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            Chapter One

         

         It is January, 1970. Two little boys are starting school for the first time. They both live in Randburg, a suburb of Johannesburg, South Africa. They are both white. One of them, Gerhadus, is quite nervous; the other, Lance, can’t wait. Randburg is a large suburb, covering several square miles and the two boys live in different areas, each with their own primary school. Gerhadus is attending the General Christian De Wet primary in Triomph and Lance, the Laeskool Jim Fourie in Crosby. They will both be taught primarily in the Afrikaans language, since their districts are heavily populated with Afrikaners, but, because English is the other official language in the country, they will also have lessons in English. They will be taught to neither speak nor write any of the other eleven languages in common use in the land of their birth; these are the languages of the native Africans, who make up 80% of the population.

         Randburg is a mixed-race suburb. The “mix” is between Afrikaans and English speakers. Black children are not allowed to attend school in Randburg and black citizens are not allowed to live there, unless they are domestic servants with a special permit to do so. Blacks must live in specially designated areas, outside and often far from the white areas and, if they work in white areas, in anything other than domestic positions, they must commute daily to and from their work in overcrowded buses and decrepit and dented taxis. Kaffir taxis! If they do not have the fare, they must walk since bicycles are not commonplace. If a black is caught in a white area at night, without good reason, he will be jailed and most likely beaten up in the police van en route. There is a marked difference between the standard of homes in white and black districts. White homes, generally, are made of bricks, black ones with tin and straw. This is South Africa in 1970.

         Not far from Triomph and Crosby, in the neighbouring suburb of Sandton, which is primarily an English-speaking area, a little blonde girl, Angela, is also attending primary school for the first time. She is very pretty. Everybody tells her that, so she knows it. Her mother, Sally, is an English immigrant who is married to a handsome Afrikaner. They have chosen to live in an English-speaking suburb because it was easier for Sally, but Dirk, her husband, has requested that their daughter attend an Afrikaans speaking primary school, lest his language be forgotten in their household. They have no other children. All suburbs are, by law, required to provide education in both official languages, irrespective of the preponderance of any one language in the area. Sally understands Dirk’s position but is not thrilled about the idea, since she feels it will be difficult for her to relate to the other mothers. Sally knows that, for young mothers, their best chance of making friends in a foreign land is by meeting other young mums at the school. Dirk is sympathetic to her plight but has asked her to, at least, try to make it work for the sake of his parents and other Afrikaans relatives.

         Both Gerhadus and Lance are strapping lads for their age. They have been brought up in the sunshine of the Witwatersrand, at the centre of the plateau on which Johannesburg has emerged further to the discovery of gold. Their families are middle class Afrikaans folk. The bulk of the poor Afrikaners live in the southern suburbs of the city, so these two boys are privileged. Strom Van de Merwe, Gerhadus’ father, owns and operates a small trucking company; that is to say he owns two large trucks, which he keeps in a siding next to their home in Triomph, much to the chagrin of his neighbours. Strom, unlike his son, is a stick of a man, tall, wiry and thin. He has piercing grey eyes and a neat little moustache. Strom’s wife, Edna, is a housewife and mother. Unlike her husband, she is a large lady with strong solid legs and a spreading bosom. Gerhadus has one little brother, Frikkie, who is three years his junior. Frikkie is also a well-built boy; he absolutely idealises his big brother.

         Lance’s folk are less well off than the Van der Merwes, but both his mother and father work. His dad, Rudy Hermanus, works for the post office. Rudy is a large, well-muscled man with a ruddy face and a cheeky smile. A good joke is never far from his lips. Lance’s mother, Becky, is a receptionist at the local doctor’s office. Becky is very popular and gregarious. Everyone who visits the doctor loves her and she casts aside their anxiety. Rudy and Becky also have a daughter, Bibi, who is one year older than Lance. Bibi is a pretty child with jet black hair and an olive skin. Some of the neighbours wondered if the handsome black garden boy, employed by the Hermanuses, had anything to do with her genes.

         Both the Van der Merwes and the Hermanuses are staunch Nationalists, who believe that South Africa is God’s given country, that is, “given” to the Whites. Rudy and Becky attend church regularly; Strom and Edna do not, although Edna would really like to. Both families live in well-built single storey homes with generous back yards which are kept green through rain in the summer and the garden “boy” in the winter. Both families vote for the ruling Nationalist party. Black citizens of South Africa are not allowed to vote. The AFA (Africa for Africans) political party favoured by the Blacks has been banned.

         Gerhadus and Lance, in their separate ways, get on very well at school. If anything, Gerhadus is the more diligent of the two, but Lance is the brighter. Gerhadus is quickly named “Gerrie” by his classmates, although it takes a couple of years before the teachers drop the formality of Gerhadus. Gerrie keeps himself to himself, but is not disliked or ignored by the other children. Lance is everyone’s friend and is, by far, the most sociable kid in the class. Gerrie pays more attention to the lessons than Lance, but Lance does just enough to get by. Sports are very important to the Afrikaners. Through sport one can demonstrate the strength of the race, by determination, fitness, skill and the teamwork that is required. Through sport you can be measured. That is good for Gerrie and Lance, because both boys love the sports which they are allowed to take part in at school. Although, at primary school age, these are limited to sports with no physical contact, both boys, being big for their age, still excel at all of the running, jumping, and swimming events that they are permitted to participate in. Rugby, the national pastime in the winter, is not allowed on the basis that it is too physical and whilst elementary gymnastics are taught, boxing and wrestling are not allowed. Nevertheless, both Gerrie and Lance can run faster and jump higher than most of their classmates and both are in demand for their respective teams. Gerrie, the outsider, is brought into the fold through sport. Lance needs no invitation.

         Meanwhile, in neighbouring Sandton, Angela takes to school with great enthusiasm. As an only child, she has been the Princess of the household. This could have made her unpopular in the classroom, but her natural charm and outstanding prettiness somehow propel her into leadership. Yes, she has been spoilt; yes, she can be haughty, but her enthusiasm for life and her attractiveness appeal to both her classmates and teachers. Some of the teachers think she can be bossy, but most applaud her confidence and quickness at learning. Yes, she can be manipulative, but she manages to get the other children to follow and admire her. Everybody wants to be on Angela’s team. It is not long before Angela’s name has been shortened to “Angel”.

         Gerrie, Lance, and Angel’s birthplaces have all been in the beating heart of South Africa, in the province of Transvaal, a large state which, as its name implies, traverses the Vaal River. The Transvaal stretches across a huge plateau that varies between 6,000 and 8,000 feet in altitude. To the casual viewer the land is predominately dry and dusty, but, on closer inspection, it is rich in minerals. With the arrival of the short sharp summer rains, the parched land turns almost instantly green. When gold was discovered in the late 1800s, the sparsely occupied region in the centre of the plateau quickly became heavily populated with settlers and the seeds of the now mega city of Johannesburg were planted. First there were miners’ cottages, small brick single storey simple homes with tin roofs, in staggering contrast to the mine owners’ occasional colonial-style mansions. The land became scarred with digging and great mountains of excavated soil grew like golden pyramids around the town. The one storey cottages of the white Afrikaans workers were dotted around the mine shafts, whilst the bosses moved a little further north into nice family homes with cultivated gardens and paved streets, where, in spring, the blue flowering jacaranda trees bathed the area in soft colour.

