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Praise for The Relatively Public Life of Jules Browde


‘Browde writes a precise, elegant prose, warmed by an appealing candour and understated lyricism. His book is both a tangential biography and an amusing account of the perils and pleasures of learning to be a writer. In counterpoint, the voices of the “young storyteller” and his grandfather show how a life is made in interaction and relationship, among family and friends, in the stories we tell one another and ourselves.’


Ivan Vladislavić,


author of Portrait with Keys


‘This unusual memoir within a memoir delivers several narratives. It is the story of a top courtroom advocate who, over the apartheid decades, stood on the side of those the system oppressed; the story, too, of a struggling writer, his grandson, reaching across the generations to preserve the most telling memories of a beloved paterfamilias. As a storyteller in these pages, as in life, Jules Browde is always engaging and persuasive; moving too. If this were a novel, critics would hail him as a brilliantly realised character with an unforgettable voice.’


Joseph Lelyveld,


former executive editor of The New York Times


‘Daniel Browde’s account of Jules Browde’s life is rich, engaging, intriguing and delightful. Crammed with human and historical interest, it reveals Jules Browde as a large-hearted, generous man, whose expansive spirit encompassed warfare, politics, family and friendship across critical decades of our democracy’s history and prehistory – but whose life, pre-eminently, was committed to elementary justice for all in our country.’


Edwin Cameron,


Justice of the Constitutional Court of South Africa
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Part One









chapter one


In which we meet a young storyteller who feels the need to lie about the subject of his book


It had rained earlier that evening. The air coming down off the dark slope held the smell of pine needles and wet earth. A few paces from where I stood – on the patio at the rear of the house – I could see the beginning of some stone steps, slick and puddled after the rain. The steps rose quickly and curved into the darkness. I’d been here before, so I knew what I’d find if I climbed them: the heavy palisade fence that marked the edge of the property; the enormous rocks beyond the fence; and the view, back over the house, to the lights on the Brixton ridge. I considered these steps. I knew the climb would probably do me good. But I stayed where I was, held by the faint sounds of the dinner party still going on inside. I looked up at the stars and I tried to enjoy them, to take them in.


I’d been out here less than five minutes when a thickset man in a panama hat appeared in the kitchen doorway and lit a cigarette. With his hat and cigarette he made a neat silhouette against the rectangle of yellow light. This was one of the more well-known guests, a sculptor who had recently returned from mounting a show in the United States.


He must have seen me looking at him.


‘Taking a breather?’ he asked.


I nodded. ‘Yup.’


I was standing in what I imagined to be the beginning of the shadow, at the far end of the bricks.


‘It’s lovely out here,’ he said.


I said, ‘Aah, it’s great.’


And for a few seconds, that seemed like it was going to be it. I tried to think of something to add, but before I could think of anything he left the doorway, took a few steps towards me and told me his name, as if I didn’t already know it.


I’d spoken to him once before, and told him so – not to prove a point so much as to establish a truthful context. He’d given a talk at the Johannesburg Art Gallery and I’d stayed behind afterwards to ask him a question. He nodded neutrally at this information and asked if I often went to the JAG.


‘Now and then,’ I said. ‘When there’s something on.’


I told him about my girlfriend, Thenji, and explained that this was how I knew our hosts, Diana and David. Diana was an established painter who for reasons of her own kept a studio in the same run-down building in Fordsburg as Thenji had hers.


He said, ‘And you? Are you an artist too?’


I hesitated for an instant. Sometimes I do think of myself as a sort of artist, usually when I’m overtired, but how are you going to say you’re an artist, especially to some famous sculptor?


I said, ‘No, I’m not an artist.’


I said, ‘I work at a newspaper, as a subeditor.’


Often people don’t know what that is, a subeditor, but I could see he did. He even seemed quite interested to hear this, and nodded again, this time just once, abruptly, as if a fly had landed on the end of his nose. He had finished his cigarette and was half looking around for what to do with it.


I told him the name of the newspaper I worked at.


‘That’s probably the best paper we have,’ he said distractedly.


Watching him, I realised I could still feel the effects of the wine I’d drunk during the first part of the meal.


