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    ‘If there is another programme like Carte Blanche in the world, I haven’t fount it.’ – Derek Watts




    Carte Blanche burst onto South African television screens in 1988. Offering a blend of sociological awareness, sophistication and audacity, the show immediately became a trailblazer. M-Net’s weekly eye-opener regularly pushed the envelope, ushering in an era of freedom and creativity and ending a period in which television news and current affairs were the sole domain of the state broadcaster.




    Twenty-five years on, Carte Blanche remains a Sunday-night institution, one that consistently resists the mundane and stimulates debate, telling stories of delight and darling, of cheek and chutzpah, of heartbreak and heroism, and asking questions to which we all want to know the answers.




    The show’s dedication to the truth has enabled us all to chase car thieves across our borders, catch out unscrupulous mechanics and find out what security guards and plumbers do, or don’t do, in our homes. It has bought to our screens a host of unforgettable characters, from the transsexuals of Beaufort West and the controversial directors of Aurora to the predators who lurk on dating websites and some of rugby’s best-known rogues.




    Carte Blanche: The Stories Behind the Stories is an unabashed look at what goes on behind the scenes of the nation’s longest-running current affairs show and reveals some of the passionate and colourful characters involved in its production over the past quarter of a century.
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    foreword




    Ruda Landman




    When Carte Blanche started in August 1988, South Africa was in the opening stages of the roller-coaster ride which, over the next decade, would change the world we live in almost beyond recognition. At the risk of being seriously soppy, I want to misquote Wordsworth’s famous lines on the French Revolution: ‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive/But to be a journalist was very heaven!’ And Carte Blanche provided a platform like no other, free of any political or social agenda.




    We could introduce our (then mainly white) audience to the new (usually black) faces in their world. In the process we got to know them ourselves, in my case often with astonishment as my preconceived ideas came tumbling down, shattered by the laughter of Archbishop Tutu or the quiet grace of a nurse in Alexandra.




    The country was burning – we were there. People made peace, like one courageous man in Johannesburg’s warring hostels – we were there. Whether it was the dismantling of the group areas, mixed marriages, gays finding the space to speak out, farms given back to people who had been forcibly removed … we sought out those in the middle of the drama and told their stories. As the country grew and the stories changed, we just kept right on doing it. We travelled into Africa, to Israel, to China, among so many others. Always it was a learning journey.




    My years at Carte Blanche expanded my horizons beyond anything I could have dreamed of. They taught me to get out of my box, let go of my comfortable assumptions, really listen to whoever the story confronted me with – and then confront the viewers with the same.




    My colleagues are still doing it. Carte Blanche still lives up to its name: anything goes, no holy cows, always the unexpected. I wish them every success for the many years ahead.




    Derek Watts




    If there is another programme like Carte Blanche in the world, I haven’t found it. This isn’t a case of blowing our own trumpet or a comparison with the benchmark investigative journalism of America’s 60 Minutes, our broadcast partner in the formative years. It is more about the staggering variety of topics dealt with on the show, which, in one Sunday, can take you from a horrifying farm murder to jelly wrestling, with a riveting medical breakthrough and the revelations of a sporting hero fallen from grace thrown in for good measure!




    The French expression ‘carte blanche’, with its connotation of ‘anything goes’, probably got us started along that magical path. That freedom is the reason why I have never been bored in a quarter-century of reporting. Indeed, if you are tired of Carte Blanche, you are tired of life!




    What is the reason for the show’s success? M-Net’s bravery in pushing the broadcast boundaries? The initial vision of song and dance supremo Bill Faure? The succession of executive producers, who each put their own spin on the show? The dedicated team of producers, presenters, researchers, editors and cameramen who have contributed so much over the years? The answer probably lies in the combination of all that home-grown talent.




    All I know is that Carte Blanche has touched many thousands of lives, and we have a very special bond with our viewers. And that makes me extremely proud to have been a part of the Carte Blanche phenomenon.




    George Mazarakis




    In over 33 years as a broadcaster, I have never brought anything to air on my own. Broadcasting is a collective effort. As viewers, we never, ever sit in front of a screen and watch a show that has been made by one person. It simply isn’t possible.




    The sense of TEAM that is Carte Blanche is, to my mind, the one aspect that makes the show what it is. Carte Blanche is not the kind of show one can easily box into a genre; it is not simply a current affairs show, or a magazine show, or an entertainment show, or an investigative show, while being all of those things at once. It has many different elements, and these are defined by the personalities who get involved in the making of the show. In a sense, Carte Blanche takes on their characters and becomes different people on different days. And it grows, and it ages, and it rejuvenates itself, as those elements change and new characters grind their stamp on it.




    Carte Blanche is a show with many faces. Not just those of the presenters who thrust microphones into people’s faces, but also those of the camera operators who craft its visual sense, and who become its vehicles of narrative, of the editors and sound crews who create its texture, of the researchers who ferret out the details, and of its lawyers and editorial team, who massage the content into palatability, both legal and otherwise.




    This book is about that process and those individuals. It will introduce you to the people behind the stories, and, more importantly perhaps, it will give you an insight into how and why stories are made, and what happens along the way.




    In this information-dense age, when anyone can access material that hitherto was the rarefied preserve of the governing elite, we reveal what we ourselves once considered confidential ‘trade secrets’. There are no secrets to the hard slog of investigative journalism. We no longer need to ‘protect’ our techniques. In fact, we need to be transparent and open about what we do and why we do it, if we want to own the right to challenge, with the same principles, those who govern us.




