconciled; for that generation, big people’s problems were not their children’s business. Gradually, I engaged my father again on all kinds of subjects and pretended to find his dad jokes funny. 


    ‘Man goes for an operation. Afterwards, doctor tells him there is good news and bad news. “The bad news is I amputated the wrong leg. The good news is the other one is getting better.” ’ I actually did think that was funny (if horrific), but after ten tellings it became a bit much. We patched things up without actually talking about patching things up. It was the way things were in those days. My father was back and things seemed normal again except for one unspoken hurt.


    In the Brethren, if you commit a terrible sin you are ‘put out of fellowship’. Other churches call this excommunication. It means you no longer sit with the true believers in the inner circle on a Sunday morning for the breaking of bread. Other churches call this communion. You sit at the back. It is the ultimate humiliation. Abraham really struggled with this, though I think he simply stayed home on Sunday mornings while working on his return to ‘full fellowship’. What hurt even more is that he could never again be an elder. It was how the Brethren rolled.


    He did, however, become active in preaching again and threw himself into evangelical work that eventually became a full-time commitment. Things felt normal and the family of Abraham and Sarah moved forward.


    My parents did fairly well in school by the standards of the time. Both got what was called the ‘JC’, or Junior Certificate, which meant they completed Standard 8 (now Grade 10) and were therefore qualified for a reasonably good job as a clerk or a nurse. Few black people did matric in those days. Abraham went to a somewhat prestigious black school, Livingstone High, which became known for the quality of its teachers and the eloquence of their politics. Giants such as Neville Alexander and RO Dudley became household names in the Cape and Livingstone students carried themselves with a bit of an air.


    Sarah, on the other hand, finished primary school in Montagu. But in rural black towns, the high school was for the few white children. Blacks became boarding students in larger towns like Paarl or Worcester. Sarah did her JC at Noorder Paarl High School, where she did well enough to qualify to become a nurse. 


    Abraham was the smart one. He could memorise Bible verses with remarkable fluency. Memorising random things was his gift. There was the standard joke at family get-togethers that his cousin Martin Marks called him one day when his car had been stolen because the police needed the registration number. Abraham obliged.


    On trips to PE, he would take us through our paces as other cars whizzed by. One car would pass the other way with CBS as the starting letters on the number plate. ‘Yes?’ he would ask. None of us knew. Mossel Bay. CX? Knysna, he would inform us. CZ? Beaufort West. This could go on for a long time. He revelled, too, in his remarkable memory of historical events big and small. 


    Because of their church, neither Abraham nor Sarah was into politics. Your citizenship is in heaven. But they had a keen sense of injustice. You remember into adulthood your parents’ emotional states as much as anything they might have said, and I recall Abraham’s sadness when Martin Luther King Jr was shot and killed. I remember the heaviness in his emotion when he spoke of the six million Jews murdered by the Nazis. Those memories stay with me not because of the facts of those tragic events but because of the emotions with which such knowledge was transmitted from father to son.


    Having been achievers in education by the standards of the day, it was important to Abraham and Sarah that all five of us matriculated. At the time, that was rare for a large family. The more common story on the Cape Flats is of one child being yanked from school to go to work and lighten the family’s economic burden. There were two candidates for removal: the older child or the less promising one academically. There was usually some resentment on the part of the child sent to work which went something like this: ‘I had to go to work so that you could study.’


    Not the children of Abraham and Sarah. All of us were shepherded through matric (today’s Grade 12), even our youngest brother, Denzil. He was the nicest kid, a high jump champion at school and popular among his friends. Denzil, however, found academics a much less interesting pursuit. I loved having a kind, generous and playful baby brother. Whenever I returned home from studies abroad he was the first to hug me and grab my bags. Small things one remembers.


    Then tragedy struck.


    On his 21st birthday, Denzil was driving home one or more of the church youth after a celebration along dark farm roads in an area called Philippi, not far from the family home. A horse ran headlong into the car, instantly killing this wonderful human being. I received the news while celebrating Christmas on the Stanford University campus in the Bay Area of California. Our South African friends had travelled to the west coast that December from Duke, Harvard and Chicago so we could be together for the holidays. I had to leave them and find money for a ticket home. The Stanford alumni office gave me what amounted to an advance for a book and I flew back to Cape Town.


    It was the death of their child that gave me new insights into Abraham and Sarah. I heard that when my father got the terrible news in a telephone call around midnight, he did not scream or question. No performance. He woke the family, called them into the dining room, told them Denzil had died and fell on his knees to thank God for his baby boy’s life. Inside, he was torn apart. Outside, he was the calm leader of the household. It was perhaps the greatest gift of a father to a son: impulse control, the ability to manage your emotions in a crisis. 


