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				Foreword

				Once upon a time in America, I worked for a semiunderground newspaper that had offices on a seedy stretch of Hollywood Boulevard and at least one great writer on its masthead. Michael Ventura was a New Yorker who’d somehow reinvented himself as a straight shootin’, hard drinkin’ cowboy from the lonesome plains of Texas. I guess that was the Larry McMurtry part of his complex persona. He also had a Kerouac aspect and broad streaks of Mailer and Hemingway, but on the page, the spirit he most often channeled was Thomas Wolfe, whose incantatory rhythms he could mimic with uncanny accuracy. Ventura started out as a reporter but decided that “nobody can write fast enough to tell a true story” and moved on to movie reviews. If we were lucky, he’d pitch up on deadline day with black rings around his eyes and two days’ stubble on his chin, bearing a searing five-thousand-word essay on whatever Hollywood blockbuster had irritated him that week.

				The best of those reviews concerned a movie about Jack Kerouac, the bebop hophead whose amphetamine-fueled prose more or less defined the Beat Generation. Hollywood had (of course) turned Kerouac into a likable middle-class guy with straight teeth, a cleft chin, and a lifestyle that deviated from the American norm only to an extent likely to titillate the good folk in Peoria. Ventura was hugely offended. His review began, “This is a chickenshit movie,” and by the time it was done, several Hollywood reputations had been reduced to dog meat.

				I dread the thought of Ventura getting his hands on this book. He’d say, “This is a chickenshit collection,” and he’d be right. But I’d like to proffer some excuses, if I may. Let’s begin with Ventura’s aphorism about the alleged impossibility of writing a true story. This is of little consequence to news reporters who glance at the police blotter and produce a dry recitation of the basic facts, but hacks of my generation had other dreams, inspired for the most part by the incendiary revelations of American New Journalism. I suppose the ideal was a piece of nonfiction so carefully observed and exhaustively reported that reading it was almost as good as being there.

				This was a fiendishly difficult thing to pull off, even in America, where people spoke the same language, shared most values, and understood with a reasonable degree of certainty the boundaries of the matrix they inhabited. The laws of cause and effect were known. The narrative might twist and turn but the forces that drove it were quantified. Even so, your chances were slender. You could set the words down and polish them until your fingers bled, but Ventura was generally right: the ideal was beyond attainment. Nobody can write fast enough to tell a true story.

				In America, this was an artsy verdict on the limitations of the form. In South Africa, it’s like a law of nature: there’s no such thing as a true story here. The facts may be correct, but the truth they embody is always a lie to someone else. Every inch of our soil is contested, every word in our histories likewise; our languages are mutually incomprehensible, our philosophies irreconcilable. My truths strike some South African writers as counterrevolutionary ravings. Theirs strike me as distortions calculated to appeal to gormless liberals in the outside world. Many South Africans can’t read any of us, so their truth is something else entirely. Atop all this, we live in a country where mutually annihilating truths coexist entirely amicably. We are a light unto nations. We are an abject failure. We are progressing even as we hurtle backward. The blessing of living here is that every day presents you with material whose richness beggars the imagination of those who live in saner places. The curse is that you can never get it quite right, and if you come close, the results are often unpublishable.

				I would say, looking back, that the only worthwhile writing I’ve done over the past two decades appeared in letters to friends in whose company I could ignore the crushing taboos that govern discussions of race among civilized people. In public . . . I don’t know. I think it was T. S. Eliot who said the purpose of all exploring is to return to the place from whence you came and see it as if for the first time. I spent eight years on the far side of the planet and when I came home, in the late 1980s, I saw that I was in Africa, and that changed everything. Those I’d left behind remained obsessed with apartheid. I became obsessed with what replaced it. They thought apartheid was the source of all South Africa’s pain. I thought we were doomed unless we figured out what had gone wrong elsewhere in Africa, and how to avoid a similar fate. I was an atheist in the great revival tent of the new South Africa. The faith on offer was too simple and sentimental, the answers it offered too easy.

				Those who stayed saw it differently, but to me the most telling creation of apartheid was not the system of laws designed to keep blacks in their place, or the passes that restricted their movement, or the secret police, or the mines and factories that generated the taxes that paid for repressive measures. Apartheid’s great triumph was the world I grew up in—the whites-only suburbs of northern Johannesburg, where whites took their cues from the great white mother culture, reading the same books, enjoying a similar lifestyle, espousing similar values, and somehow imagining that all this was normal and would continue indefinitely. The denizens of this world were not racist, at least not overtly so. We listened to Bob Dylan and voted the white liberal ticket. We read Norman Mailer and Carlos Castaneda. After high school, we attended the University of the Witwatersrand, where white professors faithfully propagated doctrines laid down on the far side of the planet by the high priests of white civilization.

				By the time Nelson Mandela came out of prison in 1990, those doctrines were generally of the variety called “progressive,” which rejoiced in the downfall of white supremacy. Practitioners of this doctrine saw themselves as part of, sometimes even heroes of, the uprising of the natives. They thought the wrath of the masses would fall on the bad whites responsible for apartheid, while “good” whites merged into a smiley-face culture of soft socialism and interracial harmony. I said, bullshit, gentlemen, Africa calls for another outcome entirely. The wind of change will eventually sweep everything away—your job, your illusions, your university as presently constituted, the wires that bring light at the flick of a switch, the pipes that discreetly remove your turds, the freeways on which you drive, the high-tech chemical farms that put food on your table, the investments intended to sustain your comfortable old age, and the clean, efficient hospitals in which you plan to expire. All these things are creations of the white empire, and when it fades they will, too.

				That was more than two decades ago. Every day since has brought thunderous confirmation of the rectitude of my prognostications. Every day also brought irrefutable proof of the fact that I was mistaken. I cursed Mandela when he refused to shake F. W. de Klerk’s hand during some televised debate during the early 1990s peace talks era. A few months later I was fighting back tears at his inauguration. I claimed vindication when our currency began its great collapse, and ate my words when it bounced back again. Every white murdered on a lonely farm seemed to herald the onset of generalized ethnic cleansing. Every visit to Soweto left me believing in the brotherhood of man again.

				There was a time when I thought these howling ambiguities could only be resolved by a great cleansing apocalypse, but apocalypse never came. Instead, we had the miraculously peaceful transition of 1994, followed by the delirious triumph of the 1995 rugby World Cup, where hefty Boers wept and said, “That is my president,” as Mandela raised a golden trophy into the blue heavens celebrated in our national anthem. The resulting goodwill was obliterated by the one-sided maunderings of Archbishop Tutu’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, but it made a comeback when the economy rebounded under President Mbeki. Five years later, the collapse of neighboring Zimbabwe put catastrophe back on the agenda, and by the time the lights went out in 2008, the end seemed nigh. Computers stopped working. Factories and mines fell silent. Traffic gridlocked on city streets. The national power company had been mismanaged back into the Dark Ages by incompetent bureaucrats who owed their appointments to “cadre deployment”—the reservation of important jobs for loyalists of the ruling African National Congress.

				The great blackout of 2008 was not an isolated event. It was a metaphor for a country in which everything seemed to be disintegrating: the civil service, the sewerage system, the highways, the hospitals, the schools, and, above all, the moral integrity of the Rainbow Nation, shredded by ceaseless corruption scandals. But even as the rot deepened, we saw the rise of the only force that could check it—black people willing to stand up and say, This cannot be tolerated.

