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FOREWORD


I spent much of 2008 creating another autobiographical work. Not Beside Myself: Part Two, but a big oil painting (six by seven foot) called The Audience, reproduced on the following pages, as a work in progress. I’ve been thinking about doing this for years, but my studio in London is too small, and I kept putting it off. But now, inspired by the approach of my sixtieth birthday, the time had come.


Knowing that my partner, Greg (Doran), would be based in Stratford throughout the year, directing a mammoth Shakespeare season (Hamlet, Love’s Labour’s Lost, A Midsummer Night’s Dream), I decided to turn down all acting jobs, and to find a large studio in town. At first I was lucky enough to acquire the art room at Shakespeare’s old school, King Edward’s, while the pupils were on their summer break, and the Head of Art, David Troughton (not the actor) was available to assist and advise me. Then in August I moved across the road to Elizabeth House, the Stratford District Council, where the RSC presently rent the ground floor, using it as their Redevelopment Offices; they allowed me and my giant canvas to occupy an alcove on the way to the loos. Both these locations are near to our new Stratford home, which is a small but lovely apartment situated right on the banks of the river. Each morning, Greg would set off for rehearsals, and I’d go to my studio, feeling rather like a part I once played, Stanley Spencer, in untidy, paint-stained clothes, carrying a plastic bag with old photos, other bits of reference material, and my lunchtime sandwich. Working at something on the scale of The Audience, which I hadn’t done before, taught me that there’s a side to painting which is just craft. Most of the picture is done with tiny brushes, so it was like ants scaling Everest. I enjoyed the workmanlike side of it: it’s less pressured than acting or writing. Today I must do this or that section, I’d say to myself, then switch on Radio 4, and the hours would pass by in a haze of relaxed concentration. Broken by surges of emotion, when I’d suddenly be wide awake to what I was doing, for parts of the painting unearthed some painful memories.


The Audience is a collection of 142 portraits, showing some of the people who have made an impact on my life, whether as public or private figures. Sitting in a delapidated auditorium are my family, my lovers, my friends, intermingling with international leaders (heroes and villains), favourite artists, writers and musicians, along with a few fictional people (like characters from my novels), as well as roles that I’ve played, or have watched, in admiration, other actors play. And then there are several African masks, and the Indian deity Ganesh, god of Beginnings and Obstacles, and many empty seats too:



dusty, moulding and torn, they’re meant as characters in themselves. The whole thing is a dream-like map of my life.


The seating plan was, at first, difficult to work out … no, it was the dinner party from hell. Who would want to sit next to Hitler? (In profile, top right-hand corner.) No one. Except his younger self. (Just above, to the left.) But gradually the composition found its own stream-of-consciousness shape, sometimes flowing from right to left, sometimes up-down, sometimes diagonally. For example, after leaving a respectful distance of two empty seats next to the Führer, Leonard Rossiter appears in Brecht’s satire about the rise of the Nazi Party, Arturo Ui. Next to Rossiter is Chaplin, who also played Hitler in The Great Dictator (although here he’s the Jewish barber in the same film). Below Rossiter is Simon Callow, in another great interpretation of Ui, and below him is Quasimodo, played by Charles Laughton, of whom Callow wrote a notable biography. And below Laughton (now that we’re into extreme portrayals of humanity) is the painter Francis Bacon, and he’s passing Michelangelo’s self-portrait on a flayed skin (from The Last Judgement) to Shakespeare … because Michelangelo died the same year that Shakespeare was born, and there’s no better example of genius being handed on … and Shakespeare is blank-faced since I have no idea of what he was actually like as a man …


And so on.


I don’t want to offer up a key, and decode the whole thing. It’s too personal. More so than the pages of this book. In words, I’m happy to be completely open and honest – what’s the point of writing an autobiography if you aren’t? – but images are more private, more secret, even to yourself. They’re more like the stuff that floats up in your dreams.


On the other hand, unlike dreams – important to the dreamer, tedious to everyone else – I hope that this jumble of faces, done in all sorts of different styles and sizes, and with a nonsensical perspective, will interest the viewer, even without a full understanding of every identity or juxtaposition.


After all, it is him or her – the viewer – that this strange crowd has gathered to see. When I began the painting, I thought that it was me standing on the stage in front of the audience, but no, my own self-images appear too often in various seats – no, it’s you.


So who’s looking at who ?


If someone has the chutzpah to publish an autobiography, and then, dear God, to republish it (my thanks to Nick Hern Books), they have to believe that their life, however particular it might feel from the inside, will also be recognisable to others. It is in this spirit, that I invite you to be my audience, and hear my story …


Antony Sher, 2009
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Now
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THE BOY


MY FIRST MEMORIES are of shit and love. In that order.


I’m aged about two in the first. It’s night-time. I mess my bed. It fascinates me. I cup an especially shapely turd in my hands and start towards my parents room. My sister, Verne, aged five, intercepts me. She’s horrified. The object in my hands instantly transforms itself. A moment ago it was marvellous – now it’s foul. I have produced something foul. The shock of this never leaves me. It will recur again and again in my life: me bearing forth some seemingly splendid thing, only to bump into a critic.


I’m aged four-and-a-half in the second. I’m sure about that because, as a June baby, I’ve started kindergarten six months early. Another boy in the class is smaller than me, with soft brown eyes and hair. His openness and vulnerability draw me. His maleness too – I’m certain this is part of it. I’m a dark and unlovely shape, I sense this already, while he is completely beautiful. I fall in love. It’s exactly like the adult experience, a drug. In his presence I feel my blood changing and an exquisite substance pumping round my veins. He fills my mind. I carry ecstatic images of him to sleep each night and wake with them each morning. Everything is joyful, everything. I remember us holding one another and wheeling about on the playground. Then something happens, I don’t know what – it’s to do with shame again – something’s wrong, something’s bad and we’re separated. The moment of this is very clear. We’re both getting into our parents’ cars. My view is low down, only four-and-a-half years’ growth above the



pavement. There he goes, climbing into the car. I have no further recollection of him. Not of him – though I’ll certainly see his likeness again.
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THE HOUSE


IT’S JANUARY 2000. A time of big birthdays. The world has just had one and a few months earlier so did I. On the 14th of June last year I turned fifty. I’ve gone through the motions of normal life since then, including rehearsing and opening an RSC Macbeth, which has been a big success, and finishing a new novel, which has been turned down by every publisher in the land, but all in a kind of daze. I’m fifty, I’m fifty, what am I doing, where am I going, blah, blah …


Now I’ve arrived in my homeland, South Africa, with my partner Greg Doran, on a curious double mission. To celebrate another big birthday – my mother’s eightieth – and to bury my father.


Dad actually died six years ago, in November 1993, but we’re only burying him now. It’s a long story – I’ll come back to it.


The drive from Cape Town airport starts with a grim picture of the Old South Africa – mile after mile of townships and squatter camps – then turns into the loveliest journey I know. The road climbs the lower flanks of Table Mountain, crests a rise and then suddenly dips, almost tumbles, like a fairground ride, and now you’re dropping down towards town and the astonishing blue, blue, blue of Sea Point – its sky and sea makes a huge pool of blue into which I fall happily, again and again, falling into memories, falling into childhood, falling home. The Main Road is dotted with Italian restaurants, the Beach Road flats are coloured like cassata ice cream, vanilla, strawberry, peppermint. We drive to the end, we turn into Alexander Road…




This is where I grew up, at number three, and where Mom still lives. She has fetched us from the airport. I lean my head against the car window, frowning, as she drives past the house to the hotel at the top of the road. I knew this would feel strange.


Because this visit is brief and we need some holiday time to ourselves, Greg and I aren’t staying with Mom or Verne as we usually do, but have opted instead for the President Hotel. We have a suite on the fifth floor. Hurrying to the balcony, I find it has a bird’s-eye view of Alexander Road.


The houses are big, square and double-storeyed, built in 1927. Coming up from Beach Road, the first three roofs – a condominium of flats – are a faded charcoal colour, then there’s a silvery aluminium roof and then ours, a terracotta tile, quite a darkish red, clearly showing a white track of seagull droppings along the crest.


Montagu House. The Sher family home.


Mom has a cup of coffee with us in the hotel, then leaves. We’re going to unpack before strolling down. I stand on the balcony watching her drive to the house. From within the car she presses a remote control and the security gates open. My gaze drifts to the house. All the blinds are drawn and the windows shut. Partly to keep out the heat, which Mom can’t abide in her old age, partly to keep out intruders. Cape Town is becoming as dangerous as Joburg, the whites say. There were several bombs recently, while murder, rape and muggings are commonplace. A few months ago a black man tore a gold chain from round Mom’s neck as she took her morning constitutional along the beach front. And a year or so before Dad died, he was attacked by two Coloured youths in town. They were after his wallet, he tried to resist, they ended up knocking him over and splitting his scalp on the pavement. Fourteen stitches but otherwise he got off lightly. Well – physically. The incident unsettled him deeply. He was a successful businessman, now retired, a family man, a loyal citizen, a pillar of the community, throughout his life respected by all his staff and servants, die ou baas (the old boss). What had gone wrong? It was as though South Africa itself, and not just two of its lawless children, had reached up and yanked him to the ground. He stopped going on walks, stopped going out much at all. He spent all day on the patio in front of the house, pacing around or sitting and sleeping; an old zoo animal yearning for the Africa it once knew. I can see this patio from the hotel balcony as Mom goes inside – or half see it. The security wall round the house is high and the foliage



from her cherished garden grows tall. What with all this shade and the heavy sun awnings over its closed windows, the place has a hunched, secretive look.