    Sarah was a little different. She, too, did not perform her emotions for everyone to see at events such as funerals where loved ones would wail their very public grief. But you would know she was hurting when her eyes teared up and filled her beautiful, olive-skinned face. This happened when Denzil died but also when she received news from doctors at Groote Schuur Hospital that the cancer in her bowels had spread too far and there was nothing more they could do. The family should make her feel comfortable in these last stages. The usual messaging, in other words.


    I happened to be travelling for work from Pretoria through Cape Town on my way to Oudtshoorn and decided to sleep at the family home. ‘I have something to tell you,’ said Sarah as she guided me to the living room. It sounded serious. She never talked to me like this. We sat down together. Sarah told me of the bad news and then, without warning, cried intensely for about 15 seconds as I watched in horror and heartbreak as the one who had carried me into life told me hers was almost over. Then, as suddenly as she had started, she stopped, looked up at me, and asked: ‘Tea?’


    On my way to the ostrich town the next morning, I had to pass through Montagu, where my mother and I were born. There is an intriguing ‘entry’ into the town, a little archway of rocks ‘built by the Italian prisoners of war during World War 2’, Sarah used to tell us. I parked my car to the side of this structure near one of the riverbanks that complete this beautiful area of the Boland. Then I sat down outside the car to have a good cry as I imagined the hundreds of times my mother must have passed under this archway to go to high school, seek work, find love and return home.


    That journey was not always easy, I discovered. The young Sarah did not only move from Montagu to Cape Town, she left the Dutch Reformed Church for something very different: an evangelical church. That break with the family church in which her eldest brother, Johnny, was the choirmaster and her brother-in-law a deacon could not have gone down well. Sarah also made a decisive culture shift – she would raise her children in English. Since I first gained some kind of family awareness as a child, I knew the Jansen children were looked at differently by our cousins.


    Every weekend visit, every school holiday, going to Montagu meant feeling a certain kind of strangeness among cousins, a visible aloofness. They did not even try to speak to the Jansen children in the only language we spoke well enough. You had to work to fit in, which we did. And yet at the back of my mind I knew this burden was felt even more strongly by my mother who had, in her Montagu family’s estimation, given up important cultural bonds of faith, language and culture. 


    Still, I felt out of place in the Montagu family. There were no hugs from our grandparents, no squeals of joy and delight when we came through the door after a long trip from Cape Town. Pa Johnson was a nice man; he had a round face like his daughter Sarah and I only knew him as blind. His roots were Jamaican. But he did not ‘see’ us and could not do much apart from being pleasant with all who came through his grand home in the dorp and, after the forced removals, his small township home. 


    Ma, on the other hand, was ice cold, almost angry. Her name was Kulsum, a descendant of Malay slaves. ‘Basta ’ was her favourite word, meaning, in a child’s ear, ‘stop that nonsense’. Even when she visited us in Cape Town, she was removed, staring for hours through the council house window and not saying much to her grandchildren. It was weird.


    Over the years, I tried to figure out that casual aloofness from the Montagu grandparents and most aunts and uncles. Was it because children in general were not taken seriously in those days? Was it because there were too many other grandchildren with their own children who lived in the area for us younger ones from the Cape to even be noticed? Or was it because these were Sally’s (Sarah’s given name by her family) children?


    Being accepted by Abraham’s family was different and the same. My Jansen grandfather was often drunk the few times I saw him as a little boy. I don’t think he had any sense of us as grandchildren. From a few available letter exchanges between Pa Jansen and my father, there is not a single reference to the new baby or toddler Jonathan. Most of the content has my grandfather asking and thanking my father for money sent. It feels strange reading those letters in today’s culture of doting grandparents. Pa Jansen’s second wife was pleasant enough but we were not her own grandchildren and, again, there was no warmth, let alone whoops of joy when we visited the Lansdowne home. 


    And yet in each family there was at least one aunt who was overjoyed to see us, spent time talking to us and made special cookies for us. On Sarah’s side there was Auntie Emmie (Emelia) in Montagu, who took great delight in Sally’s children. I adored her. She looked so much like my mother it was scary, and they were similar in their mannerisms, both warm and generous. On Abraham’s side, there was his sister in PE, Auntie Eddie (Edith), who was the one I could confide in, especially during my teenage years. She spent hours with me, talking about ‘the things of the Lord’ and offering practical advice about everything from girlfriends to life goals. Unsurprisingly, it is her children who are our closest cousin friends today. From those early childhood experiences, I learnt a vital lesson: that just one caring adult in the extended family can make a lasting impact on the children.