				This was a development I had not anticipated, because the chains of black solidarity are far heavier than the taboos that keep timid white liberals quiet. Forged by centuries of oppression, those chains bound black South Africans in absolute loyalty to the party that liberated them. For years, no thoughtful African dared speak out in public against Nelson Mandela’s mighty African National Congress; to do so was to be instantly branded a traitor. But something changed once it became clear that Mandela’s party was turning into a self-enrichment machine for the ruling elite. The black poor rose up in a thousand shantytowns, demanding the removal of corrupt municipal councillors. Black intellectuals started speaking out in terms that made my plaints seem ladylike. Black journalists began to expose corruption and malfeasance, often in alliance with black commentators who did not flinch from calling the disease by its name: South Africa, says trade unionist Zwelinzima Vavi, is ruled by a “predatory class” of political opportunists who feed “like hyenas” off the carcasses of the poor. If you’d told me in 1990 that I would one day find myself in agreement with Comrade Vavi, a stalwart of our Communist Party, I would have laughed. But here I am, eating my hat. Again!

				Which brings us back to Michael Ventura. I imagine him shaking his head in disbelief as he reads this. “Chickenshit,” he says. “Malan can’t make up his mind. He’s been sitting on the fence so long the wire is cutting into his cowardly ass.” I agree entirely, but if there is an overarching truth here, it eludes me. The only true line I’ve ever written about South Africa is this one: “We yaw between terror and ecstasy. Sometimes we complete the round-trip in fifteen minutes.” Anyone who has lived here understands these oscillations, but I’m a journalist, which means that I leave behind a trail of judgments that often turn out to be mortally embarrassing in retrospect. There is no excuse for such failings, but if I may, some evidence in mitigation.

				In the past two decades, South Africa has been stricken almost weekly by scandals that would have toppled governments in the West but seem almost meaningless here. Did Nelson Mandela really ask the Zambian government to jail a troublesome witness against his wife Winnie, on trial for kidnapping and murdering a child? Did President Mbeki really negotiate our $8 billion arms deal on a “government to government” basis and pocket the resulting commissions? Did he ­really tell state investigators to bring him the head of his archrival Jacob Zuma, even if that entailed fabricating evidence and setting honey traps? When these stories break, you think they’re going to tear the country apart and alter everything, forever. But they don’t. They linger for a week or two and then fade into oblivion, blown off the front pages by the next dumbfounding scandal. The ordinary laws of cause and effect don’t seem to apply here. The boundaries of the matrix we inhabit remain unknown.

				But anyway, there’s something to be said for practicing journalism on the edge of an abyss, trying to follow your targets into the murk that surrounds. In the pieces that follow, I often miss, but there are a few passages that come close to disproving Michael Ventura’s dictum. For the rest, I tried my best, and provoked reactions as richly varied as the reality we inhabit. A few people said nice things—“a born storyteller,” according to the judges on some American awards jury—but the reactions that lodge in my memory are mostly the angry ones. Some said racist, but that’s so commonplace it’s barely worth mentioning; any South African journalist who hasn’t been called a racist or a self-hating house Negro is a fawning ingrate whose lips are chapped from sucking the unmentionable appendages of those in power. The more interesting accusations were incest, homosexual tendencies, heterosexual debauchery, incompetence, deceit, murder, sissiness, “carbuncular” practices, a secret alliance with the diabolical President Mbeki, spying for the Zulu nationalists, drinking too much, taking drugs, and smelling bad.

				What can I say? My name is Rian Malan and I called it as I saw it.
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				The Last Afrikaner

				The early 1990s was a time of agonizing crisis for Afrikaners. After 350 years in Africa, we’d come to the end of the line. Nelson Mandela was free, the country was burning, and President F. W. de Klerk was negotiating the terms of our surrender. Some Boers were willing to follow him into an uncertain African future. Others said, Over our dead bodies. It was in this climate of massive psychic dislocation that I stumbled upon the parable of Tannie Katrien, a little old lady whose experience defied at least some of our myths about darkest Africa.

				Once upon a time there was a British colonial family named Hartley who had a magical farm in Africa. It lay on the slopes of Mount Meru, a cool green island in a sea of sun-blasted yellow savannah. Twice a year, monsoon winds deposited heavy rains on Meru’s leeward slopes, which were clad in dense rain forest, full of rhino and buffalo and elephant. Several swift, clear streams came tumbling out of the jungle and meandered across a level plain where the soil was so rich and deep that anything you planted bore fruit in astonishing ­profusion—peaches, apricots, beans, maize, and the sun so close you got two harvests every year.

				The Hartleys bought this farm in 1953. Their homestead lay on the shoulder of the volcano, so high that it was often above the clouds. Sometimes they would wrap themselves in blankets at night and sit on the veranda with the clouds at their feet, watching the moon rise over the glittering summit of Mount Kilimanjaro, forty miles away. In the morning, it would be burning hot again, and you could sit on the same stoop with a pair of binoculars, tracking the movement of elephant herds across the parched plains far below. “I loved that house,” Kim Hartley told me. “The veranda was ninety-nine feet across. It had big white Cape Dutch gables, and the previous owner had left a portrait of Hitler in the cellar.” I didn’t have to ask who’d built it. It had to have been a Boer.

				In 1902, in the aftermath of the Anglo-Boer war, disaffected Afrikaners sent a scouting party up the spine of Africa in search of a place where a Boer could live free of British domination and rid his mouth of the bitter taste of defeat. They found Mount Meru. Two years later, the first ox wagons came trundling across the savannah, carrying Afrikaners who settled in a giant semicircle around the northern base of the volcano. At first they lived by the gun, but in time they cleared the land and began to till it with ox plows. In the beginning, they dreamed of linking up with Afrikaners who’d settled in Kenya and resurrecting the lost Boer republics, but there were too few of them, so it came to nothing, and what they had was fine, anyway: perhaps the best farmland in the world.

				By the time the Hartleys arrived, the Boers had created a paradise under the volcano. The lower slopes of Meru were dotted with whitewashed farmhouses, shaded by blue gums and jacaranda trees. Around them lay a mile-wide belt of orchards and wheat fields, segmented by whitewashed wooden fences and crisscrossed by irrigation furrows. Below the cultivated lands, literally at the bottom of the garden, lay the dusty savannah, teeming with antelope and big game, and on the far horizon was Mount Kilimanjaro.

				A few days later, I met Kim’s mother, a grand old white Kenyan, charming, well preserved, and full of astonishing tales about good chaps who’d been gored by buffalo or died in light plane crashes. Mrs. Hartley was fascinated by the Boers, whom she clearly regarded as a subspecies of noble savage, almost as exotic as the Masai. Their leader was General Wynand Malan, a dapper old fellow with a white goatee, remembered for his suicidal commando exploits behind English lines in the war of 1899–1902. General Malan was rich and fairly civilized. So was Sarel du Toit, the haughty man who built the Hartleys’ hilltop mansion and dreamed of becoming governor of Tanganyika. Mrs. Hartley was more interested in the wild Boers, the biltong hunters and farmhands on the community’s fringe.