I feel like a spy, perfectly positioned up here to observe that particular building. What clues can I pick up about my past life? As the week progresses it continues to disquiet and move me. I roll over in bed first thing in the morning and there it is. Like a waking dream. I did so much dreaming in that house down there; now it’s like I’ve become a dream myself, suspended above real life, a dream or a ghost. The shadowy atmosphere of Montagu House adds to these sensations: it looks like a house where everyone has died, a house that’s been shut up and sealed, a house I can no longer enter.


We moved there in 1959, when I was ten and known as Ant, which I deplored. I remember us all sitting on boxes and cases in the hallway that first evening – sunset and sea visible through the open door – eating sandwiches and drinking pop, surrounded by the smell of fresh paint and new carpets. I remember Mom commenting yet again on the lucky coincidence of this house’s name – she was born and brought up in Montagu, a pretty spa town 120 miles north-east of Cape Town – it was surely a sign that we were meant to live here, and live happily. I remember feeling very safe. I was in a strange place, yes, but Mom and Dad were here too, and my siblings, Randall (sixteen), Verne (thirteen), and Joel (four), and our trusty cook, Katie, and our current maid, Elizabeth. I would be looked after. My meals would be provided, my cases would be unpacked, my bed would be made, I didn’t have to do anything, make any decisions, explore this unfamiliar territory on my own. I wasn’t to know it then, but the next time I would change addresses, going into the army after school, and to England after that, the experiences would be so alarming that I’d be left with a permanent fear of moving. Now all journeys unsettle me, even small ones like between the homes that Greg and I keep in London and Stratford. ‘Is it the Wandering Jew in me?’ I ask Greg solemnly.


‘Maybe,’ he answers. ‘Or just your way of getting me to do all the packing.’


On that beautiful evening in 1959 I suppose it would’ve been our servants, Katie and Elizabeth, who hauled the cases upstairs and emptied the contents into drawers and cupboards. Supervised by Mom. Dad



would’ve done nothing. He was probably pouring the second or third massive Scotch in the side room off the lounge, the room he was to claim as his den and bar. Maybe some of his drinking pals were round that night. These tended to be family, mostly uncles: Uncle Nicky and Uncle Arthur, Dad’s brothers – both very gentle men, the first large and calm, the second short and nervy (shell-shock from the war) – or Uncle Jack, married to Mom’s sister Rona: a charismatic man with large ears, big belly, a rolling walk, a twinkle in his eye.


At first I was in a big bedroom at the front of Montagu House, sharing with Joel. I remember standing at the window one day, soon after we moved in. The view was of the Queen’s Hotel, a marvellous colonial establishment, all rolling gardens and shaded verandas (later knocked down to build the President, where we’re currently staying), but what actually caught my eye that day was the sight of Dad hurrying along Alexander Road, heading up towards the roundabout, and Marlborough Mansions. His mother lived in the ground-floor flat. A huge East European woman with a faint moustache and the musty smell of old age, suddenly flapping her hands to alleviate her rheumatism, she terrified me. Dad was always popping up the road to see her, but there was something different today, something about his walk, his face. He didn’t look like Dad at all, but young and lost. That evening, Mom explained to us that his mother had died. I’m afraid I was rather relieved.


A few years later the big bedroom was split down the middle with a hardboard partition. I was delighted to get the half with the wall safe, which I prized. The division had been created to allow Joel and myself some privacy. Shortly afterwards I managed, I don’t know how, to get our Coloured garden boy, William, to give me foot and even bum massages. He stopped this after a bit and tried to explain why: ‘It’s not healthy, Master Ant.’ I felt disappointed. Still pre-pubescent, I was genuinely innocent of the fact that these pleasurable sensations were connected to something called sex. William was Cape Coloured and I’ve always found his people very attractive, with their long, lean muscles, the dance to their walk, their elastic-band accents stretching and snapping at words.


I was about fifteen when I started masturbating – in the bed in my partitioned room. I clearly remember the first smell of sperm (vaguely like some stuff Katie uses in the backyard, a kind of soap, or is it bleach?) and an overwhelming sense of relief; I’d been a late developer physically. Now I



became very proud of the manly features appearing on my small body. One afternoon I brazenly changed out of my swimming trunks in front of a window which looked on to the upstairs stoep, while Margaret – our new current maid – was ironing there. She gave a sly smile and touched her head, the tight black curls there, commenting on what was sprouting in my groin. I took this as a sign of encouragement and a few nights later went into her room – the ‘maid’s room’ in the backyard – to show her my hard-on. Like William, she tried to find a way of explaining – ‘Haai no, this isn’t OK, Master Ant!’ I had made no clear plans for this particular hard-on – what I wanted her to do with it – and when she rejected me, I just assumed it was because she worked for us: she could get into trouble for initiating one of the young masters of the house. I knew nothing about the Immorality Act, forbidding sex across the race barrier.


I knew very little about the apartheid laws at all. I wasn’t aware that blacks were forced to carry passes, and to live separately, in townships. (This didn’t apply to Coloureds at first and when I was growing up their beloved District Six was still intact, in the middle of Cape Town.) Even though I was aged eleven in 1960, when the Sharpeville massacre occurred, I have no recollection of it. It wasn’t just that the government was ferociously efficient at censorship; no, ours was the most apolitical of households. The whole family voted for the Nationalists, in an automatic, non-thinking, but quite affectionate way, calling them the Nats. Mishearing at first, I thought this was a real name, another uncle perhaps – Uncle Nat. Neither of my parents read books much. Dad liked his morning and evening newspapers, the Cape Times and the Cape Argus, and Mom favoured glossy magazines from abroad, about fashion or Hollywood. No word of criticism about apartheid ever made it into Montagu House and, as far as I could see, all of us – the masters and servants living there – were perfectly happy.


In time I would come to understand that apartheid had a damage effect on us, the whites, the fat cats, as well as its obvious victims, known then as ‘non-whites’. You can’t grow up in a crazy world – a world that judges people on the colour of their skin – without going a little crazy yourself and my family have an impressive record (not untypical among South African whites) of drink problems, drug abuse, eating disorders and other cases of friendly fire. But during the fifties and sixties we thought we were happy. No, that’s putting it mildly – we thought we were in paradise. We’d made



a pact with the devil for this paradise, but it was a tame one; it didn’t call for any violence or cruelty on our part.


‘This South African sunshine is nice and bright, hey?’ Uncle Nat said to us. ‘Just bask in it. Just close your eyes. Leave the rest to us.’


Whenever I talk about this, I hear myself sounding like the citizens of the towns of Dachau or Auschwitz – ‘We didn’t know, we didn’t know!’ In fact, I’m saying something worse – not that we didn’t know, but that we didn’t see. Robben Island was there, right there, clearly visible from the pretty white beaches of Sea Point, yet we didn’t see it. We closed our eyes and basked. Prisoners were on that island because their skin was the wrong colour, and there we were, fooling around with our own, trying for darker and darker tones, in our pitch-black sunglasses, not seeing.


If I really think hard I can summon a vague sense that something was wrong, just on the corner of my vision. The drunkenness of the Coloureds, for example. A vicious, despairing kind of drunkenness, with women fighting and men urinating in the gutter – these sights glimpsed from our air-conditioned limousines as we cruised past District Six en route for the bioscopes and department stores in town. There wasn’t a big black population in Cape Town, so their misery was even less apparent. But then one morning the Cape Times gave the inhabitants of Montagu House quite a fright, even the children. The paper felt duty bound to tell us about an evil plot, which had been uncovered and foiled by the police – just in time! Thousands of black people from the townships of Langa and Guguletu were planning to march on Cape Town and seize it. The newspaper published maps allegedly collected during the police raids, showing key points for the takeover of the city. One was at the top of our road, at the roundabout, just across from Marlborough Mansions: the Greek café on the corner, Tony’s Café. This was to have been one of the headquarters of the black army.


I felt more puzzled than scared. For the first time I heard the grown-ups use the phrase ‘They’ll murder us in our beds’, but I didn’t understand it. Why should these non-whites feel so vengeful? And ungrateful. We treated them well, we the Sher family, we were good to our servants and to the staff at Cape Produce Export Company, Dad’s firm which sold raw skins and hides overseas. Yes, the non-whites were an inferior form of life – Uncle Nat’s State and Church taught us this – but why should this make them miserable? Were dogs and cats, horses and donkeys, all going around



harbouring terrible grudges? All awaiting their chance to turn on us? (I read Animal Farm round about this time, and decided yes, they probably were.) Anyway, the Cape Times was very reassuring. It said that the wicked ringleaders of the plot, a few Commies, liberals and other low life skollies, had all been caught and imprisoned. Our heroic police force and our army were the mightiest in all Africa. Nothing of this kind could ever happen again.