    Most of the adults around us were not like Emmie or Eddie, so you did not really know them. You could not ask deep questions about family origins or strange relatives. Nothing like that until we became much older. Suddenly, older family were willing to talk to you and share buried secrets about things you could only wonder about as a child. Questions like where do the Jansens come from and, more ominously, where does Auntie Violet fit in?


    The Jansen clan has its roots in the Outeniqua area and especially Pacaltsdorp in the southern Cape, a segregated coloured township outside the white city of George. My dad’s oldest surviving uncle at the time was Uncle Hans, the younger brother of my grandfather, David Jansen, from whom my second name comes.


    Uncle Hans would sit outside the family house in Pacaltsdorp, opposite Londt’s garage, and watch the world go by. On our way from Cape Town to PE and back, Pacaltsdorp was the halfway house for tea or something more substantial. Years later, I stopped by the old house. Now a teacher and later a professor, I was warmly welcomed by Uncle Hans with a loud pronouncement of the clan name, ‘Jansen!’


    After a few such visits, I started to piece together a story. One day he was sitting in the same area when a couple of white men marched towards him and threw some plans in his direction. ‘These are yours,’ the rude men said. They turned out to be plans for the fairly fertile strip of land on which Uncle Hans lived. The visitors, by his account, were the white Jansens who must have experienced a tinge of conscience and decided to give back what was not theirs. It fell to Uncle Hans to share this news with the family and make plans to divvy up the extensive property. But there was a snag.


    Uncle Hans had already built a big family home on the land, and several smaller homes, as if it was his alone. Now, he divided up the rest of the property with a fatal mistake that forever soured relationships with one part of the family.


    His parents had eight children altogether including a daughter, called Eva, who died in childbirth. Eva had married a white man whose surname was Marks. But when Eva died her mother was also pregnant, so here was my grandmother feeding her own child on one breast and her daughter’s child on the other. This arrangement led to a deep schism between the children of the Markses and those of the Jansens.


    When Uncle Hans divided the land among his nieces and nephews, including my dad, he left out the Marks family, the children of his late sister. The reason for this ridiculous decision I will never understand, but the bitterness it unleashed spanned generations. Some Marks will still not talk to me or my siblings. One of them, after a hearty dinner I organised, told me this injustice was why God punished the Jansens by killing my youngest brother in that horrific car accident. I was furious at his absurd reasoning but at the same time became aware of the deep hurt that lingered on that side of the family. None of the Jansens got rich with this scheme and I later found that Abraham sold his small plot because he could not afford the rates. 


    Another puzzle about the Jansens would also shortly be resolved. Where did Auntie Violet fit in? She was always off to the side during visits to the Pacaltsdorp house, quite reserved and more or less pleasant. But there could be little doubt that Auntie ‘Vi’ was not mentally 100 per cent.


    In my early teens, I could not fit her into the family structure. She was clearly not my dad’s cousin in any straightforward sense. She had a child, but that did not help in placing her. When I asked the question as a young boy it was slapped down with such ferocity that I knew never to ask again. 


    Years later, I was able to piece together the story from snippets here and there extracted from older cousins, half of a concession from my father, and some common sense. It was perhaps the Jansen family’s deepest shame.


    My great-grandfather had slept with his daughter, this act of incest producing Auntie Violet. A shadow at all family gatherings, Auntie Violet was there physically but was hardly acknowledged socially, emotionally, intellectually and spiritually. The sin could not be named, the sinner even less so. This was, after all, the ultimate scandal and it must have lain heavily on the mind and body of this quiet human being who could not be talked about. My great-grandfather was arrested, tried in court, found guilty and dispatched to do years of hard labour in prison for his grievous crime.


    To conclude, I was formed by the unlikely union of Abraham and Sarah who carried into their marriage family histories of sin, shame and segregation. Both of their families were uprooted from their homes, losing not only property but dignity, security and self-confidence. Their joint commitment was to give their five children a fighting chance in a wicked world. For this to happen they anchored their lives in an evangelical church where your sins could be washed away. In fact, you could reboot your life because inside you, as a born-again Christian, old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new.


    They tried hard. They believed fervently. And they raised five children by the precepts of scripture. Their discipline was harsh. Their love was measured. And sometimes they faltered. 


    But in their union, Abraham and Sarah never gave up.
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