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    This book is dedicated to the Roberts family of Baddaford Citrus Estates: To my grandfather Daniel and my grandmother Gangie Isobel (McDonald); my father Llewellyn snr, my uncle Dan snr, my mother Lynn and my aunt Theo; my brother Llewellyn jnr, sisters Barrie and Jane and my cousins Dan jnr and Jonathan, Barbara and Sallyanne.


    And then, of course, the Hunter-Gatherers: Pieter Trompetter, Djonni Kieghlaar, Pese and Kununu Piet.


    Also to the staff at the Big House: Florence Duze, Mieta Piet, sis’ Tyeniwe Vusani, sis’ Nonkululeko Mselana and Thembekile Qeqe.


    Lastly, to the one who left us too soon, Christopher.
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    We, the Hunter-Gatherers


    I GREW UP WITH MANY scary things on the doorstep of my childhood home at Baddaford Citrus Estates in the foothills of the Katberg mountains of the rural Eastern Cape. Some kids grow up having to face far worse things, such as war and all its horrific brutalities. As a farmer’s son, I was brought up in the supposedly idyllic world of orange orchards and irrigation furrows.


    But, even as a small child, I knew that the ghosts of violence hung in the air. I couldn’t see them, but I could feel them. In 1879, only eighty years before my birth, the Frontier Wars over the land came to an end, with the Kei River accepted as the boundary. I was to discover that possession of the piece of land now called Baddaford Citrus Estates, covered by the peaceful-looking orange trees my great-grandfather had planted in the early 1900s, had once been hotly contested by Xhosa pastoralist-warriors, British settlers and the Boers.


    When I was a child, nobody ever told me about these conflicts. It has been said that Carl Jung, the Swiss psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, described how, after landing at the airports of certain countries, he could smell blood in the air – a fact that would make him cancel his visit and fly straight back home to Switzerland. It was as if this same smell hung in the air of the Eastern Cape world that surrounded me.


    One evening, when I was about four years old, I was woken in the deep of the night by a violent hammering on our kitchen door. My father, Llewellyn, opened it to find a Xhosa woman on the doorstep. Her husband had sliced her open in a drunken frenzy. As my father drove her down the dirt road to the hospital, eight kilometres away in the town of Fort Beaufort, the poor woman’s intestines had to be held in her stomach cavity by my mother. Luckily, the woman made a full recovery.
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    Best clothes, best hair, best smile. A photo of me as a young boy.


    I also recall one Saturday afternoon when I watched a fight between a coloured man we called Lawiesh (his name was actually Louis), who was armed with a knife, and a Xhosa man called Mzwandile, who was armed with a kierie (a knobbed stick; isigweba in Xhosa). Their confrontation took place at the farm labourers’ huts. Everybody had been drinking a lot of booze and their blood was hot for violence. The women screamed and wailed, while the winds of a brewing thunderstorm blasted the bushes, shaking them violently and whipping up clouds of dust, all adding to what seemed to me a frenzied madness. Fortunately for my innocent young eyes, Lawiesh was hit by such severe blows that he crumpled to the ground before he could stab and draw blood, and the fight ended. Still, I felt numbed by this vista of violence. If I had been given the choice right there and then, I might have liked, even as a delinquent, to have made like Jung and left that place for good.
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    My parents, Llewellyn and Lynn, outside St Andrew’s College chapel on their wedding day.


    In the 1830s, my great-great-grandfather, Daniel Roberts, had the temerity and good faith to trek eastwards from the Albany district, where most of the 1820 Settlers had established themselves, generally as farmers. He set up a trading store on or near the banks of the Peddie River. He was also a lay preacher for the Wesleyan Church in the Grahamstown district. It was in this capacity that Daniel played a part in organising, and paying for, a son of the Xhosa chief Ngqika to travel by ship to Scotland to attend boarding school there.


    In 1837, the Xhosa rose up and invaded the Cape Colony from the east. (If you ask me, the authorities in England should have been more honest with the 1820 Settlers, who were sent to a strange, dangerous land basically to act as a buffer between the Xhosa and the Cape Colony.) Early one morning, the house of my great-great-grandfather was surrounded by a horde of young warriors. While his trading store was being plundered and burnt, he was asked to send his wife and children away: unlike the Zulu under Dingane, the Xhosa never killed the women and children of the Settlers. The same cannot be said of Mzilikazi’s impis, who, during their breakout from Zululand, wiped the eastern foothills of the Drakensberg clean of people.


    (Recently, a journalist who was writing an article phoned me with a question: ‘Mr Roberts, as an actor who was raised in an English family, how do you feel about having acted in so many TV series in the language of the oppressor?’


    ‘Look, I’ve only acted in two TV series in Zulu,’ I responded.


    A pause followed.


    ‘Excuse me? No, I’m talking about Afrikaans.’


    ‘Yes of course, I know you are. But Afrikaans is not the only language of oppression. Zulu is too.’)


    But the Xhosa were not like this. With Daniel’s young wife and small children having been sent to safety, the warriors told him they were going to kill him and burn his house.


    ‘On whose orders am I to die?’ Daniel asked, playing his last, desperate card.


    This proved to be a perplexing question, as no one seemed sure. The raiding party hadn’t been sent by the king. They were on their own mission of retribution against the settlers.


    ‘Who is your king?’ Daniel then asked.


    They answered that his name was Ngqika.


    ‘Well, then, you must first ask Nkosi Ngqika if Daniel Roberts is to be killed.’


    Because Ngqika was not far away, a runner was sent. While they waited for the runner to return, the young warriors became impatient and began nicking Daniel’s skin with their assegai points, saying, ‘When the runner comes back and says the nkosi tells us to kill you, that is where I am going to sink my blade into your pale white skin.’