The other major event that shook us in Montagu House during my youth has come to symbolise the surreal world of apartheid South Africa for me. Prime Minister Verwoerd’s assassination in 1966. It was very dramatic. Shortly after 2 p.m. on Tuesday, 6 September, as the afternoon session got under way in the House of Assembly in Cape Town, one of the parliamentary messengers, Demitrios Tsafendas, crossed to Verwoerd, drew a long knife from under his jacket and stabbed him to death. (By now I’d read Julius Caesar, and again literature and life came crashing together.) I listened to Verwoerd’s state funeral on the radio – Uncle Nat didn’t permit TV till 1976, long after I’d gone – and was very taken with the eloquence and emotion of the broadcaster. This was historic. This was our Kennedy killing. Well… with a crucial difference, South African style. Both were enigmatic murder mysteries. But while the plot behind The Dallas Gun was endlessly subjected to public investigation and debate, our version, A Dagger In Parliament, became an eerily closed book.


Years later, when I got to know Helen Suzman, she told me about being in parliament that day – she was the only Progressive Party MP, the only official opposition to apartheid. After the stabbing was over, a goggle-eyed, finger-wagging P. W. Botha, later to be State President himself, charged across to her and yelled, ‘It’s you who did this – you liberals – now we’ll get you!’ Though wildly wrong in his accusation, Botha wasn’t alone in assuming this to be a political act. Verwoerd was known as the Architect of Apartheid and his assassin was of mixed blood. This must be political. But no, our papers quickly assured us, paradise was safe, there was no plot, no unrest, nothing political was going on. Demitrios Tsafendas was simply a lone madman – a madman who claimed that a giant tapeworm lived in his guts, urging him to do the deed. Next we heard there’d be no trial; the judge at the hearing said he couldn’t judge Tsafendas ‘any more than I can judge a dog’ – our beloved Prime Minister had been killed by a madman with a devilish case of indigestion, nothing more to it. Yet there’d be no



cushy asylum for this particular madman. Oh no, no, he’d be locked in prison and the key thrown away. And that was it; the matter was closed as securely as the door to Tsafendas’s cell. No trial, no evidence, no public examination of the facts, just a bizarre sentence. It was Kafkaesque (even down to the presence of the giant insect), yet nobody I knew found it strange. Until recently I didn’t find it strange myself. Then I read Henk van Woerden’s excellent biography of Tsafendas, A Mouthful of Glass, and was amazed. Here’s the story of a man born to a Greek father and a black mother in Mozambique, savagely rejected by his own family, humiliated at boarding school in the Transvaal, kicked from country to country like a piece of junk, now a sailor, touring the world on the weirdest of odysseys, searching, searching for home, the ultimate displaced person and all because he’s a baster, a half-breed. This same man ends up killing the Architect of Apartheid. And the act isn’t political? Naturally the government preferred this interpretation and had the perfect excuse. The man was mad. But are we born mad or do we have madness thrust upon us? What about national madness, state madness? These were not questions our betters wanted us to ask. Otherwise we might have scrutinised the two men fastened over that dagger – a victim of racism and its high priest – and said to ourselves, ‘Well there’s clearly a lunatic here but which one is it?’


In 1995, when I was researching my novel Cheap Lives, set on Pretoria’s Death Row, I was helped by Andries Nel of LHR (Lawyers for Human Rights) and he revealed a surprising twist to the story. The prison where they incarcerated Tsafendas was Pretoria Maximum Security and the section was in fact Death Row. Unable to hang him, Uncle Nat had devised the most fiendish punishment imaginable: life on Death Row. In a cell directly under the gallows, so that he could listen to the machinery and noises of death for the rest of his days. Since no one else was visiting him, members of LHR did, and were shocked by his condition. The warders regularly pissed in his food. A man living in hell, Tsafendas had found only one way of defending himself: he’d gone deaf. That way at least he wouldn’t hear the gallows any more. Finally, after the fall of apartheid, someone found the key to his cell and the old man was transferred to Sterkfontein psychiatric hospital, where he remained till his death in 1999.


By the time of Verwoerd’s assasination in ’66, I’d changed bedrooms in Montagu House. Randall had married and left home, so I moved into his



room at the back of the house. This was a smaller, darker room – the walls were painted a gloomy charcoal colour – suiting the new phase I’d plunged into. The journey from childhood to adolescence had been across an invisible bridge, yet one built of concrete; I picture the toll gate being in a safe, sunny, golden land (the fifties) and the exit in a weird and unstable one (the sixties); then it turns to air again, so I can never go back.


Thump thump … a tennis ball hitting the dark walls … thump thump … the family complain, but it’s my way of cramming for exams, pacing around, throwing the ball… thump thump.


I’m not alone in the room. I have a constant companion: my dog, Tickey. She’d been found as a stray – a ratty little black mongrel, very anxious, probably beaten a lot. Despite her new life of luxury in Montagu House, she’s still prone to fits of shivering and panting. Any loud bang will induce these and she becomes quite inconsolable. I love her. She’s runtish, dark, ugly, scared – she’s me in animal form.


I don’t fit in. I don’t fit in at Sea Point Boys’ High, where the general obsession is sport while mine is art. I don’t fit into South Africa, for ditto reason and I don’t fit into the world. My growing instincts are all towards my own sex and surely no one else in the world is as sick. I must be from another planet.


My parents had started subscribing to Life magazine. In one edition there was an article on a flood somewhere in the Far East. A lean young man was pictured struggling out of the water, just wearing white underpants, wet through. I carried this magazine into my darkly walled bedroom, put the usual sign on the door – Tape recorder on, DO NOT ENTER!!! – and fell to, hunched over the image of this screaming, half-drowned man. ‘Ugghh,’ I groaned as I finished – how disgusting I was.


Thump thump went the tennis ball … thump thump went my fist … thump thump went adolescence.


Today Cape Town is one of the gay capitals of the world – a fact I still find hard to believe. On the first evening of this trip in January 2000, Greg and I visit Howard Sacks. He lives in one of the mansions halfway up the mountain; millionaires’ mansions, incredible modern palaces clinging to the flanks of Lion’s Head. From Howard’s sundeck you get a vast view of the Atlantic Ocean and beach-front suburbs: the whole of Bantry Bay and Sea Point, including Alexander Road and, yes, you can just make it out,



the seagull-stained terracotta roof of Montagu House. If before I felt I was hovering above my old home like some dream figure – bird, ghost or spy – now I’m in complete fantasy land. Life at Howard’s is like a Hollywood movie about Hollywood, except all the gorgeous bronzed bodies are male. Quite apart from Howard’s partner, Chris, or ‘Cuddles’, a handsome Afrikaner giant, there seems to be an endless procession of pin-up guys in swimming costumes wandering on to the deck. Some are neighbours, some are visitors from abroad, some are youths who came to one of Howard’s famous parties and never went away. Howard is very generous; born in Joburg, a trim, dashing figure in very black sunglasses: a gentleman playboy, elegant, modest, self-satirising. When one of this evening’s guests complains about the wind in his garden, Howard immediately slips into expat tones: ‘We can’t even keep our sun umbrellas down, chaps – life is certainly hell here in darkest Africa.’


The talk is of all Cape Town’s gay spots. I listen, shaking my head. Can this really be the place I grew up in?


They discuss the recent bomb in a gay club – it killed several people. There was also a bomb in a (straight) pizza bar in Camps Bay. The campaign seems designed to cripple the soaring tourist industry of the New South Africa and was relatively successful: although Cape Town was set to be one of the main millennium holiday spots, the hotels here were only half full. No one has claimed responsibilty. Possible suspects are either PAGAD, the bizarre organisation which began as vigilantes and turned into a terrorist group, or else some right-wing force, possibly in the police.


To the whites on Howard’s sundeck, the New South Africa is as dangerous and crazy a place as the Old one was during the last two decades of apartheid. Violence is constantly in the air, making quite fantastical shapes. Someone tells us about a new security device that’s being tested to combat the muggings at traffic lights: you press a button in your car and flames shoot from the door, incinerating your attacker.


‘How’s Macbeth?’ Howard suddenly asks. A passionate theatre lover and former trustee of Joburg’s famous Market Theatre, Howard was very supportive when Greg and I did Titus Andronicus there in 1995: our first collaboration as director–actor. Macbeth is our fourth.


Greg answers: ‘Yes, it’s going very well, can’t get a ticket.’ Turning to me for support, he adds, ‘I think it’s regarded as a bit of a hit, isn’t it?’ I nod in agreement, slowly, feeling dazed.




Macbeth?


I’m currently playing Macbeth.


In England, in Stratford, for the Royal Shakespeare Company.


I’m an actor, a classical actor, in British establishment theatre.


I met the Queen for the first time recently, at Prince Charles’s fiftieth birthday bash at Buckingham Palace. I was invited because he’s President of the RSC. Its Chairman, Sir Geoffrey Cass, introduced me to HM as ‘one of our leading actors, ma’am’. She frowned – she didn’t recognise me, so how could I deserve Sir Geoffrey’s evaluation? – and paused for what seemed like a very long time, before finally saying, ‘Oh, are you?’