‘Do you want an ashtray?’ I asked. There was a square metal ashtray on a heavy wooden bench at the far end of the patio.


He smiled.


‘On that thing over there,’ I said, nodding towards it.


He walked over and mashed his stompie into the ashtray and came back. I felt a small sense of accomplishment then, to have been of use.


The sculptor put his hands in his pockets and asked me if I enjoyed working at the newspaper.


I told him that I liked the repetitive, meditational aspect of the job, and also the fact that my workday only started at two in the afternoon.


I saw his interest pick up a notch. That always happened when I told people about the two o’clock-start thing.


‘So I have my mornings to myself,’ I said. Which was what I always said at this point. Some conversations have you, instead of the other way around.


‘What do you do with your mornings?’ he asked.


For a moment I had the uncomfortable sensation that he was humouring me. There was really nothing to give me that impression, though, and I tried to put it out of my mind. I said that in the mornings I usually went for a run, and then worked for a bit on my own stuff before going in to the paper.


‘And what’s your own stuff?’ he pressed, rocking slightly on his heels.


This was all surprising to me. I’d always assumed that in a social setting he would be arrogant, or at least aloof, because of his fame and his hat and everything. But he seemed genuinely interested in what I had to say. And maybe it was because of this, or maybe it was the wine, or the fresh air and the trees, or all of it together – whatever it was that encouraged me – I told him that I was working on a biography of my grandfather. This wasn’t something I’d said out loud before, and the minute the words were out of my mouth I regretted them. Because then it came: ‘Oh really?’ he said. ‘Who’s your grandfather?’


Now if this were a scene in a movie, here would be what is called the turning point. That moment, that question right there, which sobered me up in a second, and not because it took me by surprise, but precisely the opposite: the point is just how ready I was to hear it, just how clearly I understood (or thought I understood) what he meant by it. Because even if the sculptor didn’t intend it, I heard in his question a challenge, and saw before me – in the space between us – the same thing I saw whenever I considered that I might, in fact, be writing the book I’d told him about: I saw a pantheon.


It was a classical pantheon, Ancient Greek, but vaguely animated like a cartoon. The set designer in my subconscious had given it a floor of white cumulus clouds. Seated in the centre, on high-backed thrones, were the Giants. Your Churchills, your Mandelas. People who shook the world like elephants shake a tree, causing thick hardcover biographies to fall to the ground all around them. To either side of the Giants stood the Famous: artists, athletes and scientists possessed of such searing talent that crowds lined up to read about their lives like villagers gathering around a winter fire. Then on either end stood the Well-Known: judges, academics and community organisers, people who had Made a Contribution, ordinary heroes who, but for the single book written about them by some noble noticer, might have remained unsung.


What I needed to do, I decided (and come to think of it, I must still have been slightly drunk), was to convince the sculptor that my grandfather belonged there, somewhere near the edges of this pantheon. I hadn’t rehearsed the argument, which became obvious as soon as I opened my mouth.


I said, ‘He was born in 1919 in Johannesburg.’ Then, after a moment, ‘So his first memory is of the miners’ strike. The Rand Revolt? Which was in 1922. He was three years old in 1922! Which I think is kind of amazing. That he remembers that. And he still lives here. He stills works here.’


By the light of the kitchen I saw the sculptor lose interest. He hadn’t said anything, but I read a whole paragraph of boredom in the angle of his hat.


The hat said, ‘Oh, so it’s minor league? A family memoir. A tribute to your ancient zeyde. Something to ring bind and hand out to family members here and in, I’m guessing, Australia?’


He was leaning to go inside, I could tell. I had to defend my grandfather! I had to defend myself! Charged with insignificance, we were about to be sentenced to summary dismissal from the mind of a famous sculptor.


‘He’s also had a relatively public life,’ I said quickly.


I saw the sculptor’s eyeballs turn in their sockets to take me in more squarely. The angle of his hat changed back, it seemed, to mildly interested. This was what he was waiting for: the claim to fame.