    However, Jessica Pitchford’s book is not an academic textbook on how to make television stories; it is rather, simply, a celebration of 25 years of storytelling. She has spoken to the people who made those stories, and they in turn have done all the searching their memories or dusty notes will allow. It is not an academic history either, so don’t expect endless cross-references or annotated footnotes. This is, after all, a human story, full of human judgments and their concomitant flaws.




    Jessica Pitchford is probably the finest managing editor I have ever had the pleasure of working with, though let me hasten to add that she is the finest of a fine (if sometimes sensitive) bunch. We were at university together in the early 1980s and found ourselves working together at the beginning of our careers and then picking up again as we matured into management roles. I trust her judgment and no-nonsense approach to journalistic and ethical issues implicitly.




    It was therefore very natural to ask her to write this tribute to 25 years of what has really been a remarkable journey. It would have been that for any show in any country, but South Africa is a dynamic space in which to practise the craft of storytelling. Few countries can rival its turbulent recent history: the injustice of racial privilege, social and political strife on an epic scale, the redistribution of political power, the persistence of poverty and inequality and finally the rise of a new ruling elite. As a journalist, could I possibly ask for more fertile territory?




    The country, by the same token, has often relied on Carte Blanche as a trusted authority on the state of affairs. Many South Africans who have grown up with the programme regard it as a trustworthy voice that gives them the real story on a Sunday night. Carte Blanche has shaped the viewer’s understanding of our recent history.




    The team you are about to meet is a remarkable one. Together they have won 157 awards. They have influenced government, changed laws and sparked popular debate. Their vital contribution to the world in which they live makes them exceptional. Commitment is the key word. These are people who take their mission seriously.




    They never hesitate to attempt the impossible.




    In a fight, these are the people I would want to have on my side. They are the true stars of the show, and I feel very privileged to have had the opportunity to lead them.




    Viva Carte Blanche!!!
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    1. the early years




    Caller: ‘I am the Second Coming of Jesus Christ … I want to put this on record … my current name is Jesus Govender … in a way I am the walking truth … I want to share these milestones with Carte Blanche, not to save myself, but all of mankind.’




    Carte Blanche journalist Susan Comrie: ‘So, what’s the story – do you want a profile piece on yourself?’




    Caller: ‘Well, it’s time the proper truth was told.’




    Susan: ‘Can you tell me in 30 seconds?’




    Caller: ‘I was an average Chatsworth teenager … went to work in London and got involved with some colleagues who contacted MI5 about stuff I was doing … they said “Listen, we are going to follow this guy and use psychological warfare on him” … then the agents practically chased me out of the country … when I got back to South Africa … they followed me here, put hidden cameras on me, my house, my car …’




    Susan: ‘Why would MI5 be following you?’




    Caller: ‘To scare me, to mess me up, you know … ’




    Susan: ‘For what? I’m sure MI5 have better things to do with their time’.




    Caller (shouting): ‘You are being quite cocky and arrogant! I thought Carte Blanche was all about the truth! Do you speak on behalf of Carte Blanche? The programme I grew up with that always told the truth is saying it doesn’t know what’s going on? And I didn’t for one minute think that Carte Blanche was an organisation that oppressed people! I thought that Carte Blanche was there to ensure the smooth running of democracy in South Africa and the world! You are oppressing me!’




    Not the average caller to the offices of South Africa’s longest-running current affairs television show, but an indication of how some have come to view the programme, without which Sunday evenings just wouldn’t be the same. These days, social media has to some extent overtaken the steady stream of phone calls to the show’s Randburg offices, complaining about anything from a faulty vacuum cleaner to an errant spouse. Twitter has revealed a new breed of viewers, as tuned into their phones as they are to their tellies:




    @palesat2: Hearing the @carteblanchetv jingle is a sign the weekend is realllly done!! *sigh*




    @Chwayitisa: Because if it’s Sunday, you know you’re watching @carteblanchetv.




    @maqaks: I love it when @carteblanchetv exposes the white folks … hahahaha.




    @melinds123: I can already feel that awful ‘tomorrow is Monday feeling’ creeping up on me! *plays @carteblanchetv music*




    @cindyroyle: Shudder at the thought of what this country would be if we didn’t have @carteblanchetv – #CarteblancheforPresident VIVA ;)




    @sugarplumholly: @carteblanchetv love the show, I feel like I only watch it for the ‘bad news’ – love the truth to expose lies and corruption.




    Love it or loathe it, Carte Blanche has become a Sunday night ritual. And while some still call it ‘emigration hour’, and get that back-to-boarding-school feeling when the familiar jingle beckons, the brand ‘Carte Blanche’ is a powerful one. The same music, the same presenter, the same logo and the same time slot for 25 years have made the show an institution and, along with quality journalism, the Sunday hour between 7pm and 8pm has become the most expensive real estate on South African television.