				They were tall and strong and very good-looking, she said, but when they smiled, their teeth were black, stained by fluoride in the river. Some had never seen electric light, or talked on a telephone. The men wore funny hats and home-crafted shoes called veldskoens, and women seldom ventured outside without a kappie or bonnet. They were full of obscure bush lore regarding edible plants and geneesblare, healing leaves. They quarried their own whitewash and made their own soap from elephant or hippo fat. They’d disappear into the bush in battered old trucks and return weeks later with loads of biltong and ivory. On market day, they’d pass by in ancient Fords piled high with wheat, oranges, beans, and geese, heading toward Arusha.

				Arusha was the nearest town, population 5,000 or so. To get there, you had to cross a plain covered with fever trees, and then follow a rough track through the elephant-infested rain forest. Beyond the rain forest was a region of coffee plantations, and then you came to Arusha, a cluster of white houses with red-tiled roofs, bisected by a rushing stream in which colonial gentlemen cast flies for trout. After market, the richer white farmers would gather at the country club, where the men told hunting stories and drank too much and sometimes played bok-bok, an extremely violent form of indoor leap-frog introduced by the Afrikaners.

				Meanwhile, the ladies sat in the ladies’ lounge, rolling their eyes, sipping gin and tonic, and talking about children and servants. “The Boers had a habit,” said Mrs. Hartley, “of twinning their sons with a black boy. They went everywhere together, a little Boer boy with hair this short and his little black companion. But when they grew up, the white boy was expected to be the master, and take a strong line with the blacks.” Too strong a line, in Mrs. Hartley’s estimation. “They thought I was stupid,” she said, “because I didn’t know the golden rule: if they did something wrong, you had to beat them. They were very hard on the natives.”

				And yet, and yet. African laborers seldom stayed long with En­glish gentleman farmers, but they often stayed with Afrikaners all their lives. “It was curious,” she said. “They seemed to understand each other better than we did.”

				Maybe so, but when the wind of change began to blow in the fifties, the Afrikaners of Mount Meru grew unsettled. They thought of Africa as a place where only the strong survived, where a white man had to stand his ground with gun in hand or else be overwhelmed. Many were convinced they’d be massacred. As soon as independence day was set, they started packing up and heading south in convoys of heavy trucks, laden with furniture and bedding and prize cattle. Some sold their farms but the market was collapsing so many just locked their doors and walked away.

				A few dozen diehards stayed on after uhuru, but life grew tougher and tougher, and utterly impossible after 1967, when Tanzania committed itself to socialism. The Red Chinese were invited in. Factories and banks were nationalized. Most remaining white farmers—the Hartleys included—were given twenty-four hours to quit the country. One of the last Boers to leave was a bearded ancient named De Wet, who had come to Meru as a young boy and could not bear to go. But what could you do? There was no appeal. So he loaded his truck and set out for South Africa, only to die of a broken heart two days down the road. And that was the end of the Mount Meru Boers. “They all left?” I asked. “Yes,” said Mrs. Hartley. “They all died, or went back home.”

				It might have ended there, but her son Kim was stricken by longing for the landscape where he’d spent his first years, so he took me on a pilgrimage to Mount Meru. Our first day was dismaying. The Hartleys’ old house was a ruin. The surrounding farmland was turning in part into dustbowl. The Boers’ irrigation pumps lay rusting in the dirt. Their fruit orchards had been uprooted and burned. Here and there, an old Boer farmhouse was still standing, inhabited by people who sometimes had vague memories of the people they called kaBuru. “This belonged to Bwana Billem (boss Willem),” they would say. “He was a kaBuru. We chased him away.”

				The kaBuru were not always fondly remembered. “They were a strong, harsh people,” one man told me. “Like this!” He balled his fist and raised his forearm as if to strike me. A graybeard chipped in with an amused demurral. “I worked for a kaBuru once,” he said. “In six months, I saved enough to buy a white shirt and a bicycle.” The first man laughed, clapped me on the shoulder, and said, “You are welcome. Do you want to see the kaBuru graves?”

				So we piled into the Land Cruiser, our guide and ten others, and headed off through the bush on a goat track. Storm clouds were gathering over the volcano. We came to a narrow bridge that crossed a deep canyon, in the depths of which there was a swift river with deep, dark pools. A little farther on was kwaJannie, where Jannie Pretorius had once stayed. His house was still standing in the middle distance, unpainted for three decades and now blending into the dusty gray desolation.

				As we stopped, a crowd of young men appeared as if from nowhere, wearing ragged jeans and T-shirts and demanding to know what was happening. I said, I am a kaBuru, I’ve come to see the graves of my people. This did not go down well. There were scowls and unfriendly mutterings in a language I could not understand. Our guide said, “Socialism is finished here. Whites and coolies are coming back. Some are reclaiming properties that were nationalized by the Revolutionary Party. These people think you have come to take their land away.”

				I said, no way, I’m just a tourist, but they weren’t impressed, so I produced some snaps of a small farm in South Africa in which I owned a one-sixth share. I said, “I’m not interested in your land, I’ve got my own, in Afrika Kusini.” The snapshots passed from hand to hand. They were studied very closely. Aha. Nice. Cattle? You have cattle? Soon everyone was smiling. Their spokesman said, “Up there is what you want to see.”

				So we walked up the hillside, sloughing through deep drifts of powdery red dust until we reached a tall thorn tree under which lay sixteen old graves. They were buckling and cracking, sliding slowly into a donga. Only one bore a legible headstone: General Wynand Charl Malan, 1872–1953. Three teenaged waMeru girls were standing beside me. I asked, “Do you know anything about these people?” They were overcome by shyness. Two little ones hid away behind the biggest, who giggled and said, “We were not born yet. All we can say is, they were kaBuru.”

				And that was more or less that. Kim and I returned to Arusha and checked into a motel called the Tanzanite. The phones were out of order. The power had failed. Toilets wouldn’t flush and there was no toilet paper, but the beer was ice cold and the company was ­interesting —a party of Indian diamond smugglers from Jo’burg, on their way home from an extremely dangerous but lucrative trip to Zaire, and some Zanzibaris who were intrigued to meet a white South African. They assumed I’d come in search of a deal—diamonds, land, a tourist concession, maybe some Swahili pussy. “Our girls are taught to play sex from when they’re this small,” one told me. “You should try.” They were perplexed when I said we were actually looking for relics of the Boers. The Boers? KaBuru? Blank stares. No one reacted save William the bartender, who said he knew someone who’d heard a story and, when he told it, it struck me as wildly implausible. I said, “I don’t believe it.” William said, “Come tomorrow, I’ll show you.”

				In the morning, we headed out of town on a road clogged with ancient, listing minibus taxis, all weaving back and forth as if drunk, dodging cavernous potholes. The verges were lined with spaza shops, rickety little wooden shacks with brand-new Coca-Cola signs, vivid splashes of capitalist color against a prevailing backdrop of socialist gray. “I hate Socialism,” said William. “Nothing happened in this country for twenty years. Kenya got rich, and we couldn’t even eat.”