‘He was a very well-known advocate,’ I said. ‘He did a lot of human rights work.’ Looking through the open door at the little dimples of light in the dark-red kitchen floor, I said, ‘He was one of the founders of Lawyers for Human Rights.’


‘Okay ... okay ...’ the sculptor nodded. ‘Sure. What’s your grandfather’s name?’


He was doing some kind of calculation in his head. Had he heard my surname earlier?


‘Jules Browde.’


I could feel myself straining away from this conversation and into it with all my might. We were weighing my grandfather’s human worth. Now I had uttered his name, and I was waiting for the sculptor to pronounce on whether he did have a claim, after all.


‘Oh, Jules Browde,’ he said. ‘Yes. His wife is ...’


‘Selma,’ I said. ‘That’s my grandmother.’


‘Of course. The doctor. Yes. A very well-known couple.’


Two other smokers came out of the kitchen. A journalist and a photographer. The photographer was holding a small cup of coffee. The sculptor greeted them. The meal was obviously over. Thenji must have been wondering where I was.


The sculptor took a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket and extracted one with practised efficiency. ‘Jules Browde was one of the Rivonia Trial lawyers, wasn’t he?’


I almost lied and said that, yes, he was. If the answer to that question is yes, the conversation stops there. Case closed.


‘No,’ I said. ‘He wasn’t.’


I hoped I didn’t sound crestfallen.


‘But he’s very good friends with George Bizos and Arthur Chaskalson, all those guys ...’


I really did say that, reaching the hard bottom of the barrel right there. And how I wished, at that moment, how desperately I wished that my grandfather had been part of the Rivonia defence team, like his friends, next to whom he suddenly didn’t seem to measure up.


‘I remember Selma from when she was in politics,’ the sculptor said, bringing the flame from his lighter to the tip of his cigarette, illuminating his face for a few seconds.


‘Oh, really?’ I said.


He’d taken a deep drag, now he blew the smoke out the side of his mouth.


‘Yes. A very dynamic woman.’


The rest of the smoke followed out of his nostrils.


So he really had heard of them. Public life! Maybe I could smuggle them onto the pantheon together.


‘They’re an amazing couple,’ I said, scraping. ‘They’re one of very few couples to have both been awarded honorary doctorates from Wits. Nelson Mandela and Graça Machel are another. To give you an idea.’


‘Is that so?’


I nodded, hating myself. I was dealing in goddamn titles now, prizes, begging this man, this stranger, to accept my grandfather’s credentials. I had to talk about something else before I started stamping my feet, tearing my hair out, spitting on the floor.


‘The book isn’t going to be a traditional biography,’ I offered. ‘I want it also to be like a sort of history of Joburg, because he was really there, here, I suppose ...’ I laughed nervously ‘… here through most of the twentieth century. And he’s still going. Still going strong. So I sort of want the book to be ... you know ... something like that, too.’


I realised, as the words fell from my mouth, that this was just another apology: if your subject isn’t enough, haul in the dog-eared metropolis. I was dying for a drag of his cigarette. I was dying to go inside. I wanted to fetch my phone from my backpack in the entrance hall and call my grandfather to apologise for feeling disappointed in him, for making excuses for him, for feeling the need to lie about him as if he wasn’t good enough to tell the truth about.


And the feeling of shame only became more acute after the sculptor wandered inside and left me there, and a wind picked up, and Thenji came out to look for me in the artist’s garden, dark and suddenly creepy at that late hour.









THE ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA


Interview 16


Date recorded: 05/04/2006


Let me just tell you. It was a Saturday afternoon near the beginning of ... Well, it must have been about 1958 or ’59. Selma and I were out in the garden when a man poked his head around the side of the house.


The boys – and I’m speaking now about your father and your uncle Ian – were about eight and ten years old at the time, so when this chap told us he was selling the Encyclopaedia Britannica, we invited him to sit down. Which he did.


He sat down, took some brochures from his briefcase, and started to tell us why we should buy the twenty or so volumes in the set. While he was speaking, I considered the position. The full set cost more than a hundred pounds, which was quite an outlay, but my practice was doing better by then, and I thought it would be a good investment for the family. I looked over at Selma and she must have known what I was thinking, because she nodded. So in the middle of his pitch I slapped my knee and said, ‘We’ll take it!’