    Someone who’s been associated with the programme since the early 1990s is Billie O’Hara, the first line of defence, the ‘listen-hear lady’. The Carte Blanche website describes her as the link between ‘us and our viewing audience’. And, in turn, it’s her link to the world. In her seventies, with a voice slightly husky from years of smoking, ‘Mr O’ Hara’, as she’s often mistakenly called, has watched the show’s reinventions over the years from a firmly entrenched place on the sidelines. She’s seen managers, presenters, producers and researchers come and go from jobs that are rewarding, exhilarating and downright stressful. Although there are callers who irritate her beyond belief (the ones who begin their calls with ‘listen here, lady’, or who phone to report that the bicycle they ordered on special arrived without a bell), Carte Blanche is what she calls ‘her oxygen’. She knows, 30 seconds into a conversation, that this call is never going to lead to an on-air story, yet she’ll rush into the newsroom hoping someone will be able to help poor Alfred from Ventersdorp who has waited 16 years for an RDP house, or have advice for a mother setting off to find her drug-addicted son in Hillbrow, or for a prisoner phoning from a call box at Pollsmoor with the familiar refrain, ‘I didn’t do it.’




    Granny Billie probably knows more about the nation’s car, insurance and medical problems than the average mechanic, broker or nurse, and feels she knows the Carte Blanche ‘looker’ – as one caller eloquently described himself – like the back of her hand.




    And that’s how it all began in those black-and-white days of August 1988. Subscribers to pay-TV channel M-Net, started by newspaper group Naspers in 1986, needed an alternative news source to what the SABC was dishing up. M-Net approached Louis Moller, the original owner of Combined Artistic Productions (CAP) – the company that still produces the show – to come up with a bilingual, no-holds-barred, weekly eye-opener. Moller brought on board Bill Faure, regarded by many as the most dynamic South African TV director of his day. Ruda Landman remembers Faure as a colourful and intense personality – as camp as they come, long before gay was OK – and capable of creating the magic that M-Net was after. He would walk into a room, throw ideas into the air like burning silver balls, then disappear in his beloved Rolls-Royce, leaving everyone to catch and make sense of them. Moller, now the owner of the Barnyard Theatres, gets misty-eyed when he remembers Faure’s ‘arrogant, fearless talent’ and untimely demise. William C Faure may have been the son of a conservative blue-collar worker, but he showed scant respect for the laws of the time. He was still riding the wave of international acclaim from the TV miniseries Shaka Zulu when Moller asked him to help start a show modelled on CBS’s 60 Minutes, which used the then-unique style of reporter-centred investigations, hidden cameras and ‘gotcha’ visits.




    M-Net had been on air for just two years and was starting to make a profit. Its licence restricted it from broadcasting news, then the sole domain of the SABC and fiercely controlled by the government of the time. But it wanted a local production that was different and daring. And that’s what it got.




    Everyone involved at the time says the same thing: that the aim was to push the envelope, to be inventive and innovative. Sperm collected in a champagne glass from a man of colour for the insemination of a white woman was outrageous in apartheid South Africa, and the name ‘Carte Blanche’, chosen by M-Net viewers, implied having the freedom to do what you liked when you liked. It was not done in the South Africa of 1988.




    In the very first broadcast, on a garish blue and yellow striped set, Ruda Landman said: ‘Carte Blanche: alles is moontlik se die woordeboek, en dit gaan nie net ons naam wees nie, maar ons leuse vir die program …’




    Topless tanning in Cape Town, jelly wrestling, male escorts, the curious tale of the man who imagined he had a green light shining from his forehead, erectile dysfunction and a mother and daughter abducted by aliens. They were all to become part of a genre never before seen on South African television. Ex-SABC news presenter Ruda Landman had no hesitation when Faure phoned to ask if she’d like to be part of this brave new venture.




    One of the early stories seems basic by 21st-century standards – a day in the life of a township resident. Alexandra was an area white Johannesburgers couldn’t avoid seeing, because of its proximity to Sandton, but one that few had visited. Ruda and co-presenter Derek Watts and their crew set off for Alex and did the unthinkable – spent time with black people in their backyards. Ruda got to grips with the life of a nurse at a local clinic; Derek checked out the bucket system, visited a street barber, ate chicken feet and had a drink at a shebeen. It was a story that defined the way ahead and won for Carte Blanche its first award. A faded picture in CAP’s viewing room shows Faure holding a Star Tonight! TV award: ‘Bill Faure triumphs with Carte Blanche’. The show was described as a trailblazer, a blend of ‘sociological awareness, sophistication and audacity’.




    Watts, just 40 at the time, was an affable SABC sports presenter and, according to Louis Moller, not CAP’s first choice to extend the frontiers of hard-hitting TV journalism. But he was M-Net’s choice, and clearly the right one, because he’s still around today, an instantly recognisable two-metre-tall figure. He recalls the Alexandra story as a reflection of the times, times in which township reporting on the SABC consisted of police unrest reports and warnings of ‘mob’ violence.




    But, mostly, those early shows were a hotchpotch of ideas, with no particular style, other than a refreshing and brazen one. There were wacky issues and personalities: an interview with Cocky ‘Two Bull’ Tlhotlhalemaje of Capital Radio and 702 fame; the early James Bond girls, Ursula Andress and Britt Ekland, interviewed live in a makeshift studio that doubled as an edit suite; mating lions in the Kruger National Park; alternative Afrikaans music and theatre. Budgets were small, and staff skeletal. Producer-director Susan Stos worked directly under Bill. She was a new arrival to South Africa from the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) and still remembers the terror that went with breaking new ground. She soon got to grips with the strange ways of a strange country, but not before being hauled over the coals for broadcasting a picture of Nelson Mandela – an illegal act at the time – and for having the nerve to edit an interview with Minister of Health Willie van Niekerk, which M-Net then had to rerun apologetically in its entirety. And she had to put into practice Bill’s often ‘mad’ ideas, like having a Great Dane as a studio guest. Faure was a showman, not a journalist, and was not overly concerned with credible sources or ethics. ‘Smut! We need a bit of smut!’ was his regular refrain.