I felt like replying, ‘No, of course not, Your Majesty, you’ve seen through me and I give up – I’m just a little gay Yid from somewhere called Sea Point on the other side of the world – I shouldn’t be here. I don’t know why I am; I’m a trespasser, I’m an impostor, I’m … well, as Sir Geoffrey said, I’m an actor.’
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ESTHER AND MAC


ESTHER HAS DIED.


The timing of this trip is really very odd. As well as Mom’s birthday and Dad’s funeral, I’m arriving in Cape Town just three days after Esther’s death.


We heard about it as soon as it happened – Mom phoned us in Stratford – but it didn’t really hit me till I saw it in print last night, in the complimentary edition of the Cape Argus they gave us on South African Airways. As I found the page with death listings, my eyes filled. There was a whole column: Caplan … Caplan … Caplan. One of the tributes was mine: Esther, a remarkable teacher – to whom I owe my career.


Esther Caplan was known as Auntie Esther to all her pupils, though I had a special claim to this name, for my brother Randall had married her daughter Yvette. Esther was officially a teacher of Elocution. This word was more respectable than Acting and more comprehensible to any parents sending their little darlings for tutelage. To learn to speak nicely made sense; to learn to act made none. Why would anyone in Sea Point become an actor? There was CAPAB, which did occasional shows at the Hofmeyr, and there was Maynardville, which did an annual Shakespeare in its leafy open-air auditorium, but there was little other theatre, no film industry whatsover and television didn’t yet exist. There was some radio work, yes. In other words employment for about five and a half actors in Cape Town; not a career worth considering for the wealthy residents of Sea Point.




It certainly wasn’t a career for me.


This had been made blindingly clear during my youth. I can date the moment precisely: June 1962. When I turned thirteen. And had my bar mitzvah.


God knows I don’t want to sound racist, but I think there’s a slightly cruel streak in the Jewish religion – in a bracing, Old Testament kind of way. I’m not even going to talk about circumcision, but bar mitzvahs – bar mitzvahs! – imagine the minds that cooked up this as an initiation test: our boys will sing their way into manhood.


I’m tone-deaf, seriously tone-deaf. During my theatre career I’ve been surprised how often songs crop up in straight plays. And each time the musical director has said to me, ‘There’s no such thing as tone-deaf – I’ll teach you to sing!’ And then a few weeks later, usually just after the dress rehearsal, they say, ‘Perhaps you were right – would you mind terribly if we cut your number?’


So when, aged twelve, I commenced a year’s training for my bar mitzvah, which included learning to sing a portion of the Torah, I found myself enduring one of the worst experiences of my childhood. You had to practise singing in front of a class of other boys. They clasped their hands over their ears or mimed fainting with pain as my thin, shivery voice slid around in the air, hopelessly seeking and missing note after note. These torture sessions were conducted by the short, heavy, ginger-haired figure of Mr Bitnun: one of those men who have never been children themselves, but always dead-eyed, hunched behind a desk, sour with boredom and impatience.


On the weekend before my bar mitzvah this squat and gloomy toad visited Montagu House. He had bad news for my parents. There was no way I could sing my portion next Saturday morning. He’d tried to teach me – God knows he’d tried – but it was impossible. I’d have to speak the portion. This was virtually unheard of, reserved only for the most disabled of boys. I remember the meeting taking place on the downstairs stoep. I was sitting, the three grown-ups standing, rather formally. Dad went inside – to pour himself a massive Scotch – while Mom dealt with it. Taking a deep breath, calming herself, she told Bitnun a story which I’d often heard her tell people before, and which always made me cringe – (she still tells it, I still cringe): ‘When Antony was born he had a cowl round his head, a thin



membrane. You might know what that means, Mr Bitnun, I presume there’s some reference in the Bible. Our doctor – Jack Prisman – he came running over to me. He said, “Margery, you’ve just given birth to a great man.” So. D’you see what I’m saying?’


Bitnun frowned. He was used to the mothers of Sea Point being ambitious for their son’s bar mitzvah, wanting it to be the best ever, but this woman was moving on to quite another sphere – she was taking off into orbit.


Mom continued, her tone still deadly calm: ‘What I’m saying, Mr Bitnun, is that there’s no way that Antony will speak the portion next Saturday. He will sing, Mr Bitnun, he will sing!’


Bitnun was not a man to be easily frightened – you have to be more awake to be frightened – and proceeded to fight his case, explaining in ever grislier detail what it was like to hear me sing.


The synagogue will fall down, I decided as I listened to him, my shivery little voice will bring down the whole building like the walls of Jericho.


I sat there, wide-eyed, pygmy-sized, as these towering giant forces, the Jewish Mother and the Bar mitzvah Teacher, slugged it out between them.


She won, of course. No contest, really. Next Saturday morning I would sing.


During the week, my body came to my rescue. I developed flu, severe flu. Jack Prisman – the man who presided at my birth, playing both doctor and soothsayer – said he’d never known flu like this. On the big day I managed to stagger on to the bima and croak my way through the service. Everyone said I did very well, considering.


That night, as I went to sleep, I made a promise. Never again would I stand up in front of people and open my mouth.


There was no need to. My talent lay elsewhere.


Since the age of four, shortly after my tragic love affair in kindergarten, perhaps because of it, I’ve been proficient at drawing. Alone for hours, lying on my tummy on the floors of my various bedrooms – in our Marais Road home and then Montagu House – drawing faces, bodies, people; it’s always people. I can’t do landscapes. Which is strange because I love them, and enjoy describing them in travel writing and fiction – yet can’t put them on to sketch pad or canvas. It’s people that obsess me. And from my earliest scribbles, they are people in bizarre or dramatic situations. (‘Oh,



Ant, why are your pictures so morbid? aunts and uncles would ask long before I understood the word.) My great sources of inspiration were Mad magazine – especially the movie caricaturist, Mort Drucker – and Michelangelo. I copied the latter shamelessly. When my drawing of The Deluge was printed on our Rosh Hashana card in 1963, I experienced a brief surge of fame and liked it very much. At school, too, my drawing skills helped compensate for my inadequacy elsewhere, winning me prizes and praise. Eventually it was to secure an even greater reward: exemption from PT.


I’d tried the sporting life – as a short-distance sprinter and rugby wing – but it wasn’t for me. I was very short for my age and slight of build. Aged thirteen I started wearing specs. Aged fourteen there was that incident in the school showers … !


It’s all Leon Dreyfuss’s fault. I’ve told this to various therapists over the years, dubbing it the Dreyfuss Affair.


We’d just done PT. We were in the showers. Leon Dreyfuss arrived next to me. He took one look and said, ‘My little brother’s is bigger than that.’


It was like an earthquake – the shock wave that passed through me and my young life. A moment earlier I was innocent – our family word for penis was ‘birdie’, a sweet little thing – I was unselfconscious; I was aware of being short of stature, short little Ant, nothing worse than that. Now I was a freak.


Now I could never shower next to Leon Dreyfuss or any of the other boys again. Which meant never doing PT again. But how on earth would I manage that? The PT instructor was Basie. The Afrikaans word ‘baas’, means boss, and ‘basie’ is the diminutive. Meant ironically in this particular case. Basie was a six-foot-six, broken-nosed, brick shithouse of a man crammed into white shirt and shorts, their buttons popping and seams ripping as he moved. He personified the South African male for me, a sort of caveman. Not a creature to beg mercy from. Not a teacher you go to and say, ‘Sir, apparently my genitals are developing a bit slower than Leon Dreyfuss’s little brother. Could I be excused PT till they’ve caught up?’


Perhaps Mac could come to the rescue.


Mac – John McCabe – a hefty, bushy-eyed man, quite jokey-aggressive, but far less intimidating than the rest of the staff. For three reasons: 1. He was a Scot – hence British not South African; 2. He was the art master at Sea Point Boys’ High, hence art not sport; 3. He liked me.




From the day I arrived in his class I was singled out as a favoured pupil and I basked in the spotlight. Here at last I had the upper hand. The other boys – the ones who excelled at rugby and whose little brothers were hung like horses – they felt uncomfortable in art class. They couldn’t draw or even do lettering (Mac was teaching commercial art for the same reason that Esther taught elocution rather than acting – no one in Sea Point was going to become an oil painter) and they were easily unnerved by Mac’s strange Scottish humour – ‘Och, lad, yer Pepsi Cola poster’s nae gonna sell so much as the Pep!’ Meanwhile I, the sensitive one, could do no wrong: ‘Dinnae bother with this poster crap, Sher, you just draw figures, faces, whatever yer fancy, I just want you to draw, draw, draw.’


There was encouragement and affection coming from Mac, which I hadn’t known from any other teacher. They tended to be in the Bitnun mould: cold-eyed men sleepwalking through their jobs. I put this down to the fact that Mac was blessed with a British soul, steeped in tradition and culture and all things wise. Actually, in retrospect, I suspect he was probably as conservative as most South Africans. I remember him reporting on a visit home to Scotland in the sixties and his revulsion at seeing men with long hair. ‘From behind you couldnae tell who was bloody who!’ On a similar theme, he sat me down after my Deluge picture was finished and pointed – with long, horny, paint-stained fingernails – to the semi-naked figures swarming on to islands in the flood: ‘No, no, Sher, you’ve gone and put a man’s chest on that woman. Your male and female anatomy is a complete bloody shambles, lad. Can you not inform yer precocious wee fingers that the lines of the female need to be rounded, while the male’s are squared-off?’ I wanted to mention that my hero Michelangelo observed no such rule, but this would’ve been impertinent, so I promised to rectify the problem in future.