    After a while, streaks of blood were running down his body. The runner came speeding back in great haste shouting, ‘Yekani! Inkosi ithethile umthetho wayo!’ (The king has spoken!)
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    My entry for the annual art competition at St Andrew’s Preparatory School.


    Ngqika’s response was that if one hair on the head of Daniel Roberts was disturbed, he would have all the warriors killed.


    Daniel was allowed to retreat to the shade of his house, while some warriors tried to put out the fire raging in his trading store. The truth was that the leader of the insurrection was a son of the king – and the same son whom Daniel Roberts had helped to go and study in Scotland! Yet he had returned from his studies still full of war.


    This incident was mentioned to us children as an example of how uncertain the chances of survival were for the Roberts clan in those days. Several years ago, I went to the Albany Museum in Grahamstown (today Makhanda) and, under the guidance of the librarian, found an article in the Grahamstown Journal from 1837 that proved the story told to me by my parents was true and correct.


    After this, Daniel decided to leave the frontier area and head westwards, and he became involved with a Wesleyan Church farming project near the settlement of Salem. Here, struggling Africans were given a place to settle and work on land bought by the Wesleyans, and it was here that Daniel built a church, which stands to this day.


    It is my good fortune that the Roberts family survived the violence of the Frontier Wars. Life was slightly easier for my great-grandfather, Llewellyn James Roberts, who was an inventor-farmer. He was the first man in the world to construct a gate by bending steel tubing without weakening or disfiguring it. Having patented this technique, he made good money for a while building gates at his factory, located on a railway siding called Kroomie, between Fort Beaufort and Adelaide.


    After buying the farm in 1903, he decided to build a house to his own design. The position of the house was dictated by where the blue granite boulders stopped rolling after he’d dynamited a cliff high up on the mountainside. The boulders were cut into building blocks by British stonemasons who had been commissioned by the Cape government to build a bridge over the Kat River at Fort Beaufort. The bridge has withstood many raging floods of the Kat River.


    Llewellyn’s house accommodated the steep slope of the hill and consisted of three storeys with no internal passageways. All the living areas radiated from a large central room, which was (and still is) called ‘the Court’, created by raising the middle of the corrugated-iron roof, with two rows of windows added to allow the sun in. Llewellyn built a grand stairway, with a curving wooden balustrade, leading from the top floor down into the Court, and the rooms were exquisitely wood-panelled.


    Sadly, the house burnt down in the 1930s and the two young men who were staying there at the time could save only two things: a magnificent Steinway baby grand piano and a three-quarter-size billiard table. The fire had started because the gardener had left a paraffin lamp burning in the cellar. The blue granite walls, however, still stood gaunt but proud when the smoke cleared, and the house was rebuilt – less grandly finished than before but still magnificent. We called it ‘the Big House’ and this was where I grew up.


    My great-grandfather Llewellyn died young, at the age of 54, a result of burns sustained in a freak accident near Douglas, a far-off town on the Vaal River, where he had been installing a pump. This pump, designed by an Englishman, HA Humphrey, had to be placed in a pit dug down to below the level of the river. The water in the vertical pipe, which served as cylinder, created a piston to compress a mixture of petrol and air. When the mixture was ignited, the explosion pushed the water upwards to irrigate the farmland above.
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    The Big House at Baddaford Citrus Estates, home of the Roberts family.


    At some point the petrol caught fire, engulfing the pit in sudden and horrific heat. Llewellyn managed to scramble up the ladder but went back down into the inferno to help his two labourers escape. In doing so, he was so badly burnt that he had to drive to Kimberley, assisted by his young daughter Helen, who had to change the gears for him. They managed to get to Kimberley but, sadly, Llewellyn died some days later in hospital. The labourer survived.


    Many years later, in about 1993, I was staying in Douglas while shooting the third series of the SABC production Arende. On an off day, I went to visit the farm of distant relatives, the Jacksons, on the north bank of the Vaal River. Bruce Jackson and I got chatting over a cup of tea and I asked if they knew where my great-grandfather had been fatally burnt. They told me how to get there and I made my way down the river to a neighbouring farm.


    On the red, barren earth, beneath some scrawny white-thorn trees, I found a circle of large stones about six metres in diameter that marked the place. Rains had washed the pit full of silt, almost completely filling it in. I stood looking at it, finding myself lost in imaginings of the calamity that had happened there eighty or so years before. Right beside the circle of stones sparkled the icy-blue waters of the Vaal River.


    Llewellyn’s son Daniel, my grandfather, had to take over the running of the farm at the age of 17. As a boy, he had been struck down with polio, which so badly withered one of his legs that he had to wear a metal calliper. He walked with difficulty using a walking stick and had a pronounced limp.


    My grandfather was a quiet man. In his sixties, the polio seemed to get to him, and he also had a weakened heart. One day, he was gruff with me when I got in his way. I scampered out of the Big House very quickly. A little while later, my grandmother, Gangie, found me and said soothingly, ‘My boy, you mustn’t think that your grandfather means you ill. He is just not feeling well, please forgive him.’


    But I could never have felt offended by my grandfather. He was like a god to me. He had a study into which I never, ever thought of venturing. It was dark and full of magical things – finely crafted bamboo trout rods and feathered flies, and on a table stood all the glass pipettes and flasks and things that were used to test the acidity and sugar levels of the oranges to see if they were ready for export.


    Once, three of us were ordered to be outside our grandfather’s study at 10 on a Monday morning. Our small band consisted of me, my eldeer brother Llewellyn and my cousin Dan (who, although he was christened Dan, had always been called Ronald, his second name, because there were so many Dans on the farm). Dan and I were born less than a month apart and both our families lived on Baddaford Citrus Estates. Our fathers were identical twins and both worked for my grandfather.
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    My father (left) and his twin brother, Dan.