    But he chose someone completely unlike him as Carte Blanche’s first executive producer. Theologian-turned-TV-producer Pieter Cilliers was producing the magazine show Potpourri when Louis and Bill approached him. Bill arrived to collect him for the interview in the ostentatious Rolls-Royce, which had Cilliers’ SABC colleagues craning their necks to see the two getting into it. A former dominee, who was later to come out as a gay Christian in his book ’n Kas is vir Klere, Cilliers saw the Carte Blanche job as his opportunity to break free from the state broadcaster’s controlling influence. In a Sunday Times article in March 1989, he told Barry Ronge that the time had come to ‘get off the ambulance full of maimed, wounded and weary creative people’ at the SABC. Louis Moller remembers the mercurial Bill and the perfectionist Pieter butting heads on many occasions. But to Pieter, the fact that he was allowed to argue his point, after the rigid controls at the SABC, meant total freedom. He proceeded to lay the foundation for solid investigative journalism and instilled in producers the art of telling personal stories on television, which no one else in South Africa was doing. A working visit to CBS’s 60 Minutes in New York helped him to shape the show. The narrative became king.




    With the winds of change blowing from Parliament, Cilliers found himself constantly reminding journalists, so used to self-censorship, that they could in fact report on stories like the mixed marriage of ‘Protas and Suzanne Madlala’ (1989), ‘Blacks Living in White Areas’ (1990) and the ‘Return of Land to the Mfengus of the Tsitsikamma’ (1991).




    Gradually, South African stories took centre stage on Carte Blanche, until then hugely reliant on 60 Minutes for content. Derek Watts recalls hosting ‘funny little shows’, then crossing over to the mighty Mike Wallace for a big-budget story from the US. In those days, Carte Blanche was 58 minutes long, with only two minutes of ads, which meant a lot of airtime for a small team to fill. But exposés eventually became part of the weekly Carte Blanche diet, and the show began impacting decision-makers and role-players in one of the most fascinating periods of South African history. Cilliers describes his three years as executive producer as the most challenging, liberating, exhausting and rewarding of his life.




    But eventually the never-ending deadlines, of waking up on Monday after Sunday’s show and having to start the process all over again, got the better of him and Cilliers moved on to produce the more light-hearted Premiere for M-Net, but not without having pulled Carte Blanche in the direction it needed to go. Ruda Landman credits him with creating solid journalism and for building the presenters into the personalities they became. Linda Vermaas, who produced regular stories for Carte Blanche, took over from Cilliers as executive producer in 1992. Newspaper articles from 1993 make mention of her ‘livelier approach’. M-Net began providing budget for three local and one overseas insert, which upped ratings considerably. Faure told the Star Tonight! (22 April 1993): ‘We are very pleased, she is hitting the right formula’.




    Stories on Linda’s watch included one on hermaphrodites, as well as one on penoplasty – risky surgery to enlarge and lengthen the penis. Derek, who presented the show, recalls being concerned when he and producer Clive Morris noted the sizes of the members being enlarged, because they looked ‘normal’! There was Ruda’s memorable visit to the threatened silverback gorillas of Rwanda, showing intimate scenes of the animals’ daily lives, and about which she’s still asked to this day. There was also Derek’s ‘yoo-hoo’ to the Queen across a London street, to tell her he was looking forward to her upcoming visit to South Africa. ‘Thank you, thank you very much’ was the unexpected response, which astonished royal-watchers and delighted viewers back home.




    By the time Faure succumbed to an AIDS-related illness in October 1994, Carte Blanche was firmly established in a rapidly changing South Africa. But the country hadn’t changed enough for him to feel comfortable about disclosing his status. Louis Moller by this stage was long gone, worn down by the all-consuming nature of the show – the late-Saturday, early-Sunday-morning viewings with lawyers and anxious producers – and had become a dairy farmer near Plettenberg Bay. Bill visited him there in those final months, his intellect and his health fast fading. ‘Sad, sad, sad …’ is how Moller sums it up.




    Bill’s obituary was carried in the New York Times on 20 October 1994:




    William C. Faure, who gained international recognition for the television mini-series ‘Shaka Zulu,’ died on Tuesday at the age of 45. His company, Combined Artists, said the cause of death was kidney failure. Mr. Faure directed ‘Shaka Zulu,’ a 1985 drama made in South Africa about the 19th-century Zulu warrior king. It became one of the most popular mini-series on syndicated television in the United States when it was shown in 1987.




    In South Africa, Faure’s death made headlines. In The Star, Barry Ronge mourned the passing of ‘a grand and unforgettable showman … who quite simply led the field’.




    In a tribute on Carte Blanche that Sunday, Ruda spoke of his visionary genius, which had enabled him to create and control spectacles of enormous proportions. ‘His spirit still guides Carte Blanche into shaking complacency … bringing to the screen a social and ecological conscience. His passing leaves a gaping hole in the South African television industry, for no one will ever know the brilliant productions that he might still have created.’




    But the show had to go on. Before he left, Moller had brought on board Jon Sparkes, an executive from Toron Film Studios, which made local movies for the international market. He’d first met Faure in 1985 on the set of Emily Hobhouse, which Sparkes had co-produced and Faure had directed. Sparkes was told he was looking for trouble, working with the most undisciplined director in the industry. The documentary came in ahead of schedule and under budget. So he had no qualms about becoming Bill’s business partner at CAP when Louis left, although he had doubts that M-Net and Carte Blanche would survive. Two and a half decades later, he’s still controlling the company finances, still easy on the eye, and still hovering on the periphery of Carte Blanche. Faure, he says, would be amazed that his legacy has lived on.