I’ve never done any teaching myself, so I don’t fully understand the investment made in a cherished pupil, but during high school I became aware that Mac was becoming more and more ambitious for me. For the first time I heard the phrase, ‘training overseas’. My parents were talking about it, too. (When I say my parents I really only mean Mom; Dad was either at work, or in his den-bar with the uncles.) Art school in Italy was mentioned. Why Italy? Michelangelo, I suppose. How would I understand my tutors? It wasn’t important. Montagu House was a place of dreams.


‘CAPE BOY OF 14 IS WONDER ARTIST!’ shrieked a newspaper headline.



Together with two other boys, I held an exhibition in an unoccupied shop on Sea Point Main Road and actually sold some pictures (‘A watercolour went for 15/6d!’ I boast in my 1963 diary). At the annual school art exhibition I was the star. Oh, I liked that.


So, after the horrifying Dreyfuss Affair, I approached Mac with a carefully rehearsed speech: ‘Sir, the big figure compositions take so long – isn’t there some way I could do extra art classes, sir? Like during PT, say. I’m not good at it, never will be “sporty”. There isn’t some way you could have a word with Basie, sir – is there?’


And that was it. Permanent exemption from PT. Never again would I have to strip naked and go under the showers with others of my sex. Not until after school, anyway – in the army, by which time it was starting to carry a hint of painful pleasure, and then in the furtive gay saunas of seventies London, when it turned into a positive addiction. For now I was safe, saved by art.


But…


My shyness. It wasn’t just over my slow-developing genitals. It was everything. I had been born in the wrong country, possibly on the wrong planet. I was happiest lying on my bedroom floor, devising big, epic pencil drawings of teeming nude figures fleeing some cataclysmic event. The Deluge was followed by The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse; the men now baring the chiselled chest of Gordon Scott, currently Tarzan at the Saturday-afternoon bioscope, and the women adorned with the voluptously rounded boobs of Diana Dors.


I’ve always been a loner, but with one crucial factor: there has to be someone else at my side. I’m Geminian and I must have my twin. In adult life my two major partners have in fact been real twins – first Jim then Greg – but even in childhood and youth, I sought and found soulmates for a series of all-consuming friendships. One would have to finish before the other could begin. I never had friends, only a friend. During the crossing of that strange bridge from childhood to adolescence my constant companion was Cecil Bloch. Short, plumpish, very brainy, a bright-eyed hamster of a boy, Cecil shared an interest in drawing and painting – the art exhibition in the Sea Point shop featured his work too – and it gradually developed into a fascination with theatrical make-up. This was inspired by a book in the school library about Alec Guinness. (God knows how it got there, on shelves heaving with burly, thick-backed



tomes in praise of rugby scrums and Voortrekker wars.) It showed step-by-step photos of the actor’s transformations into Fagin, the family of roles in Kind Hearts and Coronets and so on. Cecil and I set up what we called the Stroud Make-up Studio (named after the hero of The Birdman of Alcatraz, a film which fascinated us with its story of mental escape from your physical surrounds) and we created elaborate putty-and-greasepaint disguises on one another’s faces, photographing the results: I still have snaps of myself as An Old Man, an Arab, Genghis Khan and others. Then some tiff occurred, I can’t remember what, but our make-up sticks were solemnly divided and I found a new best friend. Tony Fagin.


Our partnership was much more intense and inward-looking; even our names, Ant and Tony, fitted together to make one. At break time we were to be seen pacing round the playground, hands behind backs, two bespectacled figures, one tall, the other not, earnestly debating themes like ‘Life and Literature’ or ‘The Art of the Motion Picture’. We dubbed ourselves ‘geniuses’. We didn’t know what we were geniuses at, but, never mind, we’d find something. The other boys laughed at us and we despised them. In our last school year we were both made prefects. One of the teachers mentioned there’d been some hesitation about my nomination, with several of the staff wondering if I’d have enough authority to control the mob. When I heard this, I compensated wildly and became a horrid little Hitler, screeching ‘Silence!’ across the quad or sentencing people to DT without mercy. Of course, public mockery of Tony and me became more discreet, now, and the cries of moffies and bunnies somewhat quieter. (Surprisingly cute words these, gentler than queer or cocksucker.) Anyway, the boys were quite wrong about the nature of our friendship – sex was a completely taboo subject.


There was Tickey too. Constantly at my side.


And Mom. In keeping with my new loftiness I retitled her Mater, abbreviated to Mate. ‘Can we go to the Chinese Restaurant in Mouille Point again, Mate, just the two of us – can we?’ Boy, was I in a classic relationship there.


But Mate was getting worried about me. Whether alone in my room, playing with my tape recorder (!), or going on long walks with Tony Fagin and Tickey, I was becoming more and more withdrawn. Something had to be done. A couple of years earlier I’d taken some classes with my older cousin, Audrey Gootman, teacher of drama at Herzlia School, and these



served, briefly, to prise me out of my shell. Maybe something like this would help again …


And so to Auntie Esther and Elocution.


We actually did some of it at first – elocution – trying to iron out those ugly South African vowels, and I remember her encouraging me to say ektewelly instead of akchilly. But we quickly moved on to her main passion. Drama.


Esther had been an actress herself, during her youth in Joburg, and even worked with the most famous Jewish South African actor there’s ever been, Solly Cohen (later known as Sid James, the lovable Cockney of Carry On fame), but now she was a teacher: this had become her Great Role. She was an outrageously theatrical figure, perhaps a type you’d only find in the colonies. She was Sybil Thorndike with a touch of Ethel Merman thrown in. Tall, proud, big-bosomed, with a crash helmet of lacquered blond hair, skin darkly tanned and quite leathery, splashed with turquoise eyeshadow and bright-pink lipstick. She didn’t talk, she boomed and trilled. She didn’t walk, she strode. She didn’t gesture, she carved the air – thumb arched, forefinger splayed from the rest. Ballet dancers use their hands like this to compensate for not being allowed to speak. Esther was sometimes lost for words too, but only after emptying the dictionary: ‘Oh, my darling, that monologue was so outstandingly, brilliantly marvellous that… it was so superbly, fantastically, unbelievably amazing that… oh, my darling, I ektewelly don’t know what to say!’


She called everyone ‘my darling’ – everyone, family, pupils, servants. She was the warmest of warm springs; she bubbled, she gushed, she overflowed.


Given her style, the surprising thing is that she was fascinated by modern drama. By improvisation, by the Method School in New York, by the new plays coming from England by Osborne, Pinter and Wesker. So my first lessons in acting were not what one might expect from a grande dame elocution teacher in some former corner of the empire – not in Rattigan, Coward or even Shakespeare – but something altogether more contemporary.


I quickly developed an appetite for my weekly visit to Auntie Esther’s studio: a bare room above some Main Road shops. The bar mitzvah fright was forgotten. That was about singing – I couldn’t sing, full stop – this was about something more mysterious and attractive. Disguise. I’d briefly



tasted its joys while encased in the putty-and-greasepaint masks devised with Cecil Bloch, but this went a lot further and deeper. I ceased to be little Ant, hopeless at sport, mocked in the showers. Instead I became anyone I wanted to be.


At first the work was very private – just me and Auntie Esther – but I soon grew greedy for the next phase: a public audience.


Every year there was a local Eisteddfod in Cape Town’s City Hall. Along with Esther’s other pupils – Tony Fagin now among them – I entered several categories, Monologues, Duologues, and my favourite, Improvisation. You’d be given a subject, five minutes to think about it and then you were on. I used to cheat. I’d prepare situations, speeches and characters, usually based on favourite film performances – Oskar Werner in Ship of Fools, Harry Andrews in The Hill – and somehow adapt these to whatever subject I’d been landed with. No one seemed particularly fazed by the arrival of world-weary Viennese doctor or sadistic British RSM into a scene entitled ‘A quarrel on Clifton Beach’ and I did well; I won prizes. Not top prizes. I was not as good a child actor as I was a child artist, but from my point of view acting was gaining on art. It was one thing to hide away in a bedroom, devising epic images of human catastrophe (I was currently doing The Holocaust Drawings), but acting offered an amazing new alternative – you could hide away in public! Later I would have to spend years unlearning this notion – acting isn’t about hiding, it’s the exact opposite – but for now the difference between the two hideaways, art and acting, thrilled me. There you were, completely guarded and safe – your performance as protective a capsule as four bedroom walls – and yet your refuge was somehow crowded with people, and clamorous with the noise of celebration. You heard clapping and cheers – unlike an art exhibition where people drift past your pictures silently – and you heard laughter. Warm laughter.


In my penultimate year at school the English teacher, Quinn, mounted a production of the Whitehall farce Simple Spymen. Tony Fagin and I got the two leads, me in the Brian Rix role, the dupe, the clown. The gales of laughter that night were overwhelming; a storm of approval from the same people who’d scoffed at us in the playground. I was hooked.