    That morning, the three of us had been scrubbed clean by our mothers and were dressed in the best clothes we had. We even had our hair combed. We thought our grandfather had found out about some of the bad things we’d done, and that we were in for the high jump, but we couldn’t work out what we’d done.


    Eventually, our grandfather struggled down the stairs. Time seemed to stand still as he gazed down at us, leaning on his walking stick with the curved handle, the rubber-covered tip placed on the floor uncomfortably between my hastily polished shoes. At this moment we tried to think one last time what we might have done wrong, until eventually God spoke.


    ‘Good morning, boys.’


    ‘Good morning, Grampa,’ we chimed.


    ‘Thank you, young fellows, for coming here. Please come into my office.’ We followed him into the hallowed room.


    Three chairs had been set out for us. We sat down and glanced at each other.


    ‘Right, now today I am going to teach you boys how to tie trout-fishing knots.’


    With great relief, we watched avidly as he demonstrated the knots to us. I still use one of the knots I learnt that day when I fish from the rocks into the sea.
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    Standing between the two Llewellyns – my father and my elder brother – at Schoenmakerskop, where I’d just caught a bluefish.
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    I loved the ocean from the first time I experienced it. I’m on the far left with my brother Llewellyn and sister Barrie next to me.


    ‘Always among the huts’ could have been my second name, because that is where you were most likely to find me as a young boy. The huts were the houses of the farm labourers and their families, which were situated up the steep bushy hill behind the Big House. My affinity for the huts had much to do with the fact that my friends stayed there.


    One of my first friends was George Piet, the eldest son of our cook, Mieta Piet. George was a highly emotional type of person and also a bit older than me. One fine winter’s morning, I heard an altercation out behind the kitchen: my brother Llewellyn and George were fighting over some issue. Eventually, George laid into my brother with a kierie, hitting him violently across the back and on his legs.


    This was the first time I became aware that living inside me was a mad red-haired Irishman, who feared nothing and no man (this was probably thanks to my mother’s Irish heritage). I hurried upstairs to where my brother’s .22 rifle was stored, and ran back out. George saw me coming, dashed through the fence and headed into the thick bush up the hill. I fired a bullet at his disappearing form and then chased after him into the bush, past the huts, swearing Xhosa obscenities that seriously insulted his bloodline. Thankfully, he managed to vanish.


    So did our friendship.


    After that, my comrades were Xhosa-speaking coloured boys more my own age. They were the descendants of Khoi soldiers who had been granted land by the British for helping them fight the Xhosa during the Frontier Wars. These men had been conscripted mostly from mission stations in the Cape, places such as Genadendal and Elim. Their lands were a bit further up the Kat Valley, at places such as Lower Blinkwater, Balfour and Hertzog.


    One of my comrades was Pieter Trompetter – might his grandfather have been a trumpeter in the Cape colonial forces? Pieter was a scrawny boy like me, but he had a swollen midriff, which I was told was caused by a malady called kwashiorkor, the product of malnutrition. I never knew who Pieter’s parents were and neither did he. He didn’t seem to care much about them, or perhaps that was just because he had a remarkable ability to turn any situation into a humorous one. When people called him ‘No-Roesu’ (derived from roes, which means rust in Afrikaans) because some of his teeth were discoloured, he would say, ‘Andikhathaleli! Solanki ndiyaphefumla!’ which is a mixture of Xhosa and Afrikaans meaning, ‘I don’t care! As long as I am breathing!’


    Pieter’s other regular saying was: ‘Khawubophe, man!’ (How about rolling us a smoke, man!) And could he smoke! Tobacco was his first love, and perhaps his last. First prize for him was a smoke rolled from BB Best Blend, a pipe tobacco that had a little bit of Virginia mixed in. It was much milder than Boxer and much more smokeable than the black, viciously strong Katrivier blend, a dark and dubious pipe tobacco smoked only by old people. We preferred to roll our smokes in the brown paper used in shops in those days. Newspaper could also work.


    Although we preferred tobacco, we also smoked intsangu (dagga) from early on. I remember getting back to St Andrew’s College after a holiday and listening to 16-year-old Joburg and Cape Town boys boasting how they had smoked dope for the first time. Welcome to the club, I thought, I’ve been smoking that stuff since I was ten years old!


    Pieter was being looked after by an old woman called Francis, who was the mother of Mieta Piet and the matriarch of the family. Mieta was a pale-skinned lady with almost Chinese eyes, a round face and the sparse black hair of the Khoi. She always oozed a sense of calm, and she became a second mother to me. Most importantly, Mieta was a magical cook: she could make anything taste good – even the carp we used to catch in the muddy Kat River.


    My other two buddies, Pese and Kununu Piet, were children of Mieta and her partner Charlie Manie, with Pese the older of the two. His nickname was ‘uFoh-Foh’, mainly because he was tall and thin, and the wind could blow him around in a ‘foh-foh’ kind of way (derived from the sound we thought the wind made when it blew on him and fluffed through his loosely fitting clothes). Kununu was called ‘Kaai’ and I have no idea why. I was never called Ian and had different nicknames over the years. One of my earliest names was ‘uMobza’ because I was always looking for petrol for my motorbikes and go-kart, and in those days the Mobil petrol tankers, with the flying white horse painted on their bright-blue sides, were very popular. When I grew older, I was nicknamed ‘uBhurkwala’, which means ‘young boy who has been circumcised and is about to be accepted among the ranks of men’.


    My other friend was Djonni Kieghlaar, whose parents were James and Katie, two elderly coloured folks. I can still remember the night they cooked up a big pot of prickly pears on the fire. I was told that they were making prickly pear wine, which they would distil to make a powerful turksvyblits (prickly pear moonshine). They looked like alchemists as they stirred the gummy liquid in their giant pots, with halos of pungent steam and smoke wafting about their heads.