         Black workers are housed in two or three storey dormitories which serve as temporary accommodation, where they are forced to live in appalling conditions, four or even eight to a room, with unpleasant communal washrooms at the end of the corridor which offer no privacy. Unlike the white areas there are no hard top roads in these townships. In winter they are cold dusty places, despite the daily nonstop sunshine. In summer, after the torrential afternoon storms, the streets are canals of mud, which sweep into the tin shacks that surround the official dormitories. These temporary barracks have gradually become permanent and grown into massive black townships with no tarred roads and little sanitation. They are rough areas to live in, but the blacks are given no alternatives and they need the jobs in the mines to support their families back in the bush.

         The success of the mines has attracted other commerce and soon, just north of the minefields, a whole new city has grown, with bankers, and builders, and factories, and shops, and a myriad of other commercial enterprises. A whole new downtown area has developed to house the workers in the non-mining sector, and the supervisors and managers have started to build houses in the north: pretty houses with red pitched roofs, or decorative thatched cottages. They have planted trees to line the streets, made parks and ponds and public gardens, built rows of shops, and eventually malls, opened restaurants, clubs and bioscopes. In short, Johannesburg has become a vibrant city, divided by the wealthy whites in the north and the poorer in the south, with the blacks out of sight in the townships and shanty towns. Gerrie, Lance, Angel and Bibi are all lucky to have been born and living in the north.

         The predominant political party, the Nationalists, hold a commanding and impenetrable position in the government. Its policy is crystal clear. South Africa is a democracy, but only white South Africans over the age of 21 are allowed to vote. Not only are Blacks denied the right to vote, they are also denied the right to choose where they can live, where they can shop, where they can work, where they can eat, even where they can swim. Blacks and whites are not allowed to intermarry or cohabitate. They are also forbidden to form trade unions or to gather in public places outside of their own tribal lands. Every black citizen is obliged to carry the dreaded Pass Book, stating their name, tribe, and tribal address, with a photo. There is an inexhaustible pool of labour, so wages are kept low.

         Most whites, including Gerrie and Lance’s parents, regard this situation as being completely normal and wish to reinforce it by supporting the National Party. Angela’s father, although Afrikaans, is not so sure that this situation is viable. Through his job, Dirk has travelled extensively. He has seen how others live and has felt the stinging criticism of his beloved homeland from colleagues and friends overseas. He has even married an English girl and brought her home to live. Like many immigrants Sally is, in principle, against this policy of Apartheid, but, then again, she has not found it too difficult to slip into, and enjoy, the benefits. Like most housewives living in Sandton, she has a black maid, Supreme, to help with the housework. Supreme has legal papers that allow her to live in a servant’s room in the back yard, with nothing more than a cold water shower and a seatless water closet. Supreme sleeps on a bed raised by tin cans to keep away the togalosh. Sally does not treat Supreme badly and Supreme absolutely adores little Angela, but, after a while, it did not really bother Sally that her maid was denied the vote or had to put up with cold showers, even in the freezing Highveld winters.

         Politics is the last thing on the minds of Gerrie, Lance and Angela as they progress through the formative years of primary school. For them, it is perfectly normal that all of the pupils are white skinned, as well as all of the teachers. It does not seem odd to them that the cleaners, maintenance men and gardeners, are all black, or that when they line up in the afternoons to be collected by the mothers, all of the people walking in the streets are black, whilst all of those riding in cars are white. These things, apparently, do not trouble primary school age children, and why would they, if they don’t trouble their parents? Despite living in the less affluent of the northern suburbs, both of the boys’ houses boast a swimming pool, the sun shines almost every day and when the much-needed rain does arrive, it is short and heavy, delivering just enough to magically refresh their lawns and fill their water tanks. Nowhere else in the world could a child of ten have such an idyllic existence, unless, or course, said child was black.

         To the children in our story, the privileged life that they lead in sunny South Africa is perfectly normal. The fact that there are no black students in their school despite blacks making up 80% of the population of the country does not seem strange. The fact that Supreme has to use a cold water shower, even in the freezing winter, whereas, not twenty feet away, inside the house, there are two fully equipped bathrooms with all hot and cold facilities, does not trouble little Angel. That all the dogs in the neighbourhood (every household has a dog) bark at and chase after passing black pedestrians, explained by their parents as because blacks smell different from whites, is just accepted by the children. It does not occur to them that the passing black man probably has no access to a shower at all in the hot summers. Of course, he smells different. Neither does it occur to Angela or Gerhadus et al that you almost never see a white pedestrian in Randburg actually walking down the street; they all have motorcars, almost all of which are new and shiny and are kept clean on a daily basis by the garden boy.

         Sometimes at night, when Angel is tucked up in her comfortable bed, she will hear a vehicle in the street outside screeching to a halt. This will be followed by some shouting in Afrikaans and the sound of a tussle and a few dull thumps. The pleading voice of an African man can be heard as he is shoved into the back of a police van and then there is a sound of doors slamming and the vehicle is driven off. Some poor fellow, caught out after curfew in a white residential area, has just been nabbed. He will almost certainly be worked over by the white cops and then shipped off to oblivion in his “homeland”, thereby probably losing his job and his ability to provide for his family. Angel will have heard the kerfuffle, turned over, and gone back to sleep, happy that she is safely tucked up in bed, out of harm’s way.

         It does not really bother our group of youngsters that, unlike almost every other country in the civilised world, there is no television service available. This is not due to technical incompetence. It is deliberate censorship. The things that people might see on television could open Pandora’s box. Keeping the box closed is a priority for the Afrikaans government. The people, at least the white people, have it so good; why promote change? For the blacks, however, things are dire. Supreme is one of the lucky ones – at least she has a job, even if she has no hot water. But even Supreme is isolated from her family. On her one day off a week (almost never at a weekend) she cannot travel over a hundred miles to her village and back. Even if it were physically possible for her to do so, on her pittance of a wage, she is not able to afford to. Her only social life is on the streets of the suburb in which she works, where she sits on the grassy kerbside and chats with her fellow domestic workers. None of these things bother Angel or Gerhadus or Lance or any of their friends or siblings. They are living in an artificially created bubble; sooner or later all bubbles burst.

         Fast forward to 1976. Our three children are done with primary school. They are moving on to the big boys’ (and girls’) school. There are only two high schools in Randburg, one where the lessons are primarily taught in Afrikaans and the other in English. Both Gerhadus and Lance have graduated to the Hoeskool Randburg, where they meet for the first time. The school is a rather ugly two storey, red brick building, with crumbling white stucco, and metal window frames. They are placed in different classrooms.

         It is through sport, rather than lessons, that they come together for the first time and it is at their first rugby practice that they meet. Up until now, in their school life, they have each been the biggest in the class. That is still the case, but, here, on the rugby field, they meet their equal. Gerrie and Lance are almost identical in weight. Gerrie is slightly taller than Lance, but Lance is somewhat stockier. Both eye each other with suspicion, but the practice session goes off without any physical contact between the two. The coach, however, has noticed the two newcomers; big lads like this could be a welcome addition to the school “under thirteen” team.

         As with most school coaches, however, Coach Brennan is responsible for all boy’s sport in the Hoeskool, and it is for another sport that he eyes up the two boys with interest: boxing. Coach Brennan runs a boxing club at the school. He believes strongly that boxing is character building for young men. In no other sport, in his opinion, bar tennis, are two opponents entirely left to their own devices, for at least three minutes at a time. In tennis, however, your opponent is not trying to hit you; in boxing, he is. For Coach Brennan, boxing is the ultimate sport; one that will make men out of boys.