The drug of laughter, the megalomaniac thrill of the cheering crowd …


As I hear the tinny echo of cliché drift into the story, it strikes me that I’m not being altogether fair to myself. The attraction in acting is more



deep-seated. I recall one late afternoon, finishing a game of Cowboys and Indians in the garden of the old house in Marais Road – me aged about ten or eleven – and my sister Verne unwittingly playing the critic again. She said, ‘You’re going to have to stop this soon, y’know, it’s puerile.’ I had no idea what the second half of her statement meant, but the first was unequivocal. You’re going to have to stop this soon. I remember staring at the churned black soil under a hedge where I’d been hiding and thinking how beautiful that place looked – a dark and dreamy place of make-believe – and how I didn’t want to leave it. Ever. Was there really no way to cheat fate: this inevitable business of growing up, of becoming sensible, of stepping politely on the earth instead of rolling in it? Was there no way of playing on?


Well, yes, there was, I discovered during the performance of Simple Spymen; yes, there were people – adult people – who did this for a living.


These thoughts happened to coincide with the irresistible rise of a rival in art class. A boy called Bishop. At the end of Standard Nine he won the art prize. And at that year’s school exhibition he sold more pictures than me. Aged sixteen, I was a has-been.


I broke the news to my parents (i.e. Mate) first. ‘Maybe I should go to drama school in London, not art school in Italy.’ Mate was immediately supportive. I’d been born with a cowl over my head, Dr Prisman had made his prophecy; whichever direction I took I would fulfil my destiny.


Although I still don’t remember Dad being part of any decision making, the rest of the family all chipped in – my sister, my brothers, the uncles, the aunts, the host of cousins, the whole extended Jewish kaboodle; our servants, too; probably even Tickey – they all had something to say on the subject and it tended to be the same thing: ‘Drama school? But Ant did that marvellous Rosh Hashana card, with all those naked people drowning. Ant’s acting is, with all respect, OK, but his artwork – that’s damn fantastic, man. Ant can’t go to drama school!’


Mac minced his words even less when he heard. The crude, rough side of his character, the side which the other boys feared, the side I’d always been safe from, this was unleashed. He chuckled as he spoke: ‘But actors are sissies, Sher, actors are stupid, their craft is interpretative, not creative, it’s second-rate. No, no, Sher, you’re just making one great big bloody balls-up of a mistake!’


When it became apparent that I really meant it he stopped chuckling.



He stopped talking to me altogether. For the last few months of art classes I ceased to exist. If he looked in my direction, his gaze skimmed the top of my head. He gave me an A in my Matric art exam (my only A; my aggregate was C), but the art prize went to Bishop again. On the day I left Sea Point Boys’ High I went up to the art room – a big, long sunny room at the back of the school – to say goodbye to him. He wasn’t there. I went to the staff room. Someone said he’d gone home early.


I felt frightened. He might be right. This could be a mistake, a great big bloody balls-up of a mistake.


Meanwhile Esther swelled her great bosom, gestured with balletic poise and boomed assurances: ‘You’re going to make it, my darling, I know you will, I promise you will. And in England, in London – the very heart of world theatre! Oh, it’s so incredibly, marvellously, fantastically exciting that… oh, my darling, I ektewelly don’t what to say!’


We started making enquiries about London drama schools and working on audition speeches.


But first there was a minor hurdle to overcome.


The South African army.
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RIFLEMAN NO. 65833329


‘IF BLACKS DON’T exist we just have to invent them.’


This was one of the sayings in the SADF – South African Defence Force – an all-white affair back in 1967, when I was conscripted for nine months’ training. The first three months – Basic Training – was at Oudtshoorn, a flat, dry town in the Cape Province, famous for its ostrich feather trade, and the remaining time was in Walvis Bay, then part of South West Africa, now Namibia.


Walvis is surrounded by the Namib Desert: vast orange dunes with a shading of black on the rims of the deep craters. The small port is a desolate place, a sandy, salty, rusty place. As I think of it there’s a feeling of grit between my teeth and under my eyelids, a sense of tiny grains in my food and in the fabric of my bath towel. When the east wind blew the Namib moved into town. At other times mist drifted in from the ocean and then all the edges blurred; you couldn’t tell what was sky, what was sea, what was sand. The locals said: ‘When the Good Lord made Walvis He was so ashamed He’s been trying to cover it up ever since.’ It was a place of fish factories, Lutheran churches and a large South African military base.


A crucial strategic base. As the sunny fifties turned into the weird sixties, Uncle Nat grew increasingly paranoid. The rest of Africa was perched



ominously on his shoulders, a great ungainly weight of Commies and kaffirs. But with Walvis he held a vital port on the western coast of the Dark Continent and if the worst ever happened he’d be ready; if push came to shove, he’d certainly be able to shove. He had the strongest army in Africa.


And then I went into it.


I wasn’t built for army life: short, weedy, bespectacled, spoilt, artistic and, although I didn’t fully know it yet, gay. From the very start the army bore a close resemblence to my worst nightmare. At the medical inspection they made you strip naked, then they grabbed your balls and told you to cough. This was ostensibly to check for hernias, but I knew what was really going on. This was a test of my manhood that made the Dreyfuss Affair look like a rave review. ‘Let’s see the balls on you, boykie, let’s see ’em and feel ’em, let’s see if you’ve got what it takes to be a big, boozing, rutting, rugger-mad South African MALE!’


I didn’t stand a chance. Right from the day I reported to the Castle in Cape Town and was herded on to a troop train, and throughout the three months in Oudtshoorn, the endless drill and PT, barked and snarled at by NCOs who had clearly been specially bred for the job in the burrows and swamps of wildest Africa, I was in a state of shock. It was beyond fear. It was a kind of sadness. My childhood really was over. This was the world and I didn’t belong in it. I’d always suspected as much, but I was cushioned before, at school, always able to retreat to art class, to elocution, to Montagu House with all its comforts and luxuries. Now there was no escape. Here I was among a vast cross-section of my fellow citizens – we were called the Citizen Force – fellow seventeen-year-old boys from every corner of (white) South Africa: city boys, farm boys, English, Afrikaner, poor white – and I found little in common with any of them. (There were a few I knew from Sea Point Boys’ High, but not the one I wanted – Tony Fagin had gone to varsity, and was allowed to do a different form of episodic military training called Commandos.) It was as I feared: I was a Martian landed on earth.


But if Oudtshoorn was tough, it was a holiday camp compared with Walvis. On the day we arrived, we were marched through the gates and across the vast parade ground to the barracks. All along the way the inhabitants of the camp, the recruits already there, now in the last three months of their training, lined the route and jeered at us. We were like prisoners being led into Rome. The noise was deafening, a baying,



mocking noise, strangely elated – listen to the audience on the Jerry Springer Show, it sounded like that – and the impression was of arriving in hell. Surely hell is just a place where human beings fail to recognise one another? Why were we, the newcomers at Walvis, so automatically despicable to the ones already there?


Simple. They were oumanne (old men), we were blougatte (blue bums). Only three months separated us – training not age – yet they were veterans and we were rookies. In case you couldn’t tell yourself from them, they all wore moustaches, which we weren’t allowed to grow. They were hairy, sunburnt and woestyn mal (desert mad); they’d lived in this godforsaken camp for twelve weeks; they’d seen it all, they knew it all. We knew nothing.


So they enslaved us. Each of them took one of us as his personal blougat, his pet, his apprentice, his servant – ‘If blacks don’t exist we just have to invent them’ – to be used in whatever way he chose, to fetch and carry, clean gear for inspection, or just to while away the time. Anyone who’s been through an English public school will know about the fag system and initiation games. We had them, SADF style. There was ‘Press-ups’ – you do these with an ouman’s foot on your spine. There was ‘Maak Styf’ – you stiffen your stomach muscles so that they can punch it, harder and harder. There was the ‘Gas Chamber’ – you’re put in a kit cupboard, the door locked and cigarette smoke blown through the keyhole. There was ‘Midnight Call’ – you’re woken, chased out of the barracks, either into the desert for dune running, or into the bath-house, to strip and lie on your back under cold showers, legs open (‘Let’s see the fokkin balletjies on you, let’s see if you’ve got what it takes to be a fokkin fighting man, a fokkin killer, a fokkin Boer!’). And there were others, which luckily I never experienced personally, like ‘Gun Inspection’ (‘Unzip – get it out – get it up – compare and contrast!’) or ‘Double Vodka’ (several oumanne spitting into a glass, which you then down).


A strict hierarchy existed. Rugby was never South Africa’s national sport – racism was. Since there was only white skin to play with in Walvis, the order went:





Afrikaans-speaking Christians


English-speaking Christians


Jews


Poor whites







I had a poor white as my master, my ouman, a wiry little chap called Erasmus. Apart from the times when there were group attacks, and a kind of feeding frenzy overcame whole packs of them, he treated me fairly decently on a one-to-one basis. I was at first shocked by being routinely referred to as that fokkin Jood – the word is uncomfortably close to the German and these blunt-featured Afrikaners with close-cropped blond hair conjured up further associations – but you quickly learn to stop hearing it. Otherwise Erasmus’s worst abuse was to give me rambling lectures on the wine, women and song that made for a good life.