This fellow, the salesman, glared at me and said, ‘Please. Do not interrupt me.’ And he then merely carried on where he’d left off. By the time he was finished, I had a good mind to tell him I didn’t want the bloody things after all. But we did take them. I signed the requisite papers right there in the garden and, a week or so later, the encyclopaedias were delivered to the house.


Now that’s almost by the way. Why I’m telling you this – aside from the fact of this salesman’s rather odd behaviour – is that about a month later I appeared in the magistrates’ court for an insurance company that had insured the owner of an antique furniture shop on Fox Street.


On Fox Street, in those days, there were all manner of second-hand furniture people. Upholsterers, repairers, refurbishers, all that sort of thing.


A man – the plaintiff in the case – had left some furniture at this shop for repair, and shortly after he did there was a fire on the premises and his furniture was destroyed. So he was suing the owner for what he said was the value of the furniture. The insurance company was of the view that the man was exaggerating the claim, and the precise value of these pieces became the issue before the magistrate.


The magistrate was a man by the name of Immelman, and I remember that he became very amused at something that transpired during my cross-examination of a witness, a man brought to court by the plaintiff.


The witness’s name was Mr Plotkin, and he was alleged to be an expert on the value of furniture. He was an old Jewish man who spoke with a pronounced Lithuanian accent.


My opponent in this case, by the way, was a colleague of mine by the name of Sidley – also, like I was, a relatively young advocate at the Bar.


So Sidley called Plotkin as a witness and tried to establish his expertise. Plotkin said he had been in business for so long that he had become an expert in many different fields. This was relevant because there were a variety of pieces involved. ‘I am an expert on furniture, fixtures, fittings, everything,’ he said.


I noted this.


When Sidley was finished with him, the magistrate said to me, ‘Have you any questions for this witness?’


I said, ‘Yes I do, your worship.’


And so the magistrate told me to proceed.


‘Mr Plotkin,’ I said, and I looked down at my notes. ‘You said that you are an expert on furniture, fixtures, fittings, everything.’


‘That’s right,’ he said.


So then I said, ‘You’re an expert on everything, sir? How can you be an expert on everything?’


He said, ‘I have been for thirty-four years in this business. I’m an expert.’


And then I asked him, ‘Would you say you’re an expert on ... books, for example?’


He said, ‘Books? Sure. I’ve bought books, sold books ...’


‘All right, Mr Plotkin,’ I said. ‘I have just bought a brand new set of Encyclopaedia Britannica. You’ve heard of the Encyclopaedia Britannica?’


‘Oh, yes, this is a very popular name,’ he said.


So I asked him, ‘How much would you say should I have paid for the set?’


Plotkin looked up at the magistrate and said, ‘Your worship? This case, it’s about furniture or it’s about books?’


The magistrate, who was enjoying Mr Plotkin’s performance, said, ‘Don’t worry what the case is about, Mr Plotkin. You just answer the question.’


So I asked again, ‘Now come on Mr Plotkin, what should I have paid for a new set of Encyclopaedia Britannica?’


He said, ‘Encyclopaedia, hmm? Well. This is very expensive. I would say this costs about thirty pounds.’


‘And what if I told you, Mr Plotkin, that I paid 120 pounds? Not thirty pounds,’ I said.


Plotkin thought about this briefly. Undeterred he looked up at the magistrate and said, ‘Your worship, this must be with hard covers.’


Sidley put his head in his hands, and I remember that the magistrate, Immelman, had to adjourn the court to conceal his amusement.









chapter two


In which the young storyteller is introduced to his task


The idea had been much simpler, once upon a time. It was something I’d heard for as long as I could remember: These stories should be written down. His friends said it. People in our family said it. So did those he worked with. Even, now and then, someone who’d known him long enough to hear him tell just one of his famous tales would say it. Jules Browde’s stories should be written down. But it wasn’t until April 2003 that anyone suggested how this might happen.