         When the boys appear for the next rugby training session on the concrete hard dusty grass field, Brennan makes his pitch to the team about the boxing club. He explains that you don’t have to be big to join. Boxing, he tells them, is divided into different weight divisions, so only like-sized boys will fight each other. That is, of course, in all weight catogories, except the heaviest one, where there is no upper limit in regard to weight. Several boys at the rugby practice enrol. They include Lance, but Gerrie keeps his hand down. Coach Brennan is puzzled. Gerrie is as strong a young man as he has seen in the first year of High School. Why would he not be interested in learning to box? Brennan collects up the names of the boys who have opted to join and invites them to attend their first training session in a couple of days, telling them that they must show up at the school gym with shorts, a t shirt and trainers.

         As the boys drift away, some of them throw fake punches at each other in jest. Brennan collars Gerrie and asks him to remain behind for a moment. When all of the other boys have left, the coach invites Gerrie to sit down with him on the changing room bench. “Sorry to hold you back, Gerrie,” he begins, “but I am interested to know why you do not want to join the boxing club? I know boxing is not for everyone, but I have to tell you that most of the boys that come along, really enjoy it.”

         Gerrie, always the reticent one, is silent for a moment. Brennan waits patiently, his eyes glued to the well-built young man. “Well, coach,” Gerrie finally says, “I suppose I’d never really thought about it. I’m not frightened of getting hit, or anything like that. I’m just not sure that I want to hit other people.”

         “Are you afraid, because you are a big boy, that you might hurt someone?” asks the coach.

         “Maybe. I’ve never really thought about it.”

         “Well, Gerrie, I can assure you that you are not going to hurt anyone. Your fists will be gloved and bandaged to protect your opponent. And each bout will be closely supervised. If it gets a bit rough, the referee will step in before any damage is done.”

         Gerrie is dubious about that logic. “Surely,” he thinks, “they will only step in after the damage has been done?”

         Despite being a big lad for his age, Gerrie is, in fact, extremely shy. Volunteering for any sort of social activity is anathema to him. Putting himself “on show” in a boxing ring is just not his thing. Team sports, like rugby, are different.

         Coach Brennan can see that Gerrie is reluctant, so does not push the matter. “It’s a pity,” he thinks, “because the lad really does have the build of a boxer, solid and strong.”

         “Well, that’s okay,” he says as he stands up, “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

         Whilst Gerrie was eating his supper that evening, he related the conversation he had had with coach Brennan to his mum, Edna. She thought about it for a moment. She knew that her Gerrie was a shy boy. True, he was big for his age, but this seemed only to make him feel more self-conscious. He was not naturally gregarious. “Like his Dad,” thought Edna. “That’s why he likes to cocoon himself in the truck. Perhaps joining a boxing club, in fact, any club, would be good for Gerrie, force him to mix with others.”

         “Well,” she announced, after a little while, “I think you should have a go. You would be good at it. Why don’t you think about it, my boy?”

         Gerrie did just that. When he went to his bed he just could not get to sleep. His mind was mulling over what his mum had said. “Maybe she was right. Maybe he should join in a bit more? After all, he did love team games. So, why not give the boxing club a shot? Eventually he fell asleep, having first determined that he would seek out Coach Brennan the next day.

         The new recruits for the boxing club were welcomed and weighed. They were then divided into groups, according to their respective weights. There were no other recruits as heavy as Gerrie and Lance so they were assigned to a group of older boys who were already members of the club and had undergone at least a year of coaching. Although most of the boys in their weight category were one year older than the two recruits, some were even two and three years their senior. This meant that none of them were novices like Gerrie and Lance. Nevertheless, instead of allowing Gerrie and Lance to spar with each other, Brennan split them up and partnered them with older, more experienced, boys.

         The newcomers were duly allocated bright red boxing gloves and asked to copy various jabs and hooks, as demonstrated by Brennan, using one of the older boys as a punching bag. The gloves at first seemed strange to the new recruits. They felt clumsy in them, but were surprised how light they actually were, considering their bulk. The boys were then asked to pummel a heavy hanging leather bag for a few minutes. They were all astonished how tiring this was.

         Coach Brennan then announced that the recruits would now be allowed in the ring to spar with existing members of the boxing club for three minutes each. The experienced boys would be “available” as targets, but would, of course, defend themselves. In total there were six new recruits, including Gerrie and Lance. Coach Brennan started with the lightweight boys who he matched up with some of the smaller, but more experienced, members of the club. He then fitted them all with the mandatory protective leather headgear. Some of the new recruits, having seen fights on films, had a natural instinct about throwing punches and defending themselves. Some were completely uncoordinated. Finally, it was Gerrie’s turn to step into the ring. Brennan had saved him and Lance till last. It felt strange inside the ring. Everyone else in the gym was looking up at you. For about a minute, Gerrie danced around without doing much, just as he had seen real boxers do on the newsreels. In the second minute, he got a bit bolder and his opponent started to goad him. In the third minute, the older boy wished he hadn’t, because Gerrie let fly with a right hook that knocked his opponent off his feet.

         “Stop boxing,” yelled Brennan, who, in a flash, leapt into the ring to attend to the fallen boy. He hadn’t been knocked out, but he sure been knocked over. He was hurting, but so was his pride. He had gone from “instructor” to “loser” in a flash. Gerrie was as surprised as everybody else. He had floored the other boy with the first real punch that he had thrown. With the cushioning provided by the red leather glove, Gerrie had not realised just how hard he had hit the other boy. The gabble of all the boys in the gym suddenly stopped, replaced by an eerie anxious silence.

         Everybody there had seen what happened, including, of course, Lance, who had yet to have a turn. He quietly determined that if that other large lad, Gerrie, could knock over a more experienced older boy, so could he.

         Once the surprised Gerrie and his opponent had climbed out of the ring, it was Lance’s turn. Coach Brennan had had his eyes on Lance during the practice sessions. To Brennan, Lance had seemed somewhat cocky. “Needs to have some of that cocksureness knocked out of him; otherwise, he might walk into trouble one day,” thought Brennan. So, to spar against Lance, he selected one of his better club members, someone with a couple of years of experience.

         When the two got started, Lance’s opponent peppered him with short sharp jabs, almost all of them landing on Lance’s face. Not that they really hurt Lance, but, after a minute and a half of feeling defenceless and even embarrassed, Lance let fly with a barrage of uncoordinated punches. The experienced boy rather dismissively evaded almost all of them, making Lance even madder. To Lance, three minutes was beginning to seem like an eternity. Finally, and somewhat luckily, just as the three minute alarm was about to sound, Lance let fly with an almighty and ungainly left hook. It caught his opponent flush on the chin and he went down like a felled tree. Once again, Brennan leapt into the ring and rushed to Lance’s opponent, who was out cold on the canvas. This had been the only punch in three minutes that Lance had actually landed. The stricken boy had let down his guard for a split second as he eyed Coach Brennan moving towards the bell. That was all it took for him to be felled. Lance was jubilant and started jumping around the ring as if he had just won the World Championship. Gerrie looked on with amazement.

         Brennan’s main concern, of course, was the state of the boy crumpled on the deck, but whirring in his mind was the realisation that he had two new recruits to his club who could really pack a punch. The boy on the floor recovered and, although his pride was hurt, even cracked a joke. He knew that, for a split second, he had lost concentration. He had paid for it dearly.