    So it was in those years, when the close-knit team gathered at the Houghton house where Faure lived, worked and died – with his ever-present pet python, ‘Naughty Boy’ – that the seed was sown for South Africa’s premier investigative and current affairs show.




    With Sparkes as managing producer and the familiar faces of Ruda Landman and Derek Watts, Carte Blanche slid gently into the new South Africa, careful not to lose its grip on its traditional and loyal viewers. The new era took the show into Africa and beyond, and into the heart of some unforgettable stories.




     


  




  

    2. Rick Lomba and the Luanda Zoo




    Derek Watts counts it as the worst experience of his long career. Managing producer Jon Sparkes describes it as one of those dreadful moments in the history of a company that has been touched by mercifully few tragedies over the years. Linda Vermaas, the executive producer at the time, now living in Thailand, wrote in an email 18 years after the incident: ‘It was an exceptionally sad chapter … a drop of lead in my heart … and played a role in my eventual decision to move on from CB.’




    From the start, it had been a difficult shoot. Angola in 1994 was a country forgotten by the world, despite massive destruction and the deaths of an untold number of civilians. An attempted ceasefire, the Lusaka Protocol, was to be signed later that year between Jonas Savimbi’s UNITA movement and the ruling MPLA, but in March, when Carte Blanche arrived, the team found a country ravaged by two decades of conflict. The drive from Luanda airport into the capital showed the effects of intense civil war on a desperately poor population.




    But Carte Blanche had come to report on animals, not people. The local government had closed the Luanda Zoo because there were simply no funds to run it. But the animals remained, caged and hungry. In an unusual operation, organised by the Johannesburg Zoo, 30 wild animals were to be captured, drugged and relocated to South Africa. It was a massive coordination project, headed by the Johannesburg Zoo’s manager of animal collections, Quinton Coetzee, now a popular motivational speaker. Each animal crate was custom-made: you couldn’t, for instance, put a black-shouldered kite in a big crate in case it tried to fly and damaged its wings. The six-person team had to bring along, on a cargo plane, everything that might not be available in a country with plenty of mineral resources and weapons, but maybe not drawing pins, generators, angle grinders, bolt cutters and veterinary drugs. The plane, which was infested with rats, was on loan from the Angolan government.




    Dealing with officials at the airport was the first hurdle: the dart gun and the animal crates were impounded. South Africa and Angola had been at war until 1990, so guns of any description were treated with utmost suspicion. Days of wrangling to get the paperwork sorted out left little time for the real task at hand: immobilising, capturing and crating the animals.




    Interviewed by Derek, Quinton mentioned the five tigers in a small enclosure and the logistical nightmare of trying to get them out. ‘If you dart one and it goes down, there’s a strong possibility that the others will eat it, so you may have to dart them all at the same time, or build an enclosure in which we can put them one by one.’ And in words that would come back to haunt him: ‘We are going to have to plan this very carefully … how are we going to do this in a very limited time and with no losses?’




    While negotiations at Customs continued, Derek and cameraman-producer Rick Lomba got to meet the animals and the small band of Samaritans who’d been looking after them.




    Rick was an experienced wildlife documentary filmmaker, who’d done several stories in Botswana for Carte Blanche, and had made a big impression internationally with his documentary, The End of Eden, which showed the effects of cattle ranching on Botswana’s wildlife and had led the World Bank to review its aid policy in the region. The subsequent Gardeners of Eden and Quest for Survival had cemented his reputation. He was a gung-ho character, a veteran of many mishaps, who often strapped his camera on a microlight to follow herds of animals or to capture on film the vastness of areas like the Okavango and the Kalahari. One of his favorite expressions was: ‘Any landing you walk away from is a good one.’ But he was not to walk away from the Luanda Zoo.




    Rick, said Linda Vermaas, although not a core Carte Blanche producer, had been the natural choice for the zoo relocation story. There wasn’t enough space on the cargo plane for a full crew and Rick was a one-man band – he could shoot and produce, and he knew his subject.




    Derek recalls a long walk he and Rick took through the streets of Luanda one night, both of them struck by the contrast between their lavish hotel, which even had lobster on the menu, and the acres and acres of poverty surrounding it; by the barren cages at the zoo filled with starving animals and the brimming supermarkets in parts of the city.




    At the zoo they’d met an American expat named Joanna Field, who had made it her life’s mission to save the animals. Her husband was well connected in Angola and had helped get the necessary government authorisation for the rescue operation. Every other day, she and a helper named João bought meat for the animals at the local market. There’s a shot, filmed by Rick, of João feeding five emaciated tigers, known to eat up to seven kilograms a day. A piece of raw meat gets stuck between the bars at the top of the cage. One of the tigers is there in a flash, defying gravity, the meat devoured.




    Once the crates and capturing equipment had been released by Customs, the team had to get moving: they had one day to do what they’d planned to do over three. They began darting animals like the buffalo and ostriches, which were going to a farm outside Luanda because of disease-control regulations in South Africa. There were no spare crates for them, so they were lifted onto the back of a truck. An ostrich and a buffalo died, probably from stress-related causes. Derek stood next to the truck where the dead ostrich was lying, describing it as a ‘tragic start to the operation’.