I was twenty-six years old that autumn and had grown increasingly afraid, over the summer, that I was becoming depressed again. It was four years since my last real depressive episode but I still imagined myself to be on the edge of a precipice.


The Buddhist centre where I’d been living then for three years – a beautiful old house on Langermann Kop – had started to seem desolate. The stillness of the place, the permeating quiet, which once I’d found so helpful, now felt alien and forbidding. Convinced, finally, that the centre was adding to my problems, I asked my grandparents if I could live with them for a while. I needed to go some place safe and familiar, I told myself. Some place that was like home, but wasn’t home-home; the thought of moving back in with my parents left me feeling soft-centred and regressed.


My grandparents said that they’d be happy for me to stay with them for as long as I wanted. My parents were more circumspect about the idea, and over the course of several long discussions with me they tried to figure out whether to be worried or relieved. It was during one of those conversations that my mother, trying to look on the bright side, said that, apart from anything else, living there would give me a perfect opportunity to sit with my grandfather and finally ‘get his stories down’. To me in private she added, ‘Remember, he’s not going to be around forever.’
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18 Orange Road


While the walls of the houses in Orchards are not as thick or high as in the neighbouring suburb of Houghton, still, most have electric fences on top, and on the pavement across the road from my grandparents is a simple wooden structure known as ‘the guard’s house’ – a common sight in the neighbourhood. So I sometimes find it a wonder that Orange Road can still present such a picture of daytime tranquillity, yet it does. After dark, fear falls like a cold mist over all of these suburbs, but under a blue sky the street’s pavement lawns and leafy facades can feel almost hopeful. My grandparents’ place is one of the leafiest on the street. Their wall is covered with plants: tangles of ground cover and dense bushes that climb to meet the vines of competing creepers and the slender brown limbs of a Johannesburg Gold.


It was on a Saturday afternoon, about a month after the talk with my mother, that I pressed the buzzer on the wall next to the gate, and waited.


The voice that came over was my grandfather’s. ‘That you, Dan?’


A minute later he was down at the gate to see if I needed his help. He was wearing a pair of blue jeans and a striped jersey, his usual weekend get-up. My suitcases and boxes were heavy with books, so I told him I’d manage.


It took me a while to get all my things into the house, as he stood by and offered encouragement. ‘That’s my boy ... Oopsie ... There you go ... You’ve got it ...’


I was going to stay in the guest room, which was next to his study in the corner of the house. ‘Nana tidied this whole thing up for you,’ he said, looking around the room. He was holding a book in one hand, using his index finger to keep his place. ‘She’s at a meeting at the hospital, but she’ll be home in a little while.’


After checking that I wasn’t hungry or thirsty, and telling me to shout if I needed anything, he left me to my bags and boxes and took himself back to the lounge.


My new room was at the end of a short broad passage. At least three-quarters of the floor space was taken up by two single beds, pushed together in the middle of the room and draped in white duvets and soft blue pillows. On either side of the bed were little white tables with pull-out drawers that housed left-behind copies of The New Yorker and the London Review of Books.


In that first week I paged through these things every night after I got into bed. Since primary school I’d occasionally entertained a fantasy of becoming a journalist, but these long, airtight articles filled me with self-doubt. Still, I was falling asleep more easily there, and my days began to unfold with a distinct and comforting suburban pattern.


In the cold early mornings I’d run around the golf course near the house. These runs were often no more than bleary, meandering walks, but I’d promised my father that I would do some exercise, and at least I was getting out of bed and into the world of air and trees and cars.


By the time I got back to the house – usually around seven am – my grandfather would already be sitting at the wooden table in the corner of the kitchen, dressed for work. Sometimes Gladys, their housekeeper (sixtyish, wryly funny), would be in there with him, but mostly I remember him alone – coffee, toast and newspaper set out artfully in front of him. The wood-framed glass door to his right, which gave out onto a small wedge-shaped courtyard, let in the crisp morning light. I would stop in there on my way to the shower.


He’d look up and say, ‘Morning, laddie.’


I’d say, ‘Hi, Broncs.’


Next he’d say something old-mannish, like, ‘You won’t believe it, but I was once a fit fellow like you,’ and then look back down at the paper.