         Brennan, happy that his warrior had recovered, now turned his attention to his two new sluggers. He realised that they both had potential, but he did not want them to get cocky. Cockiness could lead to calamity. He pulled the six new recruits together for a pep talk, allowing the older boys to head for the shower.

         “Now, boys, tell me how you felt in the ring,” he started. Nobody spoke. “Come on, lads, I don’t bite. Tell me what it was like.”

         “Three minutes seemed like half an hour,” piped up one of the smaller boys.

         “Yes, you’re right,” said the coach, who went on, “some boxers will tell you that every three minutes can seem like ten. But, when you think about it, even three minutes is a long time. In a 15 round fight (which is what heavyweights did in 1980) you are having to jog about, keeping your hands up high, for 45 minutes. That’s the same as playing one half of a soccer match, but you’ve got the ball all of the time, with the other side’s 11 men trying to get it away from you. No soccer player ever has to do that. Yes, my friend, three minutes can seem like a long time, and the one minute rest can seem very short indeed. What else did anyone feel about their first three minutes in the ring?”

         “I felt alone,” piped up another lad.

         “Dead right, young fella. You are alone. There is nowhere to run. There is no one to help. It’s just you, so get used to it.”

         It was then Gerrie’s turn to speak. “I sort of felt helpless. The guy kept picking me off and I was too slow to stop him.”

         “Yeah, I felt a bit the same,” chimed in Lance, “I wanted to kill him but I couldn’t get near.”

         “And what does that tell us?” asked Brennan.

         “That we’ve got a lot to learn,” said Gerrie.

         “Dead right,” said Brennan, “but you’ve all learned a lot today. So off you go now. Get changed and I’ll see you same time next week.”

         As the boys drifted off to the changing room, Brennan called back the two biggest boys from the new recruits. “You two got lucky today. Don’t expect it to always be so easy to land a knockout blow. And remember, what you did today to another boy, someone can do to you tomorrow. You’ve clearly got the build and the strength to do well. I hope you’ll both come back next week, because I’d like to help you learn to defend yourselves as well as attack. Well done, lads. See you next week.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Over the next six months both Gerrie and Lance regularly attended the weekly training sessions and, on the advice of Coach Brennan, both were encouraged to visit the gym several times a week for body building exercises. By now the two boys were getting to know each other, but their personalities were poles apart. So, apart from light hearted chat in the gym, they seemed never destined to become good friends. This was odd, because of their shared interest in boxing and that they played together on the same junior rugby team. Beyond that, they had very little in common. They remained in separate classes and their lives, out of school, were lived apart. Gerrie in Triomph and Lance in Crosby. Gerrie found the school work quite challenging, but he was a good student, who worked diligently to score reasonable grades. Lance, of course, was the opposite, one of those annoying boys who appeared to do little work, was quite cocky, but still, somehow, managed to pass the various tests that came his way.

         Their personalities were reflected in their performances in the training ring. Gerrie was a good student. He listened intently to the advice and instruction handed out by Brennan. He learned how to jab, how to keep his arms up, how to feint, and how to throw a devastating hook. Although right-handed in the schoolroom, for some reason, he could throw a fiendish left hook and found himself just as comfortable leading with the right or the left. He also had exceptionally solid legs. In this regard he luckily took after his mother rather than Strom, his sticklike dad.

         “The strength of your legs is just as important as the strength of your upper body,” Coach Brennan would often say. “It’s your legs that hold you up if you’re in trouble.”

         Lance could not have been more different than Gerrie in terms of his approach to life. There was nothing introverted about Lance. He was big, strong, and good looking. The cheeky, almost cocky, grin never left his face. He was sharp-witted and quick of thought. He possessed an amazing self-confidence; he was always the leader of the gang. The boys in his class admired him and the girls thought he was a hunk. He did not like hard work, but this did not seem to matter much, as things came easily to him. He had found that he could often get what he wanted without too much effort. Boxing was, therefore, good for him, because things did not always come so easy in the ring. Instead of cajoling everyone onto your side through charm, there was always someone against you, and that someone was intent on beating you up. There was no short cut to success in the boxing ring. You had to learn the craft, and particularly the craft of defence. Coach Brennan could see that Lance was possibly the strongest of all of his boys, but he was also the most reckless.

         For a long time, Brennan kept the two boys apart in the ring. There were plenty of older boys for them to spar with, so this was not a problem. Sooner or later, though, he knew that they would have to fight each other, especially when it came to the school championships and other tournaments in the wider world. Brennan concentrated on teaching them the art of defence. That, in his view, was more important than attack; good defence was the basis of success, particularly with two young men with such a powerful punch. Then, slowly, as they mastered the art of defending themselves, mostly against older and bigger boys in the club, he started to teach them how and when to unleash their power.

         After nine months of training, they were ready to enter their first tournament, which was to be against the Bryanston High School, the English-speaking counterpart of their Afrikaans High School. Like all local “derbys”, this annual event carried a lot of prestige, and attracted quite a crowd of students, teachers and parents. The rules for the contest allowed each team to enter two fighters for each of the four weight categories. Although they were first year students, both Gerrie and Lance were eligible for the second highest weight tier. In other words, they were already two tiers above their age group. As a result, they each found themselves matched against boys two years older than them and, by definition, with two years more experience. Coach Brennan was taking a chance, because he could have selected two older boys instead of Gerrie and Lance. That, of course, would have denied them the experience of a proper tournament, so Brennan decided to let his two young “heavyweights” have a go.

         When the boys from Bryanston High saw the age of their opponents on the schedule, they laughed. When they actually saw their opponents, the laughter stopped. The fights were scheduled for three, three minute, rounds. Lance had never fought for a full nine minutes; in training he had always stopped his opponent before the end of the second round. At the beginning of the bout Lance danced around in a fairly cocky manner, his hands almost by his side. After a minute or so he lunged forward with a powerful right hook, which, had it reached his opponent, would have ended the contest. However, as he was looping in the shot, he was hit full flush in the face with a straight right, followed immediately by a hard left as he staggered back. He did not go down, but one could say that he had the smile wiped off his face. For the rest of the round, he pedalled backwards and was grateful to find his seat in the corner.

         As he sat on the stool, he did not hear a word of the advice Coach Brennan was giving him. He was mad as hell. He was determined that the other boy would not survive another round. When the bell went, a fully recovered Lance leapt off his stool and raced straight towards his opponent with the intent of knocking his head off. His first punch, a left to the stomach, winded the Bryanston boy, causing him to lean slightly forward. That was a mistake. With his opponent’s chin slightly unguarded, Lance put all his weight into a straight right that made him stand up straight. With the following left hook, he knocked the boy out. Knockouts were rare at this junior level of boxing, partly because of the protective headgear, although, in this instance, it had had little effect. The crowd from the Hoeskool roared with enthusiasm. Lance took an unnecessarily jubilant and cocky lap of honour around the canvas. The Afrikaans kids in the hall all cheered.

         Now it was the turn of Gerrie, who had heard the commotion from the changing rooms. Gerrie felt under huge pressure to match his team mate’s performance, and he needed to, because the score between the two schools was level. Gerrie had to win for his team to capture the trophy. As he made his way through the crowd of spectators towards the ring, his heart was pounding. It was very noisy in the gym when Gerrie climbed in to the ring. Nervous as he was, he loved the atmosphere and the springy feel of the canvas underfoot as he went forward to be introduced. His opponent, like Lance’s, was also two years older than him and had fought many times before. He was as tall as Gerrie, but more wiry. Gerrie noticed how thin his legs were. This was Gerrie’s first real tournament. But, as he eased into the fight, moving gracefully out of reach each time the Bryanston boy jabbed him, his confidence grew.