    Phase two was the animals destined for South Africa. First were the pythons because there was no danger of them hurting themselves if the drugs wore off on the flight home. Then came the monkeys and lemurs. The bears, lions and tigers were last; if they woke on the journey they could rub their noses raw on their cages, or damage their claws. It all went according to plan. Not surprising, said Coetzee, an ex-military man, because there’d been months of precision planning. But no reconnaissance had been done. Impossible in a war zone, he said.




    The oblong-shaped tiger enclosure was divided into two, with an interleading gate through which, at times, the animals could move freely from cage A to cage B. The gate could be closed by pushing a lever on the outside. At the end of the enclosure was another gate, set in a wall in the zoo grounds and opening into an alley that went all the way round to the rear of the cages. The aim was to isolate the tigers by closing the gate between the cages. Once in cage B, the tigers would be darted, and then moved out the back exit, a low door, and along the passage into the zoo grounds. Rick was in and around the alley filming the process: once a tiger was immobilised, three men lifted it onto a sling-like contraption with handles and onto a forklift. It went without saying that the gate between the two cages and the exit gate to the alley couldn’t be open at the same time, or the not-yet-drugged tigers would escape. Derek remembers walking back towards the tiger cages with Quinton Coetzee when they realised that one of the big males had moved from cage A to cage B, which meant it could be darted. But the exit into the alley had been left open. And Rick was in the alley.




    In an interview with Ruda Landman aired on Sunday, 20 March 1994, Derek said: ‘… there was just a streak, that tiger went for the gate, everyone just screamed and I heard five shots ring out and someone say “call an ambulance …” I didn’t know it was Rick, but I knew that somebody was in that alley behind those cages and you can’t get out; you are trapped there.’




    The 190-kilogram cat sank its fangs into Lomba’s throat. Moments later, the animal was shot by Quinton Coetzee with an Angolan guard’s rifle.




    Diana Lucas, who edited the final story, said she could hear Rick talking to the tigers in the last seconds of the tape, telling them they’d soon be on a plane to a better life. But it was too heartbreaking to use, so the last shot in the edited story is a close-up of a huge male tiger, green eyes staring through the bars of the cage behind which, at that stage, it had had no escape.




    The devastated team was now in a tricky situation: an entire zoo had been boxed and had to be loaded onto a plane at Luanda airport. They had no choice but to leave Rick’s body there, alongside the tiger, and undertake what Derek still describes as the longest flight of his life.




    Before they took off, he’d managed to get through to his wife, Belinda, in Johannesburg to tell her the news. He asked her to break it to Rick’s wife, Brita.




    The petite Mrs Watts has lived and breathed Carte Blanche as much as her husband over the past 25 years and this is her most harrowing memory. Belinda didn’t know Rick’s wife and wasn’t sure what to do. So she phoned CAP directors Bill Faure and Jon Sparkes and quickly found a babysitter. She remembers Bill arriving in the Rolls-Royce, smartly dressed in a cravat and suit for some reason and by then using a cane or crutch. They made their way to the home Rick shared with his wife and two daughters. As soon as Brita Lomba saw the three of them on her doorstep, she said: ‘Oh, my God, it’s Rick.’ Then: ‘I have all his favourite foods in the fridge, he’s coming home tomorrow.’ Belinda says they spent hours with her, as friends came round, but there was no way of getting more information out of Luanda. Jon recalls seeing photographs in the living room of Rick’s two little girls, Nikki and Kim, who were fast asleep in their beds at the time. He thought: ‘They are going to wake up tomorrow and find out that their dad is dead.’




    The following day, Belinda, Linda Vermaas and Ruda were at the cargo section of what was then Jan Smuts International Airport. Out on the tarmac, Ruda addressed the camera: ‘It’s five o’clock in the morning and we’re at air freight waiting for the plane to come in. This is not the end that any of us would ever have wished for. Derek is alone on that plane.’




    It was a difficult call for Linda. The focus of the story was meant to be the successful airlift of an entire zoo to another country – an amazing feat. Now that focus had been overtaken. Or had it? She wasn’t yet sure how to deal with it for that Sunday’s show; all she knew was that Derek’s arrival, and that of the animals, had to be documented.




    In fact, because of heavy fog over Johannesburg, Derek was being rerouted to Gaborone. Together with the zoo staff, he was extremely worried that the animals’ tranquilisers would wear off during the five-hour delay. They finally touched down at 10am and Belinda met an emotionally drained and exhausted Derek. In an interview with Ruda, red-eyed and fighting back tears, he pondered her question: ‘Was the exercise worth it?’




    ‘Only if the animals make it … if half of them die, then it’s something that should not have happened.’




    On the tarmac, the new arrivals were opening their eyes to a brand-new world. Not a single animal was lost on the journey. Rick would’ve loved the ‘success’ of the mercy mission, said Johannesburg Zoo director Dr Pat Condy. In the newspapers, he called Lomba’s death a ‘freak accident’, and said that the tiger had slipped through a safety gate.




    Brita Lomba sued the city council, as owner of the Johannesburg Zoo, for negligence. In a case that dragged on and was later settled out of court, zoo staff were found responsible for opening the gate between the two cages while the back door of cage B was still open. The council paid Brita’s legal costs, but there was no financial settlement, she says, because the costs were separated from the liability.




    In a tribute aired on Carte Blanche, there’s a last picture of Rick, taken by Derek. He’s sitting on his camera case, having a smoke break, surrounded by bales of straw and looking hot, tired and cheerful. On the back Derek had written: ‘Rick Lomba minutes before he was killed by a tiger in Luanda.’