The thoroughbred Boer hates his poor relations, the poor whites – a group created during the Depression, when rural Afrikaners abandoned their farms to try their luck in the cities – he hates seeing his blessed volk living like kaffirs. As an ouman, Erasmus was in a privileged position, but there was another poor white among us blougatte: a gentle, nervy guy with puffy eyes and darkish skin; some Portuguese blood, presumably, from his name – Alfonso. He was treated differently from the rest of us. The stomach punching and other humiliations were done without humour and relentlessly. Eventually Alfonso had a nervous breakdown, went walkabout in the desert, was found, briefly hospitalised and discharged from the army. The oumanne laughed about it for weeks.


I met him on a bus a few years later in Cape Town – he was the conductor. We recognised one another immediately. He smiled warmly and thanked me – apparently I’d shown him kindness, though I don’t remember this – then he gave me a free ride: ‘Agh, have it on the City Tramways, Sher.’ As we made small talk, I sat there apprehensively. What if an inspector got on? The army had left me with a permanent fear of uniformed figures. Which one of us, Alfonso or me, would be doing press-ups on the bus floor with the man’s foot on our back?


Desperate to escape the physical rigours of army life, the drilling and PT, I tried many ploys. Beginning with my feet. They’re very flat. On arrival at Oudtshoorn I hurried to the doctor, the MO, and showed him. He was impressed – ‘Those really are flat, hey!’ – and came quite close to sending me home. But not close enough. Perhaps I could become a cook, he suggested, or a driver. I could neither cook nor drive, but imagined the second would be easier to learn. I was wrong. Three-ton trucks are ridiculously difficult to control, what with all that double-declutching, and



I’m the least mechanically-minded of men. Also, there was just something about the sheer bloody size of the thing that intimidated me. Anyway, the army went through the motions of teaching me to drive these monsters and, even though I made no progress whatsoever, they then went through the motions of a driving test. I failed, of course, and instantly – as I set off I crashed straight into the truck parked in front of me – and was banned from ever again approaching any vehicle belonging to the SADF. Yet, absurdly, I was still in the Driving Corps. That’s what the paperwork said and that’s where I had to stay. I wasn’t happy about this. Without anything to drive, I had to do drill and PT again, and during rest hours things were even worse. The drivers at Walvis were the roughest oumanne in camp, the most woestyn mal; I was in a barracks full of big, fat, oil-stained, man-beast mutants; or, to put it another way, long-distance lorry drivers. I had to get out.


I went to the Walvis MO and showed him my feet. He was even more impressed than his Oudtshoorn predecessor – ‘Now that’s what I really call flat!’ – and arranged a move to Clerks and Storemen.


There was still a hitch. By that stage all the clerical and storemen positions in camp were taken. Whereas before I’d been a driver without a vehicle, now I was a clerk or storeman with neither office nor warehouse. Then one of the officers had a bright idea. There was an unoccupied office at the very edge of camp, near the main entrance – nobody used it, nobody needed it. I could be clerk there. It made no sense, except on the paperwork: I was a clerk and this was an office. That would do. The fact that I’d be clerk of The Empty Office, clerk of The Office With No Name, this was irrelevant.


So one morning I found myself being led across camp to a building on the far side. I went up a few steps, the door was unlocked and I was ushered into a dusty, darkish room with one desk, one chair, one shelf of old files and one window overlooking the parade ground. Then the key was handed over to me and that was it. I was left alone. For the rest of my time in Walvis. Another five months.


I couldn’t believe my luck. I was permitted, officially permitted, to spend all day, every day, here in this little hideaway. I was my own boss, with absolutely no duties, free to do anything I wanted. During the worst of the initiation games with the oumanne I’d often had cause to question whether God existed and the answer was always a resounding NO. Now I changed my mind.




Each morning I’d leave the Clerks and Storemen barracks, a much more civilised place than the Drivers’ lair and with a much better class of oumanne (studious, polite, quite timid types), and I’d carry a little canister of coffee across camp to my office – The Office At The Edge Of The World, The Office That Time Forgot – and there I’d sit all day, reading, sketching, practising audition speeches, or peering out of the window as squads of recruits were chased and bullied round the parade ground. I’d pop back to the canteen for lunch, able to schedule this so I was there first, before the rush, and, having eaten my full, return to my refuge. At the end of the afternoon, I’d toddle back to the barracks. ‘How was work today?’ people would be asking one another. When the question came my way, I’d reply, ‘Believe me, you don’t want to know.’


Occasionally some of the officers and NCOs, Walvis’s Permanent Force guys, would visit my office – now that it was reopened it provided a new place for them to skive off – and one or two noticed that I had drawing skills. They commissioned portraits of themselves. Then one asked me to do an illustration of weaponry for a lecture he had to give. Then another said that he wasn’t crazy about the battalion flag, and could I possibly design a different one.


I cringe to acknowledge this, but in the years that followed my stay at Walvis, when the camp became a bridgehead for the real thing – the war in Angola, South Africa’s Vietnam – one battalion of the SADF went into combat under a flag designed by me.


But back in 1966, army life simply became cushier and cushier. When the halfway period was up, the first three months, one of my new officer chums – especially flattered by my portrait of him – suggested I should be promoted. What if a new resident here at camp, a lowly blougat, were assigned to me to serve as under-clerk in The Nowhere Office? I’d need to have higher rank. I thought he was joking, but, no, I duly received a stripe and became Lance Corporal Sher. This carried some privileges, like extra passes into town (to visit Maichatz’s Tearoom or the Flamingo Bioscope) and extra respect from all unranked inhabitants of the Clerks and Store-men barracks.


Promotion of a different kind was bestowed on all my contemporaries with the arrival of the new intake. We were the oumanne now. We could grow our first moustache and take possession of a slave, a pet, a punchbag, a kaffir, a blougat.




Surely we wouldn’t, though. We wouldn’t claim these rights. We had suffered so much in our first few weeks in camp, crying ourselves to sleep at night, fearing we’d crack up and, in some cases (Alfonso wasn’t the only one), actually doing so. Surely we wouldn’t inflict this on anyone else?


How naïve I was. It all started up again: the ‘Maak Styf’, the ‘Gas Chamber’ and so on; the spectacle of oumanne encircling a terrified blougat and interrogating him about everything from his family to his foreskin, baying with mockery at every answer he gave.


I didn’t join in. There’s nothing heroic about this statement. In the same way that I couldn’t grow a moustache – physically I was still a late developer – so a kind of timidness, a kind of squeamishness stopped me. I’m absolutely fascinated by human suffering – where would Drama be without it? – but I don’t like causing it. Also, genuine bafflement sets in. Surely the equation should go: if I punch him in the stomach, it’ll hurt – I didn’t like it, he won’t like it, therefore I won’t do it. This seems logical. But, as I say, I’m being naïve. Logic isn’t always what controls us. The equation can also go: someone hurt me, therefore I’ll hurt someone else.


It was my first experience of something that would come to obsess me: the syndrome of the persecuted turning into the persecutor. It’s in Middlepost, my first novel, and it’s in many of the characters I’ve played: the disabled man who becomes a murderous tyrant in Richard III, the spat-upon Jew who becomes an avenging monster in The Merchant of Venice, the concentration camp survivor who becomes a Rachmanesque slum landlord in Singer.


The Jewish example is particularly powerful for me. After I’d left the army, after I’d travelled to London, after I’d been exposed to an uncensored picture of apartheid and heard it described as an atrocity, I went into a state of shock. Atrocity? That was a word I knew well. It featured in my reading on the Holocaust. Yet now it was being used about white South Africans. But – hang on a moment – that included my family. Impossible! The Shers and Abramowitzes fled Eastern Europe at the turn of the century because of the ‘atrocity’ then, the pogroms: part of a major Jewish exodus. A second wave arrived in South Africa during the thirties and forties, fleeing the Nazis. I’d been brought up with my people talking about themselves as the victims of ‘atrocity’, not the perpetrators. This British media, the newspapers and TV, they might be very sophisticated, but they were surely wrong, or maybe lying. We’d been warned about this



– in the Cape Times and Argus – how the rest of the world misrepresented us. I felt upset and trapped. Back at home it was so normal – blacks were an inferior form of life – this was as true and simple as your ABC or two-times table, and taught in the same way, as part of your basic education. It couldn’t be an ‘atrocity’. Could it? We, the persecuted, becoming the persecutor? No – unthinkable. Evil beyond belief.


Or – just completely normal behaviour? I’ve suffered, now I’m safe. Life has been hard, now it’s comfortable. The sun is bright and glorious – I’ll bask, I’ll close my eyes.


Of course, there’s another way, taken by a small but honourable roll-call of South African Jews – Albie Sachs, Jo Slovo, Ruth First, Helen Suzman, to name just a few – the ones who made the obvious connection, the ones who said, ‘We cannot be racist’, the ones who helped to bring down Uncle Nat.


But of course he was a victim too – Uncle Nat – he was also one of the persecuted. Forced out of the Cape by the British – forced on to the Great Trek. Thrashed in the Boer War, again by the British, the inventors of the concentration camp, where thousands of Afrikaner women and children died from starvation and disease. Those Boers who fought on after the ceasefire were known as the bitter-enders. It seems like an apt name. They lost the Cape, they lost the war and, more recently, they lost South Africa. There is truly something bitter in their history.