         “This boy,” he thought to himself, “might be experienced, but he can’t hurt me.”

         As the round wore on, Gerrie began to dance around his opponent, peppering him with solid blows. Gerrie’s confidence was growing. The bell sounded.

         “You’re doing well,” shouted Brennan into his ear above the din of the audience, “put three punches together, just like we’ve done in training. You can have him.”

         The bell sounded for the second round to begin. So far, Gerrie had not been hit hard enough for it to hurt. He continued to score with two and three jab flurries, but suddenly, he was caught with a right hook that really hurt and, as he stood in surprise, a left uppercut that, luckily, grazed off his chin.

         Gerrie decided that he must hit harder. It was all very well throwing good punches and scoring points, but he had not broken this opponent’s spirit. With seconds to go in the round, Gerrie tried to let rip. In so doing, he ignored his defence. It was a mistake. Another thundering uppercut from the Bryanston boy sent him hurtling backwards into the ropes.

         The bell announcing the end of the round rang. Brennan leapt into the ring and helped his man back to the stool. “Do you want to carry on?” he shouted in Gerrie’s ear.

         “Yes,” was all Gerrie could muster. There was an excited buzz in the hall. The crowd was wondering if Gerrie would fold.

         The minute on the stool was long enough for Gerrie to regain his composure.

         “You were winning when you boxed him,” whispered Brennan. “Teach him a boxing lesson.”

         The bell went and Gerrie waited for his opponent to make the first move. “I’ll make him think I’m all in,” thought Gerrie. “When he goes for me, I’ll nail him.” Gerrie threw out a few tentative jabs. His opponent grew in stature and then, suddenly attacked. Gerrie was ready for him and picked him off, as he advanced with a flurry of hard and well-aimed shots. They all landed and they all hurt. Gerrie knew that he had his man. The attacks from his opponent had stopped; he now seemed intent on damage control. Gerrie moved in for the kill. A series of left jabs, undefended, pushed the English-speaking boy backwards. Instead of pressing forward relentlessly, Gerrie seemed to stand back, as if to examine his handiwork. That was a mistake. The apparently spent opponent suddenly attacked with a series of flurries to the head and the body. This seemed to re-engage Gerrie’s brain and he retaliated with a barrage of hard punches that sent the boy to the canvas. The referee, as was often the way in amateur fights, moved in between Gerrie and the slumped figure and stopped the fight.

         Both Gerrie and Lance had both won by knockouts and the tournament trophy was now secure. For the first time in four years the Afrikaans school had beaten its English-speaking rivals. The Hoeskool kids in the audience yelled and cheered and hugged each other, no one less than the prettiest girl in the hall, Angela de Kock. Gerrie soaked in the special feeling of winning, especially in front of his schoolmates. He was quietly very pleased with himself.

         The boxing team’s victory was the talk of the corridors at the Hoeskool the next day. The Principal had proudly announced the victory at the morning assembly, which had elicited a huge cheer from the packed room. Those that had been present excitedly related the story of the two knockout fights. Morale was high. When the team members, including Gerrie and Lance, reached their respective class rooms, the other students cheered and clapped. It took a few moments for normal order to be restored. Lance was very pleased to be the centre of attraction. He had noticed that the prettiest girl in his class had come to the fight. This would need to be investigated. Gerrie, on the other hand, shyly accepted the compliments from his classmates, and then tried to turn his attention to schoolwork.

         Several more inter- school matches followed over the next few months and the results were always the same. Neither Gerrie nor Lance lost a bout. They did not always win by knockout, but their impressive streak was always against older and more experienced opponents. Brennan continued to teach them the tricks of the trade and they were both good learners. He did not, however, put them into the ring together, except for specific training exercises. His instincts told him that this would be a mistake. The mystery of not knowing which of his two stars was the best was something that intrigued many. Brennan, however, was smart. He knew, from years of experience in the game, that this sort of mystery was good for the business of boxing.

         However, the inevitable clash of the Titans was destined to take place soon. The Hoeskool boxing championships were looming. Lance and Gerrie were the same weight. They had the same number of bouts under their belts. Neither of them had lost. There was no way to avoid them meeting in the Hoeskool championship, and everyone knew it. They could be on the same team, but not, unfortunately, in their own school championship.

         They were also in the same team on the rugby field. Rugby teams were selected by age group, not weight or maturity. This had given the Hoeskool a huge advantage with their forwards, since the inclusion of both Gerrie and Lance in the team was almost the equivalent of having an extra man in the scrum. As a result, the Hoeskool team was one of the strongest in the inter-school league. Not too many kids were up to the challenge of tackling either Lance or Gerrie when they were carrying the ball moving forward. It normally took two of more of the lads on the other team to stop either one of them.

         It was in a fairly innocent looking maul that the accident, if it was an accident, happened. Whilst Gerrie was being pinned to the ground by a pile of opposing shirts, one of them stamped hard on his ankle. The ground was like concrete; there was nowhere for his ankle to go. There was an ominous “crack” and a yelp of pain from Gerrie. There was no question that a bone in his ankle had been broken. Any thought of dancing around a boxing ring for the next few weeks would be out of the question. The “big” match between the two boys would have to wait for a future time. As expected, without Gerrie on the card, Lance made short work of his lesser opponent. The fight was stopped in the second round and Lance was proclaimed the “Champion”. Angel and her friends were there to watch.

         Gerrie did not attend. The history books and the engraved honours boards in the gymnasium would not be mentioning his name. He was sure that he would have been able to outbox that show off, Lance, but history would not be on his side. Lance, of course, privately conceded, at least to himself, that he had not proven anything in winning the school title. The real opposition had not shown up. He would just have to wait for another occasion to prove that he was the best.

         When boxing training began again the next term, both Gerrie and Lance reported to Coach Brennan for duty. The coach had decided that it was time for the two lads to be registered with the boxing board of control as amateur fighters, and should start to enter the board’s official amateur tournaments. Since tournaments were held across South Africa with reasonable frequency, Brennan was able to schedule the participation of his two men on a staggered basis. This achieved two things; first, it was easier for the coach to concentrate his attentions on one or other of the fighters at an event, and secondly, it allowed him to stick to his schedule of keeping them apart. He knew the day would come when his two men would have to fight each other, but the more that date was postponed, the more interest it would create when it happened.

         For the whole second year of their fighting careers, Brennan managed to keep them apart, at least in the ring. For the whole of the year, they were both undefeated and word, in the boxing community, was spreading across the country that there were two young heavyweights in the making that might be of national interest. His charges, however, were now both 13 years of age and things, other than boxing, started to attract their attention, including that beautiful girl at their school.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Angela de Kock was also 13 and she was beginning to blossom. Further to her father’s wishes she had eschewed the chance to attend her local high school in Sandton and enrolled in the Afrikaans Hoeskool in neighbouring Randburg. This was, strictly speaking, against the rules, but Angel’s father, Dirk, had been determined that his daughter should not lose her Afrikaans’ heritage by attending the local English-speaking High School. This decision had caused a huge rift in the relationship between Dirk and Sally, Angela’s English mother. Not only did she have to fetch and carry her daughter in “Mom’s taxi” far further than she would have done had the young lady attended the local school, but it also denied her of the opportunity of mixing with other English-speaking mothers.