    Once, when we were repairing the wire cars that we used to push around the dirt tracks on the farm, I offered Djonni the use of a pair of pliers my father had lent me with the firm instruction to give them back to him: ‘Remember, those are elastic pliers, my boy!’


    Djonni responded with a haughty smile. ‘Hayi, suka wena. Andifuni tanga mna’ (Bugger off, I don’t need pliers).


    He proudly held up his hands, which were far stouter than mine. ‘Nazi tanga ezami!’ (These are my pliers!)


    To prove it, he bent a tough piece of galvanised wire with his fingers without any hassle. I was soon to learn that those tough fingers could also play a mean rhythm guitar. Given that we roamed around freely on the farm and also starting camping together in the wild, when I look back now, I think of our little group as the Hunter-Gatherers – a concept I would encounter in social anthropology, one of my subjects at Rhodes University. At night, we would sometimes walk from the Big House, where my grandparents lived, to the Cottage, home to my parents and their four children – my elder sister Barrie, my elder brother Llewellyn, me and my younger sister Jane – about a kilometre away along a track through the bush.


    Now, the thing about the bushes in that part of the Eastern Cape is that they are extremely dense. Different hardy (and often thorny) plants form thickets, as if to keep each other company, creating an impenetrable tangled mass of spiky bush. At night, they took on a threatening aspect when the dense black shadows beneath them looked very scary.
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    The Roberts siblings from left to right: Jane, me, Llewellyn and Barrie circa 1960.


    As we set out into the dark, we were the epitome of bravery. Soon, however, one of us would begin to recall the stories of oohili – dark beings of the netherworld. Then came the scary descriptions of izithunzela, taller devils who could run very fast. No matter how fast you were, they would catch you and carry you off into the dark shadows and you would never be seen again. We were truly scared of these enigmatic entities, which were part of Xhosa folklore.


    About 150 metres from the lighted security of the Big House, the track took a dip into a gully where a stream ran after the rains. It was always somewhere in the bottom of that dip that the shadows under the bushes would become blacker than the blackest ink. One of us would begin to walk almost imperceptibly faster, and, even though it was very dark, the others would notice and we would all begin to play catch-up. We knew only too well that the one who straggled would be caught first by the izithunzela, which always came up from behind. About halfway between the Big House and the Cottage stood the thickest clumps of bushes, with the blackest pools of shadow underneath.


    ‘That is why oohili are so short,’ said Pese in a breathy whisper. ‘They can easily stand upright underneath these thorny bushes and watch us!’


    He was edging ahead of us and we struggled to catch up without showing our fear by running. We had our own name for these ghosts – oogcumm-gcumm – because we believed their hairy feet would make a sound like gcumm, gcumm, gcumm as they ran to grab you in their powerful claws and drag you into their lair.


    As we walked faster and faster it was just a matter of time until Pese would turn back and ‘see’ something creeping up on us and whisper under his breath, ‘Ooo Thixo! Nasi isithunzela sivele ngaphantsi kwalela hlathi! Nasi emva kwam! I yoooooh!’ (Oh my God, there is isithunzela underneath that bush there! Here it is just behind me!)


    ‘I-yoooooh, ek skrik my amper dood!’ (I-yooooh, I will die of fright!), Djonni Kieghlaar would shout, and that was more than we could bear. The dam wall of our bravery would burst and we’d run screaming with blind terror towards the single light that burnt several hundred metres away at the Cottage.


    Other spooky things sustained our fear. Once, a baboon reportedly began climbing onto the roofs of the labourers’ houses in the dead of night and dragging a chain over the corrugated iron. Of course, we Hunter-Gatherers knew that the baboon had been sent as utokoloshe – a creature that would bring the evil spells cast on the inhabitants of the house by a bad sangoma.


    My uncle Dan decided to spend a night hiding in thick bush with a .303 rifle, so that if he saw such a baboon, he could kill it. I waited expectantly for the shot to echo through the night. But, after hearing nothing, I eventually fell asleep. In the morning, my uncle yawned as he told us he had watched the staff houses right through the night but had seen absolutely no sign of anything clambering over the roofs, let alone a baboon.


    A Mfengu man called Nani lived on a remote piece of open veld deep on the hilly farm Argyle, which my grandfather had also bought. Nani was a great carpenter, and I would often watch in fascination as he cooked up his own glue in a pot on a Primus stove. When I got in the way, he scolded me and shoved me away, but I would always return to watch his every move with the old-fashioned awls and saws. I also noticed that he used no screws or nails, just wooden pegs. Watching grey-haired Nani weave his magic was the beginning of my love of working with my hands.


    After Nani died, his family buried him in a fine grave with a carved granite headstone. Later, they all moved away and his house fell to the ground. Years later, I set out to find it. It took me at least an hour to cut through dense clumps of prickly pear and tightly woven branches of tambookie thorn bushes, with their hooked thorns. There, surrounded by the sounds of the wild, I paid my respects to Nani.


    It was mostly thanks to my friendship with the other Hunter-Gatherers that I learnt to speak Xhosa from an early age. By the time I turned six, I was completely fluent in the language. However, at times I felt like an alien child who was unwelcome in the homes of the workers. Once, Jane Gqirhana, the woman who ran the farm’s roadside kiosk, said to me, ‘Asiyithandi ukuthi wena uman’ ukujikeleze apha ngaphakathi kwethu – asikwazi ukuhleba’ (We do not like it when you move around here among us, because we cannot speak about people behind their backs).


    The practice of ukuhleba always disturbed me. In English, ukuhleba could be taken to mean ‘gossip’, but for us boys the word had a darker meaning. It usually meant to speak ill of people behind their backs or even to conspire against them. The only people on the farm who could not understand Xhosa were my folks.


    When there were major functions at the Big House (for example, when family members got married there), I used to spend most of the time in the kitchen. I preferred to help Mieta and the other servants with kitchen chores rather than have to deal with the pressures that came with being someone’s cousin or great-grandson.