    In a letter written to the Carte Blanche team a month later, Brita Lomba said: ‘Thank you for the sensitive and understanding way you handled Rick’s painful death with regard to me and the little girls. The tribute you produced within such a short time frame was remarkable in its honesty and caring. Even the old cynic would’ve approved of it, although he always preferred to generate action from behind the camera and to stir up some controversy … It is still hard to grasp that a man filled with such restless energy is no longer around.’




     


  




  

    3. below the belt




    When Ruda Landman hung up her microphone in June 2007, after almost 19 years of anchoring Carte Blanche, she joked that one of the things the show had given her was a sex education. Bill Faure’s recipe for ‘a little bit of smut’ had not died with him. The show rarely held back when it came to issues of sexuality. Topics included how disabled people had sex, penis piercing and, much later, extended massive orgasms and sex fantasy clubs. Ruda had come a long way since her childhood in the Northern Cape town of Keimoes on the banks of the Orange River and her early career in the South African Defence Force, but there were still things that surprised her. Like the transvestites of Beaufort West.




    ‘Maak jou reg vir ’n man en dan sal jy ’n man kry in Beaufort-Wes,’ said Masmilla Maans, one of this trucking town’s nonconformists, who every evening tucked her tail between her legs, donned a Goldilocks wig, short skirt and high heels before hitting the streets. ‘R300 for a good fuck or suck,’ was how she bluntly put it. What puzzled Ruda, and made her apologise for being ‘dom’, was how on earth Milla had sex with men without them knowing she also had a penis? ‘Easy,’ said Milla, ‘I just sit on him.’ Ruda still looked confused and later returned to this line of questioning with another she-male called Priscilla, who laughed, saying there were plenty of ‘hazel-strikers’ out there. What she meant was that their clients knew exactly what they were getting. The fact that there was a penis lurking beneath the sexy feminine clothing simply added to the fantasies of the heterosexual men who picked them up. And pick them up they did: on the N1 between Cape Town and Johannesburg; in front of the NG Kerk in the middle of town; even a block away from the police station – ‘in case of trouble’. Farmers, truck drivers and travellers all stopped to sample the wares of the Queens of the Desert.




    Masmilla had a strange attraction; she was sinewy and long-limbed, with full red lips and a sharp sense of humour. She said she asked God to forgive her line of work, and He did. How else would she make ends meet? There were simply no jobs for overt gays in platteland towns like Beaufort West. Masmilla’s mum, Sarah Maans, a homely woman in a doek, was a little unsure of how much she should reveal on camera about her unusual child, whom she had christened Jack. She didn’t approve of Masmilla’s sexual proclivities, but accepted them. He began dressing up in girl’s clothes as a little boy and had never stopped. She called him ‘my baby’; he was the youngest of nine and the only one who was still with her, caring for her. By day, Masmilla played the domesticated daughter, rushing about cleaning, baking bread and hanging up the washing, pegs clipped onto her short skirt. But when the sun went down, she began prepping for a night on the town.




    Producer Carol Albertyn Christie, who directed the shoot, was struck by Sarah Maans’ non-judgmental acceptance of her unusual child and loved Masmilla’s candour, and the way all the she-males played up to the camera, relishing the attention, slightly ludicrous in their ill-fitting wigs, clownish dabs of rouge high on their cheekbones, gap-tooth grins on painted lips.




    After several incidents of abuse and stone-throwing in the streets, in which the ‘girls’ clearly gave as good as they got, they approached social worker Lorraine Deysel to teach them to behave like ‘ladies’. She helped them organise a march to demand their right to be accepted in society and drummed into them that swearing in the streets was a no-no. Be polite and command respect. But sometimes they slipped: when potential customers arrived, it was money, not manners, that counted. ‘Ek wil die jongetjie hê, die een met die brilletjies,’ said Masmilla, rushing over the road when two truck drivers pulled up.




    It was an amusing but also poignant story, set at the start of the Western Cape winter, and the images of Masmilla and the girls trying to flag down truck drivers in the rain and sheltering in shop doorways were atmospheric. As the weather lifted one afternoon, there was a wonderful scene of these Queens of the Desert dancing with gay abandon to ‘Lola’ by The Kinks, a rainbow stretched over the stark landscape. The song lyrics were about a romance between a young man and a transvestite in a Soho club. Beaufort West might be a far cry from London, but there were similarities:




    Girls will be boys and boys will be girls




    It’s a mixed up, muddled up, shook up world, except for Lola




    Lo-lo-lo-lo Lola




    Stories of a fairly explicit nature like this one invariably evoke a reaction, and there are always those who question the need to cover this kind of subject at all. But Carte Blanche’s mission statement is clear: ‘we resist the usual and challenge convention … we strive to open minds, stimulate debate, nurture understanding and tolerance … and we do this with the conviction that our audience has the right to see it all.’




    Executive producer George Mazarakis, who’d worked at SABC current affairs before a short stint as a lecturer in Journalism at Rhodes University, found the show a breath of fresh air when he took over from Linda Vermaas in 1995. In those days, the Broadcasting Complaints Commission of South Africa (BCCSA) was still finding its feet, and there was far more scope to peek beneath the underbelly of society, to examine the sexual peccadilloes of strait-laced communities. The stories were in no way voyeuristic; they related directly to the subject, the tone empathetic and non-judgmental. And they had a message – as in the curious case of Estefan Els.