         At first, Angel, herself, was not happy at her father’s dictatorial decision, but it did turn out to have some advantages, not least of which was the teenage crush that she had on the outgoing Lance. Angel felt sorry for her mum. “I will not let any man treat me that way,” she thought, but she too, was a little scared of her dad. Just how Dirk had managed to persuade the school authorities that his daughter could attend a government school out of her catchment area, Angel did not know. Sally, however, was beginning to learn that the Afrikaner Broederbond was a very influential organisation. That’s how, she realised, they had got a telephone line in their house before their English-speaking neighbours. In any case, Sally convinced herself, after a while, that Angel seemed to be perfectly happy at the Afrikaans school, so why rock the boat? If Dirk wanted to be dominant, that was okay. Dominance did have its place, even in the bedroom.

         There was no question where Angel got her good looks from. It is true that her dad was handsome, but her mother, Sally, was an outstanding beauty. Her long blond hair and striking figure were reminiscent of Marilyn Monroe, the fated Hollywood actress. Dirk, her husband, was much envied by his pals. Luckily, Sally had passed on her genes to her daughter, who, at the age of 13, was beginning to develop in all of the right places. There was, however, one other young lady at the Afrikaans high school, that equalled Angel in beauty. That girl, Bibi, Lance’s sister, was over a year older than Angel. Bibi was physically opposite to Angel in so many ways. Angel was blonde; Bibi’s hair was jet black. Angel had a skin so fair that it looked as if it could break; Bibi was as tanned as if she had been born in Sicily.

         Although they were in different classes at school, it did not take long for them to become good friends, and, soon, best friends, who went everywhere together and did everything together, as good friends do at that age. They would spend hours at each other’s houses, only to be on the phone with each other for yet more hours once they had parted company.

         It was through Bibi that Angel started to go to the boxing tournaments and, pretty soon, Angel had a huge crush on Bibi’s brother, Lance. Naturally, it did not take long for Bibi to notice Angel’s infatuation for her brother. It made her nervous. She knew how her brother spoke about the girls in his class when they were hanging out at home. At the age of 14, Lance had the confidence of a 19 year old and he almost had the body to match. Bibi feared for her friend, should she get involved with her brother. She, of course, knew her brother better than anyone. She believed that, despite all of the bluster and bravado, Lance had not actually followed up with action in regards to other girls. There had been plenty of opportunity, especially with girls of her age and older, who ogled him in the ring. As far as Bibi could tell, he had yet to utilise his manhood. This was partly because, at the boxing matches, Lance was surrounded by the adults in his life. Both Rudy and Becky, his dad and mum, attended almost all of his matches, as did Coach Brennan, so the opportunity to duck out with one of his fan club was not on the cards. Bibi was convinced that, unlike herself, Lance was still a “virgin”. That, however, was not the case. At the tender age of 14, Lance had found several ways to impress a series of young ladies, all of them at least two to three years older than himself. Naturally, he did not boast about these escapades to his older sister. Angel’s good looks, however, had not escaped him; she seemed to become more beautiful every time he saw her, and, although she was younger than his conquests so far, she was certainly prettier than anyone else he had met. She also seemed rather taken with him, but then, in his eyes, who wasn’t?

         Lance had plenty of opportunity to hang out with Angel, but only, it seemed when his older sister was there too. Bibi started to notice that Lance seemed to be spending more time than usual at home, especially when Angel visited. She had also overheard some of the older girls at school swapping stories about liaisons with their boyfriends. Lance seemed to feature heavily. “Having” Lance seemed to be a badge of honour. This came as a bit of a shock to Bibi. She did not immediately discuss what she had overheard with her brother, nor with her best friend, Angel, but she determined that she would protect her friend, even at the risk of annoying her brother. She decided that, given the first opportunity, she would confront Lance, and warn him to keep his hands off her friend. Lance listened to his sister and assured her that he had no interest in Angel and that he only liked older girls. He was lying. For a while, Bibi, was content that she had nipped any danger in the bud, but, as much as she could influence Lance’s behaviour, she could not control her best friend’s hormones, anymore than she seemed to be able to control her own.

         In the end, the mutual attraction between Angel and Lance inevitably won out. The deflowering of Angel took place in the woods between the high school and the Hermanus’ home. Bibi, of course, was not sent an invitation. Lance had got what he wanted and so had Angel. To Lance, it was as if a challenge had been met; now on to the next peak to climb. To Angel, it was an indication of Lance’s love for her. So, when Lance carried on with his social life as before, with scant attention to Angel, for a while, she felt completely deflated, although ever hopeful that her prince would return. Slowly, she began to realise that she had been used and determined to make her abuser pay.

         Over the next two to three years, Angel physically developed into the most beautiful young woman in the school. All the boys were chasing her, all, that is, except Lance. Lance knew that none of them could claim the prize that he had already taken. But, in any event, Angel treated him as if he were carrying a deadly virus; she would make him be sorry for his earlier cruelty. By now, she knew that she could have any boy that she desired. Who needed that show off, Lance?

         The friendship between Bibi and Angel, however, did not flag. They did everything together. They protected each other from unwanted advances and helped each other in wanted ones. They shared their amorous adventures and achievements. Angel had the Barbie doll good looks, but Bibi was just hot; she had a sultry demeanour that just captivated and entrapped boys, but also men. Bibi had such a calculating, almost emotion free, approach, that it sometimes worried and puzzled her friend. To Angel, love, even though it may be fleeting, meant love, not just sex.

         Gerhadus and Lance’s amateur boxing careers during these teenage years continued to astound followers of the sport. A year after Gerrie had been unable to compete against Lance in the Hoeskool Championship because of his broken ankle, the two finally met in the same tournament the following year, when they had both just turned 14. Up until this point, neither of them had ever suffered a loss in the ring, so, unless this match turned out to be a draw, one or other of them was going to lose that cherished record. They had both now fought in several bouts for the school team and, independently had won several fights as part of the Transvaal Junior team. Neither had yet competed at the national junior amateur level. Coach Brennan was working up to that.

         The big day arrived at the Randburg Hoeskool. The gym was packed with spectators. Brennan had organised erector set seats to be constructed on all four sides of the ring. So many students wanted to attend that they were ultimately selected through a lottery, though there seemed to be plenty of gate crashers hanging from the wooden bars on the wall. When the two strapping lads stepped into the ring there was a carnival atmosphere in the room, with much whooping and shouting. Underneath there was huge tension. This crowd had waited over two years for this event. Coach Brennan was going to personally referee the contest; he was not taking any chances with his two prize students.

         The Deputy Head Master, who also took drama lessons, had opted to be the ring announcer. He climbed awkwardly into the ring, catching his right foot on the rope and toppling over on his backside on the canvas. The spectator students hooted and whistled with glee as the embarrassed teacher picked himself up from the floor with the help of Coach Brennan. Then, his composure recovered, and with a booming voice, in imitation of the ring announcers he had seen on the newsreels, he called out the names of the two boxers and announced the fight. Lance waved at the crowd and danced around the ring, his gloved fist held high above his head, as if he were already victorious. Gerrie stayed in his corner and acknowledged his name with a slight nod of the head.

         The bell sounded and the fight began. For a moment or two, as the two lads circled the ring, eyeing each other warily, there was quiet in the gym. Then, as Lance suddenly leaped forward with a flurry of wild flying punches the crowd erupted with noise. The young girls in the audience were screaming, almost all of them for Lance, who was continuing to press the attack with punches coming at Gerrie from all angles. Gerrie kept his cool. He dodged almost all of the blows and systematically landed short sharp jabs on Lance’s undefended face. If the fight was to be won on aggression then Lance would be a clear winner, but, if the fight were to be won by punches landed, it would be Gerrie’s. The bell rang for the end of the first round. For the first time in their careers, neither had Coach Brennan in their corner, since he was now the referee. To both, this felt strange.