    Even so, I was not black enough to be included in the ranks of the Xhosa ukuhleba. The separation was too wide, the racism too thickly embedded. Maybe that’s why I could relate so easily to the coloured kids, because they were also marginalised by ukuhleba. They were called amaLawu by the Xhosa workers on the farm, just as whites were called abeLungu. The singular of this word – umLungu – refers to the white foam or scum that comes off the sea in a storm. I always wondered what secret things were spoken about the white and coloured people that we were not permitted to hear.


    One day, the Hunter-Gatherers were busy tending one of the small vegetable gardens we always planted at special places on the farm when my father drove up in his bakkie.


    ‘Good morning, boys, and what are you chaps busy doing?’ he asked with a smiling face.


    In such a situation I would always be the spokesman. ‘We are just lungisa-ing onse garden, Dad’ (We are just sorting out our garden, Dad).


    ‘Oh, a garden, hey? That’s good. And what have you planted there?’


    ‘I-boontjies, nama-ertjies, silima nama-pumpkins also’ (Beans, peas and we plant pumpkins also).


    ‘Oh, so you haven’t planted any flowers, then? That would make your mother happy.’


    ‘Nee, no flowers. Pese uthi ons kannie ama-flowers eat nie, Dad’ (Pese says we can’t eat flowers, Dad).


    I remember Dad laughing and shaking his head good-humouredly as he drove off. I think he was secretly impressed by the new language – a strange mix of Xhosa, English and Afrikaans – that we Hunter-Gatherers had created. My dad liked things like that. Just because he was the one who held things together on the farm didn’t mean he didn’t like it when the mould was broken a bit. Few people knew this, but Llewellyn MacDonald Roberts also had a crazy red-haired Irishman inside him who sometimes liked to go, ‘Hwa-ar, hwa-ar! Avast, ye landlubbers!’
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    The magic the adults didn’t see


    THE FIRST SCHOOL I WENT to was the Holy Rosary Convent in Fort Beaufort, where we were taught by nuns. My first teacher was Sister De Ricci, a tall, attractive woman. She found the strange kind of English I spoke unacceptable, so the nuns made me do some extra English classes. It did not take long before I spoke English well enough for them. They were Italian anyway, so their standards couldn’t have been all that high.


    I remember a few things from this school. There was one boy who was so turned on by Sister De Ricci that he used to masturbate while she was trying to teach us arithmetic. This would cause his desk to shake and squeak. I found him and his actions moronic and rude. Afrikaans has the best word to describe his behaviour: walglik (repulsive). He was much older than the rest of us and had obviously been held back because he was too dumb, or too obsessed with his sexuality, to pass.


    I also recall at some point being accused of breaking the laws of the convent and ordered to report to the Mother Superior, whose office was up a stairway. I refused to go because I felt I was innocent. So the prefects and some helpers came and grabbed me and started to usher me towards the stairs. One of these boys was the masturbator; I was so disgusted that he was laying his filthy hands on me that I began to fight like a madman.


    Scrawny as I was, these bigger boys really struggled to hold me. As they were dragging me towards the dreaded stairway, I managed to grab onto a lamp-post. In those days, lamp-posts were made mostly out of thick steel with cast-iron trimmings. Once I had my arms around the post, there was no way those prefects were going to pull me off. I was also screaming with terror. That is another thing: I have always had an incredibly powerful voice. Eventually, the prefects gave up and let me go and the head boy had to climb the stairs, his ears ringing, to tell the Mother Superior that if she wanted to see ‘that boy’ Roberts, then she would have to take her holiness downstairs herself. She decided not to. As I wiped away my tears, I knew my outrage had been justified.
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    All cleaned up and hair combed for primary school.


    After a year or so at the convent, in 1960, I was carted off in my father’s Ford Consul to become a boarder at St Andrew’s Preparatory School in Grahamstown. I was seven years old at the time. The school was reached by driving 80 kilometres over a rough dirt road that was very hilly and seriously tested the suspension of any vehicle.


    That I did not become clinically schizophrenic over the next couple of years is something of a miracle. I had become so ensconced – through my wilful curiosity – in the African world of the farm that I found the new world of a strictly rule-driven Anglican church school an immensely cold and alienating place to live for three months (the length of each term).


    We slept in dormitories with a row of iron beds down each wall and open floor in between (old Oregon pine, polished over the years by many a boy’s bare foot or grey sock). I was told I had to wear a clean shirt every day. What? That meant seven different shirts for a week. On the farm, the Hunter-Gatherers and I purposely wore the same shirt for as long as possible because that meant we could recognise each other at a distance.


    A prefect slept near the doorway to keep an eye on us. Breakfast, lunch and supper were eaten in a dining hall where we sat at long tables. If we broke the rules, we would get a thrashing with a cane called Benjy. No wonder I am very seldom late, even to this day.


    At St Andrew’s prep school, the average day went as follows: first, wake up, shower and get dressed (you were lucky if you found an unoccupied toilet). After breakfast in the hall at your table of thirty, go to the classroom to learn Latin, arithmetic, history. Then there was a break, followed by geography and physical science. After lunch, go down to the sports field. Then go back to the house to shower, with supper followed by prep time doing homework. Finally, it was off to bed and lights out. Now, all boys must sleep, but what if you are a night owl who likes to prowl? You were allowed to go and have a pee, but that was it.


    I would often lie awake, listening to the different types of snoring from the other boys, most of whom would quickly fall asleep. Sometimes, thankfully, I could listen to a steam train huffing and puffing into the cold night air as it laboured up the steep tracks near the school, heading out of Grahamstown into the dark night of the wide world. I was envious of that train. Although it ran on tracks, it was free.