				After a while, we peeled off on a dirt road, crossed a vast state-owned coffee plantation, and passed under a derelict archway that said, “Arusha National Park.” Beyond that, we were in rain forest. The canopy closed over our heads. The light was green. There were still a few elephant, apparently, but they hid away on the volcano, and all the rhino had been shot by the park’s own rangers. That’s what William said, at any rate. He waved to a strapping young ranger with dreadlocks and a rifle over his shoulder. “That man,” he said, “reported his boss for poaching rhinos. What happened was, they put him in jail.”

				Thirty minutes later, we emerged onto a broad plain covered with fever trees. The clouds parted, and there was Mount Kilimanjaro, looking just like it does on a postcard, save that there were no elephants or lions intervening. This was not the Africa of coffee-table books. This was the real thing, a densely populated zone of mud huts, banana plantations, and mealie patches. The grass was grazed flat as a billiard table. The limbs of many trees had been amputated by woodcutters. William pointed to a distant clump of blue gums, so we left the road and headed in that direction. We forded a shallow river, climbed a short rise, and came upon a landscape dotted with mud huts and patches of cultivation. One of the houses was set apart from the others. It was made of gray mud and thatched with grass from the nearby fields. It had no windows, just planks to keep out prowling night creatures.

				Outside the sun was like a hammer. I walked up to the door, upon which someone had scrawled karibuni—Swahili for welcome. I knocked but no one answered, so I went around the back, into a dusty yard full of goats, rubbish, and emaciated dogs and chickens. In the center of it stood a smoke-blackened hut roofed with banana leaves—a Swahili kitchen. I peered inside. There was a figure within, a withered old crone, hunched over the fire. She had sharp blue eyes and a long sharp nose, the face of a bird of prey. There was an old doek on her head, and down below a kanga, and dusty feet in plastic sandals. I greeted her in Afrikaans. She came to the door, squinting at me in amazement. Her name was Katerina Odendaal. She had not heard Afrikaans in three decades. She was the last Afrikaner.

				The first recorded use of the term “Afrikaner” took place in the village of Stellenbosch on a wild night in March 1707. The magistrate, a German nobleman named Starrenburg, was roused from his slumbers to deal with some drunk youngsters who were causing an uproar in the town square. When the magistrate ordered them to desist, a teenager named Hendrik Biebouw told him to get lost. “I am an Afrikaner!” he cried—I am an African. “I will not be silent!”

				The Dutch colony at the tip of Africa was barely six decades old at that point, but the authorities were already failing in their efforts to stop their minions going native. Biebouw, for instance, came from a family whose European identity was rapidly fading. His illiterate father cohabited for years with a slave named Diana of Madagascar. At least one of his siblings was a half-caste, as were many of his friends. Young Hendrik was flogged for his insolence, a punishment that surely deepened his alienation from polite white society. In the aftermath, he sailed away on a passing ship, but many of his Afrikaner peers trekked off into the interior, becoming semioutlaws who wandered the subcontinent like nomads, driving their cattle before them, living in huts made of reeds, and hunting with bows and arrows when their ammunition ran out.

				In apartheid’s schools, Afrikaans boys were taught to think of those early trekboers as pioneers of white civilization, carrying the torch of Christianity into places of darkness. This was true for some, I suppose, but for others it was just the start of a hunting safari that continued for centuries, interspersed with occasional battles against African tribes and nights of ecstatic intoxication on home-brewed liquors. The early wanderings of the Odendaal clan are lost to memory, but the patriarch Piet Odendaal, comes into focus in the 1890s as a transport rider and biltong hunter on the wild peripheries of the doomed Transvaal Republic.

				When the Anglo-Boer War broke out in 1899, Piet joined President Paul Kruger’s ragtag militia and saw action in several set-piece battles during the war’s conventional phase. After that, he joined General Wynand Malan’s guerrilla commando, which wreaked havoc on British supply lines in the northern and eastern Cape. Malan’s commando fought until all was lost, and then fought on, refusing to give up until the very last day, when they were cut up in what was probably the war’s very last skirmish.

				Peace did not sit well with bitter-enders like Odendaal and his general, especially not the bit about crooking the knee to the British queen. They would not hands-up. They would not concede. And so, in the aftermath, they trekked away in search of a place where a Boer could live as he pleased. General Malan loaded his wagons on a ship and set sail for East Africa. Piet Odendaal followed later, heading north in a convoy of four big ox wagons, navigating by the sun and stars. He took a wrong turning in the trackless bush beyond the Zambezi River and wound up in the Congo, where he wandered aimlessly for many years, but that was no cause for concern; the life of a trekker was quite sweet in its way; game was plentiful, each day was an adventure, and the land went on forever. A new generation of Odendaals was born on the back of the wagons, among the chickens and gunpowder sacks. They could barely read. Their clothes were made of animal skins. It was 1914 before their father caught up with his old general, who had settled under Mount Meru.

				Piet Odendaal got himself a farm not far from the general’s, where he planted corn and pumpkins and tried to settle down. But all those years of trekking and freedom had spoiled him for civil society. After a year or two, he reloaded the wagons and spent the rest of his life endlessly circling the volcanoes with his goats and cattle, following the rain and the game.

				Katerina was born in 1929, the youngest of five. Her mother died when she was twelve days old, and she was brought up by her grandmother, who called her Katrien. She spent a few years at the Dutch Reformed boarding school in Ngare Nanyuki, and then rejoined her wandering family. “We went here, we went there,” she says. “Sometimes we plowed and planted wheat for other farmers, but we never stopped long in one place. We had our own sheep and goats and cattle. If there was no meat, we shot game.”

				She pulled out some old photographs, yellow with age, the edges chewed ragged by termites. A grinning oaf stands on a featureless plain with a dead buck at his feet, at least eight inches of bare skin between his trouser cuffs and his handmade shoes. Dashing young men pose with ivory tusks. A young girl sits on the head of a dead bull elephant, surrounded by khaki-clad hunters. It’s Katrien in her teens. She points to some tiny, half-naked figures on the fringe of the tableau. “These little people we called the Dorobo,” she says. “They hunted with poison arrows. They got used to the Boers. When they heard our engines, they’d come out of hiding and guide us to where the big bull elephants were. They kept the meat, we kept the ivory.”

				“This was a wonderful place then,” she says. “It was the Garden of Eden. There was game everywhere. There was room for everyone.” So the Odendaals kept wandering until 1950 or thereabouts, when the Tanganyika frontier finally closed. The population was growing and you could no longer shoot game as you pleased. Farmers were no longer willing to share their grazing. The Odendaals had to sell their livestock and look for jobs in town. Katrien was about twenty. Both her grandparents were dead by now, and her eldest brother, Jan, was looking after her. He landed a job in a sawmill at Makuru, south of Kilimanjaro, and took her there to stay with him.

				The sawmill had electric power, a great novelty for her, and a luxury she would never see again. It also had an office with typewriters, manned, inter alia, by a handsome young African named Shabani Lulu. He came from the Mbulu tribe, a tall seminomadic people, renowned for their high cheekbones and aquiline noses. Everyone liked Lulu, especially Katrien. He was handsome. He made her laugh. She had feelings for him that were absolutely forbidden for an Afrikaner girl. She came from a culture in which, as she put it, “We were taught to keep ourselves separate. If you were a white girl, you weren’t even allowed to talk to a kaffir. That’s how we were raised, and what did I know? I was just a child.” But now she was a woman, and falling in love with an African.