He was in energy-conserving mode; he had a lot to do. He worked for the provincial legislature as its integrity commissioner – a position he had pioneered. He had an office in the City hall, and from the shower or the bedroom, getting dressed, I’d hear him heading off to town in his white Hyundai.


When my grandmother emerged – usually fifteen minutes or so after he’d left the house – she would often be in her nightgown and slightly out of focus. She is a night owl, and would frequently sit at her computer until well after midnight.


By this time I would have showered and dressed, and I often had breakfast with her. She would stand close to the kettle while she waited for it to boil, exchanging a few blurred sentences with Gladys, who also had to battle herself out of a morning funk.


But it wasn’t coffee that my grandmother needed to get going, it was a topic of conversation. And soon after sitting down at the table she’d come up with one herself. She’d raise it and then lean into the discussion, sleep sheeting off her now like water. I would usually have to stop her mid-sentence and pull myself away if I wanted to get to work on time. (I had a job at a small production company in Greenside, doing preliminary edits on music videos and documentaries. I’d ended up here, on the outskirts of the film industry, after finishing my BA at Wits and then working for a year as an actor. Unless you were willing to humiliate yourself, there was little work to be had performing.)


At suppertime we would meet up again at the table in the kitchen, this time all three of us, the morning’s newspaper now stacked on a pile on the fourth chair.


In those first weeks I still read all kinds of sadness into those meals, and into my own life. In the block-mounted Monet print that hung on the wall over my grandfather’s left shoulder I saw the dreariness of past centuries living on in this one. In the slices of pale-brown bread that lay limply, one over the other, on the narrow silver platter in the middle of the table, and in the dust-grey plates and heavy silver cutlery I’d known since childhood, I could find all the reasons I needed to be glum.


But there was something else that happened on those nights, something that I didn’t – that I couldn’t – find sad, even if I tried. Now and then my grandfather would say, ‘Look here, that reminds me of a story,’ and he’d gaze off to the right for a moment, as if the story’s beginning was out there in the dark. Then he’d turn back, eyes illuminated, and tell us a tale. Some were memories from childhood and some concerned his experiences during the Second World War. Others related to cases in his fifty-year career as an advocate at the Johannesburg Bar. There were so many in his vaults that almost anything could remind him of something else. Some had become as worked-out over time as jokes, with their set-ups and their reveals, but his delight in telling them was so unaffected that they never came over as slick. Their performance happened in the small movements of his head, in the expressions on his face, in his quick eyes. His hands animated quietly, drawing you in.


I had been living at Orange Road for about a month when the cloud over my head, the cloud I’d found so ominous, started to break harmlessly apart. I still worried about myself, but only in patches, and less and less so. The surest sign that I wasn’t getting depressed, that I was further inland than I’d thought, was this: I felt myself looking forward to certain things. And one of the things I looked forward to could happen on any given night in the kitchen. It was hearing my grandfather say something like, ‘Have I ever told you about the case I had where the fellow ran onto the track at Kyalami?’ And if I had heard a story before, I’d say, ‘Tell it again.’ I could listen for as long as they lasted and never get bored.


Now, I don’t know – I can’t tell – if my mother thought that the task of recording my grandfather’s stories would help me in some way. She is a constant reader, and reads lots of books, mostly novels, about the Holocaust: books that return obsessively to themes of loss and memory, testimony and forgetting. So my guess is that she thought about the job mainly from that point of view: preserving his stories for a future in which he would not be here to tell them. But when I look back at my own position at that time – oriented almost entirely inward – and consider the kind of mother she is, I have to believe that she did think the exercise would be useful for me too. Whatever her reasons, she wouldn’t let it go, and if she was around when he told a tale, she’d look at me when he was finished, tilt her head slightly, and I’d know what she was thinking. Though my grandfather was still strong and vital, and his mortality as unimaginable as anyone else’s, I knew she was right. Despite our resilience, human life is precarious: death can come with no warning.