    On the farm, the average day had a completely different rhythm: wake up, don’t even think of washing your face, put on exactly the same clothes as yesterday and the day before and the day before that, wander downstairs past the dining-room table towards the kitchen, grab any bacon rinds or half a piece of toast your father might have neglected to eat, and scoff an egg given to you by Mieta. Then go outside, find Pieter Trompetter and Kununu and Pese Piet – easily recognisable by the clothes they wore – who might be sitting at a small fire warming themselves and boiling some sweet tea in an empty jam tin. Have a sip of the tea while listening to the humorous banter that seemed to circle about us like the smoke from our fires. Often, someone would get up from beside the fire and tell a story or do comedic mimicry of characters on the farm. My taste for acting started during these early years of my life.


    It was only after I entered St Andrew’s Preparatory School that I heard there were such things as professional actors or that acting was a career. Up until then, and because of my Hunter-Gatherer friends, I had assumed that everyone was an actor. It was only after I took part in various dramatic projects, under the encouragement and guidance of the school’s enigmatic and exceptional headmaster, Griff Mullins, that I realised most boys didn’t want to go near the stage. This extraordinary man, with his great love for the dramatic arts, had decreed that the school hall be opened every Saturday afternoon to allow scholars the opportunity to do any performance they wanted to conjure up on the stage, for anyone who was interested enough to watch it, while everyone else was playing cricket or rugby. There couldn’t have been many other prep schools in the world in the early 1960s where such an unusual project would have been allowed, and indeed encouraged by the headmaster.


    It was because of this that I, at the age of ten, together with my cousin Dan, wrote and produced my first play, a whodunnit detective story. The leading role was played by another schoolboy called PG ‘Piggy’ Southey, a bespectacled and – to us – suitably Sherlock Holmes-type character. Together with a few other boys, I acted in the play, while Dan was the director.


    I don’t know of any other instance where boys at our school wrote a play, or why Dan and I chose to do so, so I can only attribute it to one of those shafts of inspiration that have come to me throughout my life. For me, acting and writing were a natural progression from the impromptu comic performances in the flickering light of the campfire on the farm. If all dramatic art is about storytelling, then the campfire was where I began to learn, but I owe my ability to script a story to the influence of the St Andrew’s prep school classroom.


    I remember one curious incident from my early childhood. It was during the school holidays. I was back at home from boarding school when I had a sort of vision: I saw myself standing on a stage somewhere, and before me were many people cheering and clapping their hands. My mother saw the strange expression on my face and asked me what I was thinking about. I tried to explain to her what I had seen.


    ‘What on earth are you talking about, my boy?’ she asked, intrigued. ‘That is very strange indeed.’


    My mother, who was born Lynn McWilliams, was of Irish descent. The Irish are a people not overly disturbed by ephemeral things, so luckily my parents never took me to Port Elizabeth to see the nearest shrink. Perhaps they thought my vision was merely a delusion of grandeur. Little did I know that this vision would materialise years later when I received the DALRO best actor award in 1987.


    The first time I was taken camping on the farm was when I was about four years old. One afternoon, my father led the family up through the huts behind the Big House and we began climbing the steep, rocky path up the mountain. We struggled through the thick undergrowth and up onto the plateau, past the dark brooding cliffs from which my great-grandfather dynamited the stones used to build the house.


    What I remember most about that climb was that my corduroy dungarees were impossible to take off and that I needed to do a number two in the bush. Eventually, I had to ask somebody (my mother?) to help me. By then, everybody knew I was desperate for a toilet. Feeling imprisoned every time I wore the dungarees, I grew to hate them and used to deliberately scrape them across any rock I could find to reduce them to tatters as soon as I could. It did not take long before I was free of them forever.


    Once we reached the bushy plateau, my father put up a tent and taught us how to start a fire using only one match. For this, he painstakingly packed small sticks and bits of dried grass into an arch. He told us he had learnt this trick while fighting the Desert Fox – German Field Marshal Erwin Rommel – in North Africa during the Second World War. As the fire took hold from his single match, I remember staring at it, mesmerised by my dad’s genius.


    We spent a night on top of the plateau, but after my sister Barrie mistakenly drank some paraffin out of what she thought was a water bottle, we had to hurry down the mountain. She was made to drink milk to neutralise the paraffin. The camping trip was over. But I had had my first taste of what it was like out there in the bush. Deep down, I knew I wanted more.


    The next time, I was lucky to be invited by my brother Llewellyn to go and camp with him and his friends in a green canvas tent purchased by my father. The dark nights were scary, and, to my alarm, I seemed to always be the one pushed to the edge of the tent by the bigger boys. One night, I was terrified when I heard a rasping sound on the other side of the canvas, right near my head. The others were fast asleep, so I eased up the tent flap to find myself looking straight into the face of a surprised cow, which, thus frightened, moved off immediately.


    After that, my brother and his friends lost interest in camping and we Hunter-Gatherers took over the green tent. Every time I got back from boarding school, I would ask my father for a tractor and trailer to take us up into the bush. There we would pitch the tent and stay for at least three weeks, until I would have to go home to prepare to go back to boarding school and civilisation. We would take with us a pocket of potatoes, a bag of mielie meal, a supply of coffee, tea, Klim milk powder and sugar, together with a few bottles of cooking oil and some salt and pepper. We were proud Hunter-Gatherers and would eat whatever we managed to shoot, which were mostly dassies, sometimes a wood pigeon or guinea fowl or a long-eared hasie (African hare; imvundla in Xhosa). We weren’t very good hunters. We only killed something every now and then. It was more like we were playing bush games.


    If we discovered a hare hiding under a bush, Djonni Kieghlaar would start calling out in a soothing tone, ‘Ho-looo! Ho-loooo! Ho-looo!’ setting up the chant. We would all freeze where we were standing and join in, ‘Ho-looo! Haw-loooore, Haw-LoreWAH!’ This was supposed to mesmerise the hare into not immediately running for its life. The African hare can move astoundingly fast.