    Sex Change – June 1996




    Esme, as she was then, was 31 years old, with a desperate desire to be a man. So desperate that she was willing to risk all – her friends, her livelihood, her bank balance, her health, her reputation. She was an online video editor, which, in the pre-digital era, was the final stage of videotape production, and she’d crossed paths with Carte Blanche producers on occasion. Carol Albertyn Christie, who’d worked at Penguin Films with Esme, described her as ‘seriously butch’. Kelly Lilienfeld, the Carte Blanche researcher assigned to the story, found her a curious contradiction. Her cropped hair and stocky build may have been masculine, but she dressed in various shades of neon pink, loved sending notes on floral scented paper, and had an unusual collection of crochet doilies. Carol wondered if her radical decision to have a sex change could have been avoided if Esme had embraced her butch-dyke self, strapped on a dildo and got on with it. But it seemed to Carol and Kelly that Esme’s conservative background made her feel that she had to be one thing or the other.




    Society’s understanding of gender identity was still inchoate back then, and so Carte Blanche decided to chronicle Esme’s transition from female to male. It would be a unique and enlightening story, but not an easy one, because it meant following her for months and months, being there for the hysterectomy, as the hormone injections that suppressed female characteristics and stimulated male ones began to take effect. Kelly recalls egocentric adolescent behaviour the one minute, and a crying heap of hormones the next.




    But both she and producer Diana Lucas had to make a conscious effort to remain emotionally uninvolved. Cameraman Mike Yelseth felt involved all the way, however, and Estefan treated him like a buddy, even showing him ‘her’ porn magazines.




    Esme had minimal support from close family, and the Carte Blanche team wondered if she wasn’t relying too much on her therapist, who was doing a doctorate on gender reassignment. Was Esme an ideal candidate for life-altering surgery, and was she getting the right professional advice? And there was the slightly uncomfortable thought that she might be enjoying having a TV crew following her every move. Kelly remembers on several occasions telling Estefan that the journey could be put on hold at any time. But there was no stopping her, and so the crew was there when her breasts slowly disappeared and she became a ‘he’. His facial hair grew, and Mike gave Estefan advice on how to shave before filming the process. They documented the painful growth of skin on Estefan’s forearm, injected with saline solution, which would eventually be moulded into a penis by a plastic surgeon. It would be a permanently erect, but fully functioning, phallus.




    But the final operation to connect the blood vessels to the groin failed. The blood supply to the penis stopped and there was a danger that gangrene would set in. Kelly remembers visiting the hospital two days after the failed phalloplasty and being nauseated by the putrid smell. George Mazarakis and Billie O’Hara visited too and felt sick and sad for Estefan, who had become part of a tragic statistic: the 15 per cent failure rate of sex change operations. His newly constructed penis had to be removed in an emergency operation, leaving him in no-man’s land – that complex middle ground between male and female.




    Diana, a highly skilled and creative producer, experienced Estefan as a sometimes too willing case study; he understood television, and, as a conventional bloke in the making, insisted on carrying all the heavy filming gear and opening doors for her. But, as sometimes happens, particularly with stories of a personal nature done over a long period – in this case, almost two years – the subject can become emotionally reliant on the producer. Not an all-consuming obsession, but a difficulty in drawing the line between a working relationship and a need to share all. Diana felt the heartbreak of Estefan’s shattered dreams, but for her the main part of the story ended after the unsuccessful operation and she moved into the edit suite for post-production. Kelly remembers a heated argument in edit about the final visuals: should they show Estefan’s scarred forearm in place of his manhood – a failure? Or the eventual ending that spoke of hope and the promise of a new life?




    For Estefan, the story was incomplete because the desired result hadn’t been achieved. Despite taking out a bank overdraft and being short of a further R50 000 to fund a second operation, Estefan remained determined to get the body he wanted – a man’s. But he got involved with someone Mike described as ‘a nasty piece of work’: a blonde ‘poppie’ and a bad influence. To fund a new attempt at the elusive penis, Estefan stole equipment and committed fraud.




    Fast forward to 1997: the Carte Blanche cameras found Estefan in a police cell, lying on a narrow bed reading a newspaper with the headline ‘Unique funeral planned for Princess Di’. In an interview with Ruda, he broke down, regretting a ruined life and years of jail time ahead. In her book Off Camera, Ruda wrote that, despite the lengths to which Estefan had gone in order to become a man, the crew experienced and responded to him as a female. Every time they worked with him, they had to remind themselves that Estefan was a man – in contrast to Masmilla in Beaufort West, who, with her stuffed bra, seemed a woman through and through.




    There was a follow-up story in June 2000, by which time Estefan had been released from prison early for good behaviour. He now sported pronounced sideburns and had a deep scar on his back – the legacy of a second attempt to grow a penis. He was living in a borrowed caravan in a garden in Alberton, on Johannesburg’s industrial East Rand, and was not nearly as happy as he had been in the female section of Diepkloof prison. There, he had been a novelty and the subject of much attention. Now he had nothing – no job, no money, no sex organs. This time Ruda interviewed him in the caravan not much bigger than a prison cell, a stuffed toy resting on the bed behind him. In a voice that sounded like it still needed to break, he said he had come to terms with his body and felt ‘one hundred per cent male’. He wanted to go fishing, to chat to men about their sex lives with women, about shaving. But male society didn’t accept him and females were unsure of his intentions, so he lived a lonely isolated life.
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