         When the bell rang for the start of the second round, Lance rushed across the ring and, almost before Gerrie had stood up, landed his first punch. It was delivered with such venom that it knocked Gerrie sideways. Lance sensed victory and followed up with another blow to the head. Gerrie went down on his knees and although he got up immediately, Brennan clearly scored it as a knockdown and waved the hovering Lance away whilst he started a count. Before he reached ten, seeing that Gerrie was on his feet, he waved the fighters to carry on. This short breather gave Gerrie time to think.

         “Keep boxing him,” he said to himself, “he’s leaving himself wide open.”

         Lance, still sensing blood, resumed his furious wild attack, but Gerrie had recovered and easily dodged the blows, continuously countering with strong jabs to good effect. He could see Lance’s nose getting redder and redder. Lance did his best to keep his guard up but, as soon as he did, Gerrie went for his body with a cluster of well-aimed jabs. Once again, by the end of the round, although Lance had scored heavily with a knockdown, Gerrie had more than made up with the number of punches landed.

         The third and final round started. The crowd had become noisier and noisier as their excitement built. Now both fighters gave it all they had. Lance took a more measured approach which seemed to work as he got through Gerrie’s guard through sheer force on several occasions. Once or twice he really rocked back Gerrie’s head, but then Gerrie continued to box and frequently scored good points with alternate blows to Lance’s head and body. Both boys were exhausted. They had given their all, and, as the bell went for the third and final time, they fell into each other’s arms.

         As referee, Coach Brennan was also the scorer; he knew exactly what to do. The bout had gone just as he hoped. As the boys’ de facto manager, it was not in his interests for either boy to show a loss on their records. A draw was the perfect result and so, without any hesitation, he stepped forward and raised both boys’ arms into the air, indicating that the fight was a tie. The crowd whooped and clapped in appreciation. Nobody could argue with that.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         The fight seemed to be a turning point in the relationship between Gerrie and Lance, at least for the time being. Their respect for each other had grown considerably and they now began to hang out together, other than at the gym. There was another reason for this: Gerrie had been a late starter in the romance department compared with Lance. Now, he had developed a crush on Lance’s sister, Bibi. Not that he was in a position to do anything about it because Bibi was clearly out of his league. She was older than him and, being the stunner that she was, seemed to have plenty of suitors, especially guys that were much older than either of them. Nevertheless, hanging out with Lance and visiting with him at home, gave Gerrie the chance to spend time with his sister. Although he did his best to conceal his feelings for Bibi, her very presence caused his heart to race. He frequently saw her as she prepared herself for a date. Sometimes she would ask Lance and Gerrie what they thought of her outfit as she readied herself. Gerrie was always polite, but his heart pounded as she swirled in front of him; it was almost as if she was flirting.

         A few days after the big fight, Coach Brennan called the two lads in for a meeting. He had a video tape of their fight. He wanted to show them because they both could learn from it. He also wanted to talk about their future. “It is time,” he began, “to plan ahead.” He mapped out the route forward. This would entail entering the State Championships, and thereafter, if successful, the National Championships.

         “You both have the potential to win,” said Brennan, “if you don’t kill each other on the way. Whichever of you wants this the most can have it. It will mean more training and hard work than you can imagine. It will mean laying off all of the things that young men, like you, do. I’m not talking about girls here, I’m talking about booze and drugs and partying. If you want me to help you, then you must promise me that, for the next couple of years, you’ll forgo the things that your mates will try to get you to do. There is no gain without pain. There is no luck either. As our great South African golfer, Gary Player, said, ‘the more you practice, the luckier you get’.”

         Both lads promised Brennan that they would follow his rules. He then called for a meeting with their respective parents. Although Strom and Edna Van der Merwe and Rudy and Becky Hermanus were used to acknowledging each other at tournaments, they had never really spoken. All four, sat and listened as Coach Brennan spelled out what it would mean in their lives if their boys were going to challenge for national honours in their sport. They would all need to sacrifice a lot of their time and lives to keeping the lads on the right path.

         “I am convinced,” said Brennan, “that your boys have the makings of boxing champions, maybe beyond South African ones. If we’re to give them that chance, we’ll all need to make sacrifices – and so will they.”

         Both sets of parents bought into the prospect. They could all interpret Brennan’s words into Rand, or maybe, even, dollars.

         Over the next couple of years things went well for Brennan and his two proteges. Where possible, Brennan entered his gladiators in different events, but when it came to the State and National Championships, he could not keep them apart. When they were 16 and 17, they both reached the finals of the National Championship in their weight group. Brennan didn’t exactly fix the result but it was interesting that Lance won one year and then Gerrie, the next, in fights where neither fighter seemed to break much sweat.

         For a couple of years, Gerrie carried a flame for Lance’s beautiful sister, Bibi. When he was 17, he finally had the guts to ask her out on a date. At the time she was dating a man of 25 who was a real estate salesman. To go behind his back with a 17 year old seemed a bit crazy to Bibi, but she had grown to really like her brother’s friend and, sometimes, adversary. He was somehow so much older than his years. He was quiet, studious, and, it seemed, intelligent. He did, she had discovered, have a dry sense of humour, but, above all, he had a fabulous body – as hard as a rock. Bibi had to admit to herself that she did actually fancy him. So, she accepted to go out with him, just once. Their choices were limited. In South Africa, you had to be 18 to buy a drink, so the cinema seemed the best bet. The cinema was also dark. Gerrie had steered Bibi into the back row, which was almost empty. She did not mind. It did not take long before Gerrie’s hands were exploring Bibi’s body. She did not mind that either. In fact, the more he fondled her, the more she wanted to whisk him out of the bioscope, rip off all of his clothes, and have him make passionate love to her. That, of course, was not going to happen and, in his innocence, Gerrie probably had no idea of the effect his wandering hands were having on Bibi. In his eyes, a bit of fondling was about as far as one could go in the cinema. When they got home, after a stop at a fast-food place, for two pins Bibi would have whisked Gerrie up to her bedroom, but it was not possible. Instead, he had to listen to her dad, Rudy, cracking jokes and her brother teasing them about being a “couple”. That night, in the privacy of her room, Bibi thought about Gerrie. Back in the Van der Merwe’s home, Gerrie thought about her.

         Training for the fights continued. Both young men attempted to follow the strict regime set by Brennan, but, as the next two years went by, Lance found it more difficult than his friend, Gerrie. Lance’s outward going gregarious nature made it almost impossible for him to live his life like a monk. He was popular. He was good company. His schoolmates were always inviting him to join them at parties and other gatherings. He could not refuse. Both drink and drugs were available, as were young ladies. Lance just could not resist but join in. He rationalised that if he wanted to be the leader of the gang, which status he enjoyed, he would need to participate fully. “After all,” he reasoned, “it didn’t seem to be doing any harm. The odd hangover never killed anyone.”