				It was a difficult thing for the old lady to talk about, even forty-three years later. She was breaking a taboo so deeply ingrained that somewhere in her heart she still seemed to see herself as a sinner. But she couldn’t help herself. She was in love. She and Lulu had an affair. It had to be secret, because her brothers would have killed both of them. Her brother Coen was a thickset man who drank too much and got into bar fights. The other brother, Jan, was tall and gentle, but even he could not be trusted. Katrien enlisted the help of a kitchen boy, who made his house available for rendezvous. The lovers dug a hole in his kitchen floor. If the brothers showed up, Lulu would duck into it. Katrien would cover his hiding place with a plank and a table and pretend that nothing was happening.

				And then she became pregnant, an absolute disaster. Lulu ran away, terrified of the wrath of her brothers. Katrien didn’t know what to do. When the pregnancy began to show, she had to confess. The brothers went mad. “They wanted to shoot us,” she says. “I’m telling you, bwana, a Boer’s heart is just like a Masai. They don’t worry about killing people.” So she packed a few things in a bag and fled. She slept in the bush, stealing food from kraals to stay alive. She had the baby all on her own, under a thorn tree, and she didn’t know what to do with it. “I didn’t know how to cut the cord,” she says. “I didn’t know anything.” An old African woman found her wandering around with the baby boy in her arms and took her home, where the cord was severed, along with all Katrien’s ties to her own people. As far as Afrikaners were concerned, she was as good as dead.

				In the aftermath, she returned to the sawmill where Jan was working, but he was deeply shamed by her and her half-caste baby, to whom she’d given the Afrikaans name Boetie. “They wanted to send Boetie away,” she says, “but I fought. They weren’t going to do anything to my boy.” Then one day she got a letter and some cash from her lover. He was back in the district, but wouldn’t come to the sawmill for fear the Afrikaners would kill him. So Katrien joined him in Arusha, where they lived together in bitter poverty and had four more children over the next fourteen years—Elizabeth, Christina, Flora, and Corneliu.

				The children were brought up in the stern Afrikaans tradition, with brutally short hair and regular hidings. During the week they went to school with Arusha’s Indians, and on Saturdays to church with the Sabbatos, the Seventh-Day Adventists. It was the time of uhuru, time of the Mau Mau uprising. Two or three isolated farms were attacked, their owners murdered. The Boers grew paranoid and took to posting armed guards at night. Katrien didn’t care. “I said, ‘Let it happen. The Boers rejected me. They hated me. If someone hates you, you can’t have pity. They spat at me, and I spat back.’”

				As independence drew nearer, the Boers started leaving. Katrien was barely affected. Even her sisters didn’t say good-bye when they went home. In the end, there were only three Afrikaners left under Mount Meru—Katrien and her two brothers, both bachelors. Coen stayed because he drank too much and knew nobody in South Africa. Jan stayed because he’d promised their dying grandmother he’d take care of his little sister.

				Once the other Boers had gone, Jan and Coen relaxed a bit. There were no more expectations to live up to, no pious chuch ladies to sneer when they visited their disgraced sister. They were taken by Katrien’s children, who were half-caste, to be sure, but good-looking, the girls slender, light-skinned, and high-cheekboned, the boys well brought up and dutiful. When Lulu abandoned his family in the late sixties, Jan bought a shamba for Katrien, a tiny chunk of an old Boer farm on the far side of the rain forest, just enough land to subsist on. Soon after, Coen died of a heart attack, and Jan passed away exactly one week later. On his deathbed, he told Katrien, “Now you’re alone. Now you will truly suffer.”

				This was true. It was 1971, and Tanzania had just started its long descent into socialist paralysis. Nationalized factories were dying of inefficiency. Cadres of the Revolutionary Party were stalking the countryside, setting up spy networks and trying to force sullen peasants to collectivize. Commodity prices were set so low that farmers hardly bothered to plant. Even if you had money, there was nothing in the shops to buy. No sugar. No fat. No soap. No cooking oil. No tick dip. No petrol. No toilet paper. No cigarettes. No clothes. Sick people dosed themselves with veterinary medicines. Anything that broke stayed that way, because there were no spare parts, no tools. When Katrien’s hand-cranked Singer sewing machine gave out, it had to be thrown away, her son’s beloved motorcycle likewise. By 1978, she was washing her clothes with bitter apples, like a Voortrekker in the 1830s.

				These ordeals would have defeated others, but Katrien was in many ways a living fossil, armed with survival strategies from an earlier century. She knew how to cure disease with herbs from the veld, how to turn cow dung into a serviceable floor, how to butcher a hippo and turn its fat into soap. She could plow with oxen, snare birds, and spear catfish in the veld when the river flooded its banks. Her vocabulary was full of quaint archaisms, among them the word kaffir, or in Afrikaans kaffer, from the Arabic kafir, meaning unbeliever. She had no idea that it had become a forbidden term. For her, it was just the name Afrikaners had always used for Africans.

				She’d sit there with a pitch-black grandchild on her lap, chatting animatedly about the kaffirs and their idiosyncrasies. Sometimes her judgments were favourable, as in, “Die kaffer sien nie eers jou kleur raak nie”—the kaffir is color-blind. Sometimes they were less so. “Ek sê jou, bwana, dis ’n ander nasie die,” she told me one afternoon—these people are strange. “They eat food you’ve never heard about—bananas and blood and curdled milk. It’s a sin to drink blood, because you’re drinking the animal’s life. That’s why I say, you can’t live in the same house as them. I was brought up different. I’ll die an Afrikaner.” The baby gurgled. The old lady said, “This one’s called Mannetjie,” and planted a kiss on his plump black cheek.

				Any contradictions here were invisible to her, and she seemed bewildered by my South African obsession with race. I kept asking, “What have you learned here?” And she kept saying, “What do you mean?” I said, Afrikaners have always believed Africa is a place where only the strong survive. You were the last Afrikaner, left alone and defenseless in a great sea of black people. Why are you still sitting here talking to me?

				Tannie Katrien chuckled and told a story from the darkest depths of Tanzania’s socialist debacle, a time when even aid workers had left and trade had collapsed entirely and whites were so rare that people would come from miles around to stare at her. “Usually they brought children, because some of the young ones had never seen a white before. They’d stand right there,” she said, pointing to a spot ten yards from her kitchen hut. “But they never did anything to me. They were just curious.”

				She said she had no problems with her African neighbors. They helped each other at harvest time and punished their grandchildren for raiding each other’s fruit trees. If her cattle got taken in a Masai raid, all the local men took up their bows and arrows and shotguns and gave chase. Whenever a woman went into labor, they called the kaBuru auntie, because she had some knowledge of germs and sterilization. She was afraid of many things—of disease and drought and famine—but she wasn’t at all afraid of her African neighbors, perhaps because she owned no more then they did, which is almost nothing. She was the only white I’d ever met of whom that was true, anywhere in Africa.