The seed she’d planted in my imagination must have been taking root, because now, whenever I sat there at the kitchen table on an ordinary night and my grandfather began a story, I could see the words that followed rising from his mouth like white smoke, the plumes of his sentences drifting and curling, waving and intertwining above his head for a few moments before being swallowed by the mouth of the air.









MEVROU SCHULTZ


Interview 19


Date recorded: 13/06/2006


I was appearing for an insurance company that was being sued for damages arising from a motorcar accident in Mossel Bay. The plaintiff, a Mr Green by name, had been injured, and was claiming damages on the basis that he’d had a head injury, and that as a result of this head injury he’d had a change of personality. Which is not an uncommon thing. But for some reason my clients had serious doubts about the authenticity of his story. And while Mr Green was asking for many hundreds of thousands of rands, the insurance company instructed me that the claim was exaggerated and it was prepared to pay him only a much smaller sum.


The night before the case was to be heard in Cape Town, I consulted with two policemen in the instructing attorney’s office there. One was a sergeant, a fairly senior man, and the other was a young constable. They had come from Mossel Bay with a plan of the scene of the accident, which they had prepared for the purposes of the case.


They went through the plan with us a few times, showed us very carefully how the accident had happened, and I remember it was fairly late by the time we’d finished. I thanked the policemen for coming and we all left the office together.


While we were waiting for the lift to arrive, and merely to pass the time, I turned to the sergeant and said, ‘Ken jy vir die Green gesin?’ Do you know the Green family?


To which he replied, ‘Mosselbaai is ’n dorp, jy weet.’ Mossel Bay is a small town, you know. As if to say: Well, of course. Everybody knows everybody there.


I said, ‘Well? Do you know them?’


‘Look, Advokaat,’ he said to me. ‘We came here to show you the plan, and we have shown you the plan. Now if you don’t mind, we don’t want to get involved in this case any further.’


At which point the young constable piped up; to the sergeant he said, ‘Moet ek hom vertel van Mevrou Schultz?’ Should I tell him about Mrs Schultz?


The sergeant, becoming quite angry, shouted, ‘Nee, los dit man!’ Leave it alone!


Then the lift arrived, and I decided not to ask any more questions.


The next morning I arrived early at the High Court, which is in the city centre. On the way to the advocate’s robing room, I noticed a sign announcing a memorial service that was just about to be held in one of the courts. A prominent judge had died in Cape Town a few days before. So, after putting on my robes, I wandered into the court to hear what was going on in this ceremony. It didn’t take very long.


As I was leaving a man came up to me. I recognised him as a friend of Selma’s from her younger days in Cape Town. He was now an attorney in Cape Town. Pinsky, his name was. He said to me, ‘What are you doing here?’


I told him. I said, ‘I’m here for an accident case in another court.’


To which he replied, ‘Oh, well I haven’t got much to do this morning. I think I’ll come and listen to the Great Cross-Examiner from Johannesburg.’ There was a bit of sarcasm in his voice. So I just shrugged. I mean, what do you say to something like that? And off he went.


My opponent that day was a man by the name of Sextus de Wet. A huge fellow – very tall – from the Port Elizabeth Bar. He came in to court, greeted me, and sat down. I looked around the court. I noticed that Pinsky had taken a seat in the corner of the public gallery and was waiting for the matter to start.


De Wet had stage-managed the whole thing very well. Once we were all ready, the usher left to call the judge. Soon afterwards, the judge (Michael Corbett, who would later become the chief justice) entered. Everybody stood up. Then the judge took his seat on the bench and we all sat down.


Corbett was a slight chap. He peered out across the court. ‘Yes, Mr de Wet?’ he asked. It was the prerogative of the claimant to open proceedings. So De Wet stood up again and told the judge what his supporting evidence would be. It would include, he said, not only the details of the accident, but also expert medical evidence regarding the nature of Mr Green’s injuries. He told the court that he had a number of expert witnesses lined up.


None of us had yet seen Mr Green, of course.


When De Wet was finished with his opening address, the judge asked him if he would like to call his first witness. De Wet said yes, he would; he said he would like to call the plaintiff’s wife. And with that he went to the back of the court, opened the door and stepped outside. I really didn’t know what this fellow was up to.