         He still put himself through Brennan’s vigorous training routines, but, in the ring itself, he was beginning to struggle. At the South African junior national championships, which Gerrie won, Lance had been beaten in the semi finals. Worse, he had been beaten by a black boy, who had reached that position without any of the advantages that had benefitted his opponent. Lance was 17; the black boy, one year younger. The following year, which was both Gerrie and Lance’s last year as juniors, the title was again won by Gerrie, who outpointed and outboxed the same black lad that had beaten Lance the year before. Lance lost in the quarter finals. He had trained hard, but was too reliant on a big punch. He had failed to master the boxing techniques that Gerrie had learned, but worse, his overall lack of conditioning had betrayed him.

         Brennan was not surprised. He was bitterly disappointed, because, of his two proteges he secretly felt that Lance, with his big hitting, would ultimately be the most flamboyant and successful of the two fighters. He had the greatest respect for Gerrie’s craftsmanship and diligence, but Brennan had secretly considered Lance to have the most commercial potential, the sort of fighter that crowds love. But it was not to be. His boys had reached the end of the junior road. It was now time for them to make decisions. Would boxing be part of their lives going forward? And, if so, how?

         It was quite normal for Junior National Champions to turn pro. Several champs before Gerrie had done so with varying degrees of success. Brennan encouraged Gerrie to do the same and offered to be his manager. Strom, his dad, had other ideas.

         “Coach Brennan is not a business man, son,” he told his lad. “He is a school teacher. A manager requires a business brain, like mine,” he went on. “We should offer Brennan a cut for being your coach. I will arrange the business side of things and he can carry on with the training and preparation. We will make a good team.”

         Gerrie was not so sure. Yes, he loved his boxing, and he was proud to have been proclaimed the best amateur in the country, but he had also been a good student, with the possibility of going on to university. So, this was a big decision. Strom didn’t think so. Strom could see the dollar signs.

         So could Edna. “You can always go to university later. If things don’t work out with the boxing, uni will still be there,” she suggested. This seemed to make sense to the young man and so, within a few weeks of winning his second national title, he had signed the necessary forms to become a pro. Coach Brennan was offered 10% of any purses and Strom told his son that he would be taking 25% of his lad’s earnings, to look after the business side of things. Secretly, Gerrie thought this was quite a lot, but how could he argue with his dad?

         Lance, by now, further to his recent defeats, had decided that the life of a boxing pro would be too much like hard work. Instead, he signed on to be a policeman. This would require a period of training, but nowhere near to the rigorous routine he would have to endure as a professional fighter. The uniform of a law enforcer would also give him a certain prestige. He had no doubt that it would not be long before he was a senior officer, or even, one day, the Chief. Underneath his bravado, he was, however, quite jealous of his friend Gerrie. But he knew full well that Gerrie had earned his success by putting in the hard work that he had not. Lance was happy with the knowledge that, should he so desire, he could beat Gerrie any day; all he would need to do would be to take the matter seriously.

         The South African boxing business was dominated by one firm; Shultz and Rosenburg. Steven Shultz was a lawyer and Trevor Rosenburg a sports journalist. Their firm, S and R Promotions, practically controlled the professional sport in the country. They also had far reaching contacts in the USA, UK and South America with other boxing promoters, from whom they could source foreign opponents for the local lads. To even get into the professional ring in South Africa, you needed to be under contract to S and R. Not that that was all bad. S and R had proved adept at advancing the careers of several South African boxers over the years, in various weight categories, and had several world ranked local boxers on their books. Almost all of these were in the lower weight divisions, and all of them were black. When Gerrie became available as a professional, he was a promoter’s dream. First of all, he was white, second, he was Afrikaans, and, most importantly, he was a cruiserweight, and might soon be a heavyweight. Fight fans always wanted to see the big lads.

         Strom didn’t need to approach S and R. No sooner than Gerrie had won the amateur championships for the second time and turned 18, Trevor Rosenburg was quicker than lightning in reaching out to Gerrie’s dad. Strom, of course, had no experience in contract law, so rather quickly fell under the spell of Trevor’s smooth talk. He also had a great admiration for Trevor, who, before becoming a journalist, had been a star centre in the Springbok national rugby team. Soon, Strom had signed up his son for a two-year promotional agreement, in which S and R would feature Gerrie in four professional bouts per year, for a mere 33% of his earnings.

         “But, Dad,” exclaimed Gerrie, upon hearing the news, “that means for every time I fight, I get less than one third of the pay.”

         “Yes,” said his dad, “you have to regard it as a sort of apprenticeship; everyone learning a trade has to go through one. After two years, when you are successful, you can call all the shots.”

         As far as Gerrie was concerned, he had already done an apprenticeship. He had been boxing now for over eight years and nobody had yet beaten him. He was far from happy about the arrangement that his dad had made.

         It turned out that Steven Shultz was the brains behind the firm; Trevor was more of the PR man. Shultz was shrewd. He was delighted that the firm had signed Gerrie. He had watched Gerrie box. He knew that he was pure gold.

         For the first three fights under the contract, Steven selected fighters who were past their prime. For the first time Gerrie would be boxing without the protective head gear. The professional fights would be longer than the amateur ones, starting for Gerrie with a four rounder and moving up, by the third fight, to six rounds. None of these, however, lasted more than three, with Gerrie easily disposing of his opponents. For his fourth fight, Steven pitched his novice against the number four ranked heavyweight in the country, over eight rounds. Coach Brennan made sure that his man was in tip top shape and it paid off, as Gerrie outpointed his opponent easily.

         In the second year of Gerrie’s contract he fought and knocked out the number two ranked South African. The press, through Trevor’s manipulation, were now hailing Gerrie as a future world beater. But first he had to beat the reigning local champ, Tiny Robertson.

         Tiny was far from tiny. Whereas, Gerrie was still, in truth, a cruiser weight, which is under 200 lbs, Tiny was a massive 250 lbs. He was also black, which somehow made him even more imposing. Coach Brennan struggled to find suitable sparring partners. He could source plenty of big black men, but none with the physique of Tiny. He would have to rely a lot on the heavy bag in training to simulate the upcoming opponent.

         The bout of the relative newcomer and lighter weight Gerrie against the incumbent colossus, Tiny, had now attracted the attention of more than just sports fans. This was a rare David and Goliath pairing and the fact that Gerrie had never been beaten in the ring added huge lustre to the event. This did not go unnoticed by Gerrie, who not only felt that he was being grossly underpaid, but that his cut of the pay was extremely unfair. After all, he had to endure all the weeks of training and the constant punishment to his body, not his dad nor Steven Shultz. The seed of his discontent had been sown by his girlfriend, Bibi, who had been pointing out for a long time that Gerrie was being screwed, not only by S and R but also by his own father. At first, Gerrie had been resistant to Bibi’s entreaties, but slowly he came to realise that she was right. He decided enough was enough. He was now almost 20 years old. Old enough to make his own decisions. First, he tackled his dad, not as a “dad,” but as a “manager”. That took guts. He pointed out that the fee he had negotiated with S and R was far too high, as was the fee he was taking as “manager”.

         Strom tried to give him the routine of “how can you be so greedy? After all I and your mother have done for you: supporting you through all these years!”

         Gerrie wasn’t buying it. “I thought that’s what parents did,” he countered. “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do, Dad,” he went on, “You’re going to reduce your management fee from 25% to 15% and I’m going to refuse to fight for Shultz and Rosenburg unless they give me twice the money you’ve agreed with them. That way, you’ll still get more money and I’ll get what I’m worth.”

         “But you have a contract with them. You can’t just change it,” said his Dad, rather meekly.

         “Contracts don’t fight, Dad,” replied Gerrie with the firmness of one of his right jabs. “They can have something, or nothing.”
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