				She was dimly aware that South Africa was heading toward its own uhuru, but didn’t find the details very interesting. “Ag,” she said, “it will be just like here. They won’t do anything to the whites.” But she was equally adamant that black rule would lead to economic collapse. Her reasoning in this regard was based entirely on food. “When the Boers were here there was plenty of food,” she said. “Butter, cheese, boerewors, chickens, peaches, plums, and macaroni cheese. And now look! Ek sê jou, bwana,” she concluded, “die kaffers kan nie boer nie. Hulle breek alles.” These kaffirs can’t farm. They break everything.

				We returned to this subject several times during the time I stayed with her. I kept saying, “It’s not really that simple,” and she always said, “It is!” In the end, she lost her temper. “Is jy onnosel?” she snapped. Are you stupid? The subject was clearly closed. I crawled off into my allotted corner and went to sleep, thoroughly chastened.

				The old lady rises long before sunrise. I hear her sweeping the yard outside. I find her in the kitchen hut, where she’s brewing tea over an open fire, the kettle perched on three stones. Two calves are tethered to a post in one corner, and huge bunches of cooking bananas dangle from the rafters overhead. She has about five pots and pans, and five plates, but only three spoons, which will in due course become a source of agonizing embarrassment. She’s huddled over the fire like one of Macbeth’s crones, staring at the flames. She always sits that way, with her painfully thin knees drawn up against her chest like a bushman. It’s the habit of a woman who’s spent her life in houses with virtually no furniture, no running water, no electrical appliances. In her world, even tea is a luxury, so she boils it for ten minutes, and then throws in sugar by the handful, to make a brew that is dark and strong and very sweet. We drink a cup apiece, and go outside to milk the cows.

				The sun’s just rising over Kilimanjaro and the landscape is heartbreakingly beautiful. There are three milk cows, tethered to banana trees. Her cows. Even her sons are not allowed to milk them. “They don’t do it properly,” she says. “The milk dribbles down their forearms and off their elbows, picking up dirt and germs.” If it’s to be done properly, she has to do it herself.

				She trusses up the cow’s back legs, hunkers down with a plastic pail, and immediately starts cursing. The udder is covered with blue-black ticks, bloated and big as grapes. I say, “Why don’t you buy some tick dip?” And she launches into an impassioned tirade about the shortcomings of the Tanzanian government with reference to agricultural chemicals. “You can’t get tick dip anywhere. The government keeps promising, but nothing happens. I ask the coolie at the shop in Usa River to get some, but he can’t get it, either. So I walked halfway to Kilimanjaro and talked to some whites at a safari camp. They promised to bring some from Nairobi, but that was weeks ago. It’s just like the early seventies, when my son Boetie lost thirty-four cows to East Coast fever.”

				When I first came, Katrien and I struggled to find common ground. I was a creature of the twentieth century, my head crammed full of irrelevant information. I’d ask her about stuff I’d read in books, about Ujamaa and kijiji and the policies of Tanzania’s ruling Revolutionary Party, but she’d never heard of these things. She’d turn to her son and ask, “Was dit hier so gewees, Boetie?” Did that happen here? The conversations that followed were stilted and seemed to bore her, but she’d go on for hours about her central obsessions: rain or the lack of it, seeds, plant diseases, and the techniques of Iron Age agriculture. She and her sons had dug a furrow that led water into her banana patch. She was also growing tomatoes, onions, beans, and pawpaws. She had sixteen orange trees, a guava tree with beehives in its boughs, and, on a distant hillside, a cornfield, about fifty yards by twenty.

				In a good year, Tannie Katrien and her sons earn about $100 between them, selling beans, oranges, and honey. Of this, $70 goes to keep just one grandson in high school. The rest of the family makes do on what remains. They own almost nothing except the clothes they stand up in and their livestock. “Christmas is just another day,” she says. “You eat porridge, you work, you sleep.” The old lady has given up plowing, because the strain of handling the oxen has become too much for her, but she still hoes and weeds under the burning sun, still carries water, still staggers for hours across the plains, burdened like a donkey under firewood. She says, “You have no choice. If you’re not tough, you die. You just have to be satisfied with what you have.”

				By now the sun is high overhead and it’s getting hot. We squat on the bare earth outside her kitchen. The conversation peters out. Every now and then, one of her neighbors emerges, squints at the sky, and scans the fields for signs of human activity. The old lady says its time to plow but nobody wants to go first. “If you plow first, your crops ripen before anyone else’s,” she says, “and then the baboons and thieves steal everything.” So you wait.

				Flies buzz around your head, crawl into your nostrils. The hours pass with agonizing slowness. A battered old truck appears, crawling along a distant track. The old lady’s eyes follow it across the horizon. When it comes abreast of us she changes her position so she can watch it go again.

				Over the years, I’d sat outside a thousand similar huts or shanties, struggling to communicate with Africans who spoke no language I could understand. Tannie Katrien was the first African peasant I’d ever met whose every word made sense to me, but it was her interminable silences that provided the most eloquent answer to the question I was posing: what’s it like to be you? The answer is: bleak beyond description. The only colors in your world are the colors of nature—the grass, the trees, the various shades of soil beneath your feet. The only stimulation comes from a battery-operated radio. The small pleasures that Westerners take for granted—a cup of coffee, a newspaper, a trip to the shops—are unobtainable fantasies.

				After several days, I began to feel claustrophobic, but there was no escape. Okay, that’s a lie. I had a credit card. I could have checked into the nearest safari lodge and treated myself to a hot shower and a cold beer. But it seemed shameful to display such selfishness in the face of my host’s utter deprivation, so I sat there in the dust while the sun wheeled overhead, counting the hours until the evening meal.

				One afternoon, I walked to the nearest village with Corneliu, aka Bushy, Katrien’s youngest son. At age twenty-eight, Bushy was trying to work as a carpenter, but he had no tools apart from some chisels and a hammer. We were going to buy a live goat for a braai, a Boer ritual that involves cooking meat on an open fire, but the traders doubled their price when they saw white skin, so we settled for three fly-specked haunches.

				On the way back, we ran into an old drunkard who asked my name. When I said Malan, he threw his arms around me. It turned out that he’d once worked for a Bwana Malan, a descendant of the pioneer general. “Take me home to South Africa with you!” he cried. I wanted to invite him to our braai, but Bushy cautioned against it. “My mother has no time for drunkards,” he said. “This one she will chase with stones.”

				After sunset, we sat around a fire at the banana plantation, listening to the sound of singing and clapping from across the river. When the goat meat was done, everyone just sat there staring at it, looking embarrassed. After a while, I realized there were five of us but just three spoons, so I helped myself and began to eat with my fingers. The old lady said, “Sien jy, hy’s ’n Boer en hy eet met sy vingers”—Look, he’s eating with his fingers, and he’s a Boer. At that, everyone relaxed and joined in.

				Katrien’s eldest son, Boetie, had come to eat with us. He was a quiet, shy man of forty-three, wearing a baseball cap to hide his receding hairline. “If I go to South Africa,” he asked, “will the Boers shoot me?” I said, “That seems very unlikely.” He said, “No, they’ll shoot me. I know the Boers. They’ll say I’m a kaffir. Will a Boer eat at the same table as me?” And so on. Boetie’s childhood wounds seemed to be reopening, so I told a few stories that might ease his pain. “President F. W. de Klerk’s son is engaged to a mixed-race girl,” I said, “and nobody makes a fuss. De Klerk’s Washington ambassador, Dr. Piet Koornhof, had a child by a mixed-race woman, and he didn’t hide it away as if it was a sin. In fact, he stood up in front of everyone and said, ‘This is my child.’ Then he moved in with his girlfriend, to live as husband and wife.”