    The chant gave us time to get our knobkieries ready. When the hare had decided it had had enough of our discordant noise and broke cover, we would hurl our sticks to try and take it down. We seldom managed to kill one, though. It would have been far easier to shoot one, but that wasn’t as much of a challenge and no fun. When the hare escaped, we would dance around in the sun laughing at each other’s inaccurate stick-throwing. What we enjoyed most was the rave of the hunt.


    Once, when travelling into the bush on a trailer pulled by a Massey Ferguson tractor, we stopped at the huts on Argyle, the neighbouring farm, which also belonged to my family. This was the first time I came up close and face to face with a baboon. One of the farm workers had raised the animal after its mother had been killed. He had named her Kees, an informal Afrikaans word for baboon. From the first moment, Kees took a liking to me, and, as we rode off to the camping grounds, she clung to me so tightly and screeched so loudly when her owner tried to pull her away that he simply gave up and waved us off. That was how Kees came to go camping with us.


    It was astounding how easily the baboon fitted in with camp life. When it came to food, Kees would eat whatever we were eating. She would even sip tea. She could sleep anywhere – curled up in a corner of the tent or on top of the wooden structure where we put our food to protect it from insects and animals.


    On our frequent hunting trips, she would move along quietly through the bush with us, her new tribe. She would observe everything quietly, eating wild fruits or a scorpion if she could find one. Around midday, when we usually got tired of walking, we would find a tree that gave enough shade and go to sleep. In the bush one is always wary of being caught unawares, and you are most vulnerable when you are asleep, but with Kees around, we could relax completely.


    The little baboon would climb to the top of the tree and keep a lookout. Sometimes she would grunt a soft alarm. Next thing, she would point in a certain direction with her muzzle. We would most often need binoculars to see what she was seeing – a distant farm worker checking for holes in the fencing or a group of goats.


    Kees needed nothing from anybody, but she loved Wilson’s toffees. If I went to Chummy Moss’s store on my Sachs 50 moped and came back with a packet of Wilson’s toffees, I would hide them by placing them under my arm and zipping up my jacket. Back at the camp, and before I could even get off the bike, Kees would jump onto my lap and look intently at me with those ancient red-brown eyes of hers and make a soft grunting sound – she always knew when I was hiding something. I would pretend to have nothing, and then she would begin prodding my jacket, her incredibly sensitive hearing noting any crackling sound that would indicate ‘packet of sweets’. Eventually, she would isolate it and grunt at me. I could only laugh in acknowledgement of her genius, take out the packet and give her a toffee.


    Kees took us on as her tribe. Such a sense of belonging remains eternally intangible but is very real to those who have experienced it in the wild. It’s like the fireside, that holiest of holies, where the sense of togetherness leads to a deep and sure contentment.


    A strange incident happened when the rains at long last returned, breaking the terrible drought of the 1960s. (Many orange trees had become so dry that they turned black from the high sulphur content in the borehole water that my father, in desperation, used to irrigate them).


    The long furrow that carried water down to the farm from a weir up the valley had begun leaking precious water back into the Kat River. I went with my father and a team of labourers to fix it.


    At one point, my father was feeling under the muddy water with his hand for the hole when a worker called Ndenzile thrust downward with his spade and split my dad’s index finger in two, longways. He pulled his hand out of the muddy water: it was a bloody mess.


    My father said nothing and merely walked back to his Austin bakkie. I had to help him change gears so he could drive home. Of course, Ndenzile was terribly apologetic, but all the while I kept wondering why the hell he had chosen to thrust his spade into the mud just at the moment when my father’s hand was in there. My father’s finger had to be amputated just before the first knuckle.


    When asked about the accident, my father’s answer to a group of well-wishers sipping tea in the Court was: ‘It was a mistake. It was raining, there was thunder and lightning. We were rushing to fix the leaking furrow and the water was muddy brown.’


    But I was not so sure. I watched the adults sipping tea, knowing they were ignorant of so much that was going down on the farm. We Hunter-Gatherers knew that Ndenzile was not as he appeared on the surface; he had secret agendas. We had seen him coming out of the bush on Argyle that was off limits to farm workers, and we suspected that he was using snares to poach. We had even heard rumours that he had a gun. But I kept my mouth shut and ate pecan-nut biscuits instead.


    One day a short while later, I was standing on the front lawn of the Cottage when I saw Ndenzile coming through the gate and into our yard. I decided to confront him. Why I did this, I am not too sure. I think I was trying to keep him away from our house because I did not like or trust him. Ndenzile was a powerful young man and he could have beaten me to a pulp if he’d managed to catch me, but I refused to let him get close to our house. My mother’s Corgi felt the same way I did and barked wildly at him as the two of us kept him from walking up to the house.


    At this point, my mother happened to return from town. I was pleased to see her, thinking she could help me send this bad guy away.


    Instead she shouted at me. ‘What on earth do you think you’re doing, Ian?’


    She told me to stop my nonsense and tried to shoo her dog away, but we both refused. She ended up slapping me. I had to retreat into the house, nursing a hurtful loss of face, while Ndenzile – whose name means ‘I did it’ – crossed our yard with impunity. From then on, the man remained a dangerous presence on the radar of Pese, Kununu, Pieter Trompetter, Djonni Kieghlaar and me. We were watching and listening. Sooner or later, we would become aware of anything that went down on Baddaford Farm.


    Take, for example, the curious case of a man called Enzwathi, who had worked for many years in the nursery that supplied the farm (and many other farms in the district) with new citrus trees. The nursery was my uncle Dan’s department. The workers were mostly women, and I always found it a calm and pleasant part of the farm.