In 1967, one of Uncle Nat’s least heroic sons, Lance Corporal Sher – clerk of The Office that Never Was – began to look around him with renewed interest. Freed from the terrors of army life, and indeed from all its duties, he found himself drawn to two things: nature and sex.


Nature came in the form of the Namib Desert, which I now began to explore. To walk in the Namib is to take a stroll through a form of abstract art: its strange orange spaces, apparently blank yet weighty, complex, restless, these only half remind you of the world you know, they amaze and unsettle without you being able to say why. Near the camp was the lagoon, an inlet from the sea, its long curving beach made not of sand but spongy, mauve-brown mud that oozed through your toes. A dead seal or two was often to be found along the way. Pelicans and storks flew overhead. But most fascinating of all were the vast flocks of flamingo grazing on this huge, quiet expanse of water. Yes, I did do it. I did jump and yell – to see them



take off. Years later it provided a crucial sequence in Cheap Lives where Yusuf, the Coloured drifter (later to be an inmate on Death Row) suffocates a young Jewish man in the sand of a dune in the Namib:





Something in his face got torn in the struggle. Eardrums or his tongue or a nosebleed, don’t ask me, but suddenly the orange sand got richer. Then it was orange again. Sand is running all the time. It’s not surprising they use sand for clocks. At the end I heard a noise. I watched the edge of the dune. A seagull came over. It seemed like it was fleeing something. The edge of all dunes is razor sharp and blurred at the same time. Always a little wind. Beyond the sky was sky blue. Then it bled. I didn’t know what was going on. I wondered if some of the guy’s blood was in my eyes. It took a few seconds to realise it was flamingos. A hundred thousand flamingos coming over the edge of the dune to see what I had done. Already we were slipping, me and the Jewboy. Everything was strange. The earth was watery. The sky was bleeding. We fell.





Nature came also in the form of the Etosha Pan Game Reserve. On one memorable weekend pass, a business associate of my father, Paul Szabo, a Woody Allen lookalike who lived in Walvis, took me and two companions through the park in his battered little VW Beetle. It was my first glimpse of wild Africa – its game, savannas and skies – and the beginning of an addiction, a pure addiction, the only completely healthy one in my life. I can’t visit the wild enough – Kenya, the private reserves in the Transvaal, the game parks of Nepal and India – I can’t watch enough editions of The Natural World or Wildlife on One, I simply can’t get enough.


Sex was a growing addiction too, but here it wasn’t a case of not getting enough, but of not daring to get any at all. It must’ve been going on at Walvis, I suppose, somewhere, somehow, between braver souls than me. I was torn between trying to deny my burgeoning sexuality and finding myself in what you could call a gay fantasy: an army full of tanned and fit seventeen-year-olds.


Shower time. Less of a torture than at school, or at any rate torture of a different kind. I remember one late afternoon back in Oudtshoorn. There’d been a power cut in the camp. The showers were in a circular



wooden building with a thatched roof, a rondawel. Inside, the only light came from high windows – the rays of a flaming Karoo sunset falling into the dark hut, catching the curving sprays of water and the gleaming necks and shoulders of the naked young men crowded inside. From their chests down everything was in darkness, pitch darkness, a hot and thrilling darkness for me – bodies brushing against yours, confusion, laughter.


Later, in Walvis, the entire population of the camp moved out into the desert for a week, on manoeuvres, even the Clerks and Storemen. But not me. I had no job, no duties, and even the army saw the absurdity of transferring me from The Nowhere Office to The Nowhere Tent. So I stayed put, with half a dozen others. You saw them now and then: tiny lone figures crossing the immense landscape of the parade ground or eating at the other end of the hangar-sized canteen. And, once, in the bathhouse …


He stood at the far end of the tiled corridor, showering in the corner, half turned into it, glancing over his shoulder as I arrived. His features were dark, a bit sly, and I couldn’t help noticing – when he slightly rotated his hips – that he was either very well hung or half aroused. A pounding started in my ears. I became aware of the echoing space all around us, the deserted bath-house, the deserted camp. No witnesses, no terrible consequences. Unless I was wrong about this boy. Unless he was just well hung and innocently taking a shower …


At times like this I’d simply turn and flee, racing the first ticking pulses of my own stretching flesh.


It was shameful yet exhilarating, it both frightened and thrilled. I couldn’t resolve these contradictions, didn’t know what on earth was going on.


And then one day there was something beyond sex. Among the new intake, the new blougatte, one youth took my eye. Why did he look so familiar? The soft brown hair and eyes … vulnerability, radiance, a kind of grace … so much gentler than me, who was dark and scowling, encased in layer after layer of caution, the outsider’s armour. It took me a while to work it out – the sense of déjà vu – then it hit me like a blow. It was the boy from kindergarten, my first love affair. I’d last seen him being bustled into his parents’ car, after some incident, some shame – now here he was again, grown into a man. To see him in the showers was to be winded. He had a swimmer’s build, broad shoulders and chest, long muscular limbs;



smooth-skinned except for a vibrantly dark patch of hair above his cock. I hardly dared look down at it – or up into those innocent, long-lashed eyes. The combination of these two features – the one powerful, almost dangerous, the other full of beauty and tenderness – this was overwhelming. I became obsessed. And for the first time in my life (and possibly the last) I lusted and longed from a position of power. I was an ouman, he was a blougat. I could claim him, own him, do anything I wanted. The temptation was huge, but of course, mister timidity, little Ant, resisted it. I never even spoke to him, never learned if he really was the boy from kindergarten. The chances were nil, of course. Later I would read Jean Cocteau describing the same syndrome: a classmate, Dargelos, infatuates him, then turns into the ‘type’ which most attracts, and then into the famous flat-nosed, square-jawed profile that recurs throughout his drawings: the Cocteauesque face. His fantasy has become his signature. Knowing nothing about this at the time, the youth’s presence in Walvis was just strangely unsettling. And then my memory blurs. I have the impression of him disappearing – exactly like the kindergarten boy – of something happening and of him leaving the army early.


It wasn’t because of the Six Day War in Israel (my furtive glances in the showers were enough to establish he wasn’t Jewish), although this was to curtail the Walvis experience for some of my fellow recruits, the fervent Zionists. They sought and were granted permission to be released from South African conscription so they could go and fight for Israel. A shock went through the rest of us. Armies were not just indolent, self-abusing institutions like ours. Armies fought wars. Armies killed.


I don’t know what happened to the guys who left Walvis for Tel Aviv, but Israel’s victory against Egypt that year was widely reported and celebrated in the South African papers. It was, after all, the victory of a tough, militaristic, white-skinned race, small in numbers, yet able to thrash vast hordes of tawny heathens. It was an Old Testament victory and the Dutch Reformed Church cherished that book. The South Africa of my youth was brimming with paradoxes, but this was one of the most intriguing: in spite of the routine cry of ‘Jood, fokkin Jood!’ following me through army life, the Afrikaner has always held a curious respect for the Jew. In previous centuries, as the Boers fought and fled their way across the sun-baked expanses of British South Africa, they virtually saw themselves as a tribe of Israelites: they, too, had a covenant with the Lord; they, too,



had a promised land. And when they’d finally claimed it, in the latter half of the twentieth century, and were increasingly ostracised by the rest of the world, one of their only allies to remain loyal was Israel.


Before it began I would’ve done anything to gain exemption from military service, and even while it was happening I kept trying to get out – at the mere sight of any MO I’d start undoing my boots like some mad foot flasher – and I half succeeded, whiling away my days in The Neverland Office, The Office of Oz. But looking back now, I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. It was a kind of research trip. Apart from anything else, I learned how to play a soldier and I’ve done quite a few since: Macbeth, Richard III, Titus, Tamburlaine, Cyrano. It’s been endlessly satisfying to assume the brutal macho swagger of those NCOs in Oudtshoorn and Walvis; a kind of revenge, perhaps. And with soldiers under increasing stress, like Macbeth and Titus, it’s good to let them occasionally snap back into professional mode – attenSHUN – and to know that you’re doing it properly.


The last few months in Walvis passed slowly; we counted the hours. Then eventually the big day dawned and we were on a troop train again, called Louie, don’t know why, and we were skirting the Namib dunes, crossing the dry plains of South West, entering the Republic again, much lusher landscapes, and the guitarists among us were strumming melodies like ‘Sloop John B’, and, more passionately, ‘The Green Green Grass of Home’, and all of us were throwing back our heads to join in, even me, tone-deaf me, and then, seventy-two hours after leaving Walvis, suddenly we were hanging out the windows, beating our hands against the carriages, chanting in time to the wheels, ‘Go Louie, go Louie, go – go – go!’ – and there it was: Cape Town station. It was all over.


October, summer starting. I’d missed the beginning of term at London’s drama schools in September – their autumn (how strange) – so a long wait lay ahead before my next big journey.


Everyone’s life is full of these and the army was my first. I invariably approach each with more dread than excitement and they’re never as bad as I fear. But although my life has teemed with these big journeys, I’m not really built for travel or change. Something in me always aches for home. Even now, aged fifty and no longer able to say reliably where it is, I ache for home.
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