				The old lady cackled. “No,” she said. “That can’t be. Don’t lie!” I said, “What do you know? You’ve never even seen South Africa.” She said, “Yes, but my grandfather told me everything.” Like what, for instance?

				Well, she said, “There in the Transvaal around Johannesburg, it’s bitterly cold but there’s no firewood. That’s why the Boers have to walk around behind their cows, collecting dung. They use that dung to make cooking fires that fill their houses with smoke. That’s why you can always tell a Transvaler by his bloodred eyes.”

				Astonishing. The image was at least 150 years out of date. I cleared my throat and started explaining about skyscrapers, freeways, and houses with flush toilets, lights, and central heating. The old lady gaped, as if listening to an alluring but vastly improbable fairy tale.

				Another day, more tribulations. Tannie Katrien is wearing her Sunday best. We’re sitting in the dust outside a shop in Usa River, waiting. We have done a lot of waiting in the past two days. We came to town to do some shopping, and to meet her lovely daughters—Tina the schoolteacher, married to a safari driver, and Flora the housewife, married to a mechanic. We have waited for taxis. We have waited for bank clerks. We have waited for shop attendants. Right now, we are waiting for Flora, who has some tropical wasting disease. Flora is at the Catholic hospital, waiting for the doctor, who is somewhere else, waiting for the government to supply him with medicine. A lot of waiting is done in Tanzania.

				It’s high noon. Trucks trundle by, weaving through the potholes. The sun wheels overhead. The tannie is hungry and extremely short-tempered. Perhaps her kidneys are bothering her again. Perhaps she knows what passed between me and Boetie in the bank. I can’t really say. All I know is she’s angry.

				We wait until half past two, when a pickup stops alongside us. It’s going our way, but first we must wait for a full load to accrue. Ten people get on, then twenty, carrying bags of mealies and beans. At last we head off. The old lady sits on a tire right behind the cab, clinging for dear life to the roll bar. She does not trust “kaffir drivers” and she won’t even talk to me.

				The bakkie drops us at a crossroad in the middle of a flat and featureless plain. I hold out my hand to help the tannie down but she slaps it away. “Leave me alone!” she cries. “Do you think I’m dead already?” She gathers up her purchases and stalks off across the plain, all on her own, like a thin, angry secretary bird. The rest of us straggle along behind. The path winds around a koppie and crosses the river on a precarious suspension bridge. Then it climbs a rise and arrives at the clump of blue gum trees in the shade of which lies her home. By the time we get there, the old lady has already changed into her everyday clothes. She’s crouched over the fire, muttering angrily.

				Her sons and I sit down in the last of the sunlight and light up some Sportsmans. I say, “Your mother has a temper, hey.” They laugh. Boetie says, “Ja, you should have seen her when our sisters were teenagers. She threw stones at their boyfriends. She got a whip and chased them away.” Then he turns serious. He says, “You know, I wouldn’t be alive if she wasn’t so tough, if she didn’t fight for me. They wanted to send me away, you know. They wanted to drown me. Because of, you know, my father.”

				There is something that should be mentioned here, something that sheds light on the old lady’s fit of ill temper. When I first arrived, I asked her husband’s name. She thought for a long time, then said, “Uh, Johannes. Johannes van Reenen. He was a Baster, a half-caste Afrikaner.” And your firstborn’s name? Johannes, too. But while we were in town, I wrote a check for Boetie to deposit into his bank account, which is how I discovered that his real name was John Shabani Lulu. His father was an African. It was no surprise for me. I’d guessed the truth anyway. Boetie couldn’t understand why his mother had lied, why half an Afrikaner was better than a full-blooded African, after all those years and all that pain. But I knew. “Ek sal doodgaan as ’n Afrikaner,” the old lady said. I’ll die an Afrikaner. And she was trying, she was trying.

				When the sun went down, she came out of the cooking hut with a crooked smile on her face and a peace offering in her hands. “De,” she said. “Look what I made for you!” It was pannekoek, pancakes in the traditional Afrikaner style, with cinnamon and sugar and lemon juice. On a dark night, under a volcano, in the heart of Africa.

				—Fair Lady, August 1994

			

		

	
		
			
				Invictus

				This is a story about Nelson Mandela, but I think it should begin with a halfhearted spattering of applause for F. W. de Klerk, the machine politician who led the Afrikaner volk out of its primordial laager and into the happy land of muddle-through in which South Africans now dwell so uneasily. Alas, poor F.W. Burdened by the reeking albatross of apartheid and cursed with a stiff, earnest personality, he never stood a chance against Mandela in the global popularity stakes. His biography sold a few thousand copies; Mandela’s sold millions. His foundation limps along in the shadows. Mandela’s grows more lustrous daily, its coffers bloated by donations from international celebrities desperate to be photographed alongside the supernaturally charming Madiba. As for motion pictures, we’ve already been treated to any number of sentimental confections cele­brating aspects of the Mandela legend, while De Klerk languishes in almost total celluloid obscurity.

				This is a bit unfair, considering that De Klerk was arguably the chief architect of South Africa’s miracle of 1994, but what can you do? De Klerk was up against an opponent he couldn’t possibly defeat, and the enemy was not Mandela. It was a great, syrupy myth conjured up by sentimental American liberals, who insisted on seeing the South African struggle as a rerun of their own civil rights movement. There were no Communists in this sweet tableau, no bloody revolutionary excesses. The African National Congress was inevitably depicted as an army of hymn-singing Uncle Toms, initially led by English-­speaking clerics who just wanted a smidgeon of justice and dignity. Then the prison doors swung open and into the spotlight stepped Nelson Mandela, instantly dwarfing Martin Luther King and Bill Cosby in the American pantheon of seriously nice black guys.

				Among the hacks who serviced this myth was John Carlin, who covered South Africa in the early 1990s for The Independent. Details of my disagreements with Carlin are lost to memory, so let’s just say that I saw him as something of a useful idiot, prone to giving the ANC the benefit of the doubt in any situation and averse to reporting the chicanery in which it was then engaged, purporting to talk peace with De Klerk while simultaneously plotting his violent overthrow. Carlin no doubt saw me as an unreconstructed reactionary, and he had a point; I disliked his line, and the ease with which he passed lofty moral judgments on situations that struck me as howlingly ambiguous.

				It’s usually pleasing to see a fellow hack score a movie deal, but I was horrified to hear that Hollywood was planning to turn Carlin’s book about the 1995 rugby World Cup into a major motion picture. I once lived in Hollywood, under the D in the famous hillside sign. I know that town and its sentimental proclivities. The best line ever uttered about Hollywood was penned by film critic Joe Morgenstern, in an essay pondering Gandhi’s multiple triumphs at the 1984 Oscars. Why, asked Morgenstern, had the greedy, arrogant, and ego-bloated members of the Academy voted en masse for Richard Attenborough’s movie about an Indian ascetic? “Gandhi was everything Hollywood moguls long to be but aren’t,” Morgenstern explained. “Thin, tan and moral.”