    For some years, my father and my uncle had tried to promote labourers to supervisory or management positions to run a section of the farm. So my uncle promoted Enzwathi to nursery manager. Enzwathi was about fifty years old and well respected. In any case, he had been the unstated boss of the nursery for some time. His salary went up accordingly.


    But we Hunter-Gatherers knew that trouble would soon start to brew. Bhuti Enzwathi now had to officially tell other Xhosa people what to do. In effect, he had become an umLungu – a white boss. We knew that, in the eyes of the other workers, he would be ‘making himself grand’. BIG mistake!


    After a while we noticed that Enzwathi, who was paler than most Xhosas and quite heavy, was beginning to lose weight. Whenever we Hunter-Gatherers passed the nursery, we noticed how skinny he was becoming. Moreover, he had a permanently worried expression on his face, which also seemed to become darker. We were way ahead of the shoeshine in the matter of the deterioration of Enzwathi. ‘Waye thakhathwa’ – he was being bewitched. Or he was bewitching himself for having had the temerity to think he could stand out from the crowd and be counted.


    Sure enough, before long Enzwathi approached my uncle with a request: he wanted to be demoted. Enzwathi was adamant, despite my uncle’s best efforts to dissuade him. Here was a man living in fear of his life. We Hunter-Gatherers knew that, for Enzwathi, this was truly a matter of life or death. Eventually my uncle, although he did not believe in ‘that kind of stuff’, gave in and demoted him. In fact, he shifted Enzwathi clear out of the nursery and sent him up to the roadside kiosk, where he could sit out of sight in the shade, sorting avocado pears by size and packaging them.


    Although his salary had been halved, the man began to regain his weight and his happy disposition. He had stepped down and thus managed to detox any bad spells that had been cast on him and his family for being so bold as to become part of management.


    Thereafter my uncle returned to managing the nursery. He could nurse orange, naartjie and grapefruit seeds to life, but he could not induce a Xhosa worker to become a manager. This frustrated my uncle immensely. To him, it felt like a kind of failure.


    My wild imagination didn’t leave it there. Where does this leave my father and my uncle, the main managers on the farm? I wondered. Were they not therefore the most exposed to this witchcraft that had so easily rendered the good Enzwathi into a gibbering half-man? And what about their families? In other words, what about me?


    These things filled my young mind with wild thoughts about potential threats and danger.


    While there was no discrimination among the Hunter-Gatherers, it was impossible to escape the apartheid politics of the day. No matter how many newspaper photos of politicians we smoked in our rolled BB cigarettes, politics kept entering our world. It seemed to settle over us like the dust of the seemingly endless drought.


    When it came to deciding whether to give civil rights to black South Africans, I believe the National Party represented a people who had fought for political autonomy, trekking into a dangerous hinterland to free themselves of English rule. I felt that they feared black rule and had seen what had taken place in the Congo and other parts of Africa during decolonisation. It is never advisable to make decisions when one is driven by fear and apprehension, because such decisions often turn out to be bad ones.


    My sister Barrie left South Africa as soon as she could. Years later, she told me she simply could not deal with the disparity between the haves and the have-nots. I, however, never thought of leaving the country. While I had a privileged upbringing, I was also more directly engaged in the daily lives of my less-privileged friends on the farm. We Hunter-Gatherers shared everything, even our clothes and the lice in our hair and our powerful wood-smoke smell. So, unlike most of my friends at St Andrew’s, I not only spent a lot of time with people of other races but also learnt a lot about traditional African beliefs and ways.


    Once, when I was back home during a winter holiday, a small child went missing from a labourer’s house at the Vlei, one of the staff living areas, situated on the far side of the three dams my grandfather had built. We searched the surrounding area and the dams, holding hands to form a human chain and stumbling through the ice-cold, murky waters. We used our feet to search along the muddy bottom for a little body, but without success.


    My father phoned the police, who arrived in their big Ford F250 pickup. They searched with their tracker dogs but found nothing. Their conclusion was that the child must have been taken by a wild animal such as a jackal or a lynx, or perhaps had fallen into the nearby furrow, to be washed away by the muddy water. For the police, the case was closed. For my dad too. But not for us.


    Members of the Zionist Church – called ‘AmaZion’ – came over one weekend and danced non-stop to their drumbeats till someone would fall to the ground in a trance and speak of things that cannot be seen with the eyes. Still, none of them could ‘see’ where the child was. Then, even though it went against his better judgement, my father, on request, put up the money to send a deputation to the powerful sangoma – ugqhira to me and my friends but ‘the witch doctor’ around the breakfast table at home – who lived high in the mountains of the Kat Valley.


    Eventually, for the right amount of money, the enigmatic sangoma ‘saw’ what had happened and shared his vision with a group of labourers and us Hunter-Gatherers, who hung around on the edges of the group: He claimed that the child had been taken by a withered old woman called Thokiki, who happened to be the mother of Meni, a friend of ours, and another old magogo, NoSawuthi. They had arrived flying on a carpet and had landed and snatched the child, he said. The two women had then taken the child off to a remote place, where they had killed her and cooked her for muthi (traditional medicines).


    We Hunter-Gatherers were ready to believe the sangoma, even though the implications of the seer’s readings meant no good for the well-being of Thokiki and NoSawuthi, who now occupied the dangerous status of witches. I went to my father, who was drinking his 11 am cup of tea, and told him the whole saga. He just smiled at me and said, ‘That’s a good story, my boy, but, you know, I don’t believe in all that kind of stuff.’


    I was completely taken aback by his lack of interest in what the sangoma had discovered. How could he simply disregard it? Soon after, he carted me back to boarding school. There I heard about Jesus and the forgiveness of sins and Lazarus rising from the dead, but I simply couldn’t believe it. That all came from some old book, whereas I was completely embroiled in the African beliefs and traditions that I experienced at first hand. The African belief system made far more combustible fuel for the fires of my vibrant imagination.
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