				The prospect of such people combining with John Carlin to make a movie about Nelson Mandela filled me with dread. Nothing good could possibly come of it. South Africa would be depicted as a country divorced from its continent, populated by caricatural white villains and noble black victims. Facts would be raped, truth subordinated to the requirements of a sentimental story line, and De Klerk and his ilk once again made fun of. And I would be forced to once again take up arms in defense of the tattered remnants of Afrikaner honor.

				So then, the truth: I set forth to see Clint Eastwood’s movie of John Carlin’s book in a warlike frame of mind, armed with a digital recorder on which I intended to capture every cliché, every error, every outbreak of simpering political rectitude. There are several of these in the resulting recording, but there is also the sound of my girlfriend sobbing alongside me, and my own voice breaking as I repeat corny lines just uttered by the actors on-screen. I am dreadfully, dreadfully ashamed of myself, but the truth must be told: in spite of everything, I was deeply moved by Invictus.

				As we all know by now, Invictus is set in the immediate aftermath of Mandela’s ascendance to the state presidency, a time of massive psychic dislocation in South Africa. The ANC was struggling to find its feet in government; rising crime seemed to portend a slide into anarchy while centrifugal forces tore at the fragile center, among them right-wing Afrikaners who bitterly resented their loss of power. Mandela knew that these potential rebels had to be pacified, and he had the wisdom to spot the most likely means. When his own comrades moved to strip the national rugby team of its Springbok emblem (they wanted the Boks to be known as the Proteas, which came dangerously close to pansies), the old man stepped into the fray and ordered them to let rugby be, at least for the time being. Then he transformed himself into the Springboks’ number one fan, memorizing the names of the most famous players, visiting their practice sessions, and urging them to win the 1995 World Cup for a nation that existed only on paper.

				For many blacks, Mandela’s behavior bordered on race betrayal, but the old man was playing a canny game. Afrikaners hold rugby sacred, and we found his interest in the sport inexplicable but hugely endearing, especially when he showed up at the World Cup final wearing Springbok colors. Screeds have been written about Mandela’s political courage and generosity of spirit, but it was more than that: he seemed to be showing that he loved us, in spite of everything, and it suddenly seemed churlish not to respond in kind. So the boys pulled themselves together and proceeded, against all odds, to beat New Zealand, a triumph that reduced even the hardest Boers to uncontrollable weeping and cries of “That’s my president.”

				If this sounds like a Hollywood ending, well, it was; I know, I was there. Music swelled, deadly enemies were at least temporarily reconciled, and no one left dry-eyed. Invictus lays it on a bit thick, but what you see on the screen is pretty accurate. In fact, it’s great, thanks to an uncanny performance from Morgan Freeman, playing Mandela. Much credit also goes to director Clint Eastwood and his screenwriter, who had the good sense to ignore Carlin’s ideological digressions and let the story tell itself. There are one or two outbreaks of Boer-bashing, but the volk seem to have taken them in stride. In fact, Afrikaans critics loved the movie. One had minor quibbles about rugby technicalities (a certain try was apparently scored in the right-hand corner, not the left), but the rest found the movie “inspirational,” and their bosses seized the opportunity to editorialize about Mandela’s precious legacy of interracial tolerance and understanding.

				Myself, I can’t give up quite so easily. Invictus tells the truth as regards rugby, but it is otherwise riddled with errors of omission, several of which are laid out in The Last Trek, F. W. de Klerk’s 1998 autobiography. Around the time of the World Cup, for instance, Zulu leader Gatsha Buthelezi was rattling sabers over Mandela’s refusal to honor a promise to submit their differences to international arbitration. De Klerk (then deputy president in a Government of National Unity) says he offered to mediate, but Mandela wasn’t interested. “He told me he wanted to crush Buthelezi,” writes De Klerk—by force if necessary. Around the same time, Mandela was also refusing to grant amnesty to apartheid’s police and soldiers—another less than generous move, considering that De Klerk had already freed thousands of ANC armed strugglers on the understanding that the gesture would be reciprocated. Atop all this, De Klerk claims that Mandela spurned his advice, insulted him at cabinet meetings, and downgraded his official residence, a move De Klerk’s wife saw as “a calculated attempt by Mandela himself to humiliate us.”

				Such anecdotes sit awkwardly alongside Invictus’s depiction of Mandela as a man of almost infinite wisdom, honor, and courtesy. In the movie, he memorizes the names of his lowliest minions, and inquires about their wives. He pours the tea himself, sparing his white maid the indignity. At almost every turn, he intones, “Bygones are bygones” and urges his followers to rise above their desire for vengeance. “Reconciliation begins here,” he says. “Forgiveness begins here, too.”

				This is Mandela as we know him, and yet, and yet. In one of its most touching scenes, Invictus shows the great reconciliator addressing apprehensive white staff on his first day in the presidency. “If you feel you can’t work with me, you’re welcome to leave,” he says, “but I need your help, and I’d really like you to stay.” Heartwarming stuff, unless you consider that the ANC had guaranteed the jobs of all civil servants for at least five years; Mandela couldn’t fire whites, even if he wanted to. This so rankled elements of his administration that they eventually used voluntary retrenchment as a tool to purge the bureaucracy of Caucasians, a move that plunged most government departments into instant crisis.

				But including such details would have spoiled the plot, and you can’t have that in a Hollywood movie. Nor is it entirely fair to expect an ex-cowboy like Clint Eastwood to think too deeply about America’s curious love affair with a leader from the far side of the planet. When I lived among them, I often felt that American liberals would rather put out their eyes than see Mandela in all his dimensions. They downplayed his comradely friendships with Fidel Castro, Yasser Arafat, and Muammar Gaddafi, ignored the hammer-and-sickle banners at his rallies, refused to believe that he’d been jailed for plotting to start a war in which millions might have died. They saw him as a moderate civil rights leader, and when he spoke of forgiveness they swooned, possibly because they yearned to hear similar words from their own long-suffering Negroes and had never been thus gratified.

				But who am I to talk? Mandela seduced me, too, first on the day of that great rugby match, and then again last Sunday, in the air-­conditioned darkness of a Johannesburg cinema. On both occasions, I knew he was manipulating us toward an outcome of his own devising, but I went along anyway, partly because he seemed to be heading toward a better place than the one we’d come from, but mostly because it just felt so good to be in his company. I was not alone. The 1995 World Cup final was a watershed moment for an entire generation of white South Africans. We talk about it in much the way Americans once talked about the Kennedy assassination: where were you, and what do you remember? It was an event of almost no significance in the larger scheme of things, but nothing was ever quite the same again. For whites, at any rate.

				It’s just as well that Invictus ends where it does, because it spares Carlin and Eastwood from confronting a question that arose in the ­aftermath: did blacks share this exalted view of Mandela’s rugby policy? In fact, did Mandela himself see it as anything more than a ploy to confuse and disarm his enemies? Oddly, De Klerk doesn’t even mention the World Cup in his autobiography, possibly because his deteriorating relationship with Mandela left him too exhausted to pay attention. There’s probably another side to this story, but De Klerk says the great reconciliator was in the habit of launching vicious attacks on his integrity, culminating in September 1995 in a “shocking” outburst at a corporate banquet.
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