When he came back he was walking very slowly beside a woman who was, in turn, pushing a man in a wheelchair. The Greens. Mrs Green wheeled her husband into position beside De Wet’s chair, and then went to take her place in the witness box. Mr Green just sat there in his wheelchair, looking very sorry for himself and a bit dull.


Led carefully through her testimony by Sextus de Wet, she told the story of what a wonderful husband he, Mr Green, had been. How he was marvellous to her, wonderful to the children. But then, she said, suddenly after the accident he had started being awful to her. Treated her shockingly. Didn’t stay at home at night. (So much for the wheelchair, I thought.) Became nasty to the children. And generally speaking, had a complete change of personality. Attributed, as she put it, to the accident.


Well, it was a sad story. And the atmosphere in court was clearly sympathetic towards her. The room was completely silent. No one spoke or moved. Even the judge sat very still for a minute. Then he turned to me and said, ‘Have you any questions for this witness, Mr Browde?’ He made it clear by his tone that it was absolutely his obligation to ask this. As if to say: You know, I don’t know what you can possibly say to her.


I said, ‘Yes I do, my lord.’ And I then stood up.


I was thinking of what she’d said about him being a model husband and that sort of thing, and I remembered the strange end to the conversation from the night before. I thought it might be an interesting point at which to start my cross-examination. I looked at Mrs Green, who blinked a few times. Then I looked at Mr Green, sitting in his wheelchair. And after another moment or two I said to her, ‘Mrs Green’ – all in Afrikaans – ‘Ken jy miskien vir Mevrou Schultz?’ Do you perhaps know Mrs Schultz?


Well, she looked at me as if she’d seen a ghost.


She said, ‘Me–Me–Mevrou Schultz?!’ – and then she leaned forward sharply and tried to support herself on the edge of the stand, but her knees buckled and she fainted right there in the witness box. The clerk and the usher rushed forward to see if she was all right, and the judge peered down over the edge of his bench.


Of course I was more surprised than anyone, but I couldn’t show it. What I did was – I couldn’t resist it – I turned around and I looked at Pinsky, who had come to listen to the Great Cross-Examiner. His eyes were popping out of his head. I raised one eyebrow.


The judge said, ‘The court will adjourn until the witness has composed herself.’ And then he left the court. De Wet took his clients out. Mrs Green was helped from the courtroom by the usher, who walked out step by step at her side. Mr Green was wheeled out after them.


After a minute or so, De Wet came back in and said to me – because I knew him well; I knew him from cases I’d fought in Port Elizabeth – he said to me, ‘Jules, tell me, who is Mrs Schultz?’


Now, in the ordinary course of events, I would have told him, but having no idea who she was, I said, ‘Sextus, I don’t know.’


He said, ‘Come on, man. Tell me who she is.’ He said, ‘If there’s something I should know tell me, and I’ll see what I can do about it.’


So I said, ‘Sextus. Believe me. I have no idea who Mrs Schultz is.’ And I was just about to tell him what had happened the night before, when he said, very angrily, ‘Oh you Joburg chaps are all the same,’ and then stormed off.


About ten minutes went by, and they all came back. De Wet came in first. Mrs Green tiptoed in after him, looking pale, and then her husband was wheeled back into position by the usher. De Wet helped Mrs Green back onto the stand, supporting her by one elbow. The judge came back into court, and there was silence once more.


The judge then turned to me and said, ‘Yes, Mr Browde. Carry on, please.’


‘Thank you, my lord,’ I said, rising.


And then I said to Mrs Green, confidently now, ‘Kom nou, Mevrou Green. Sê vir sy edele – tell his lordship – wie is Mevrou Schultz?’


‘Edelagbare,’ she said, ‘Mevrou Schultz is ...’ She turned to look up at the judge; she said, ‘Mevrou Schul ... Schultz ...’ but before she could get another word out she fainted again. And this time the usher actually had to carry her out of the courtroom. Judge Corbett left again, now muttering and shaking his head. And I can only imagine what Pinsky thought of me. The Great Cross-Examiner indeed!


Shortly after that, the case was settled. The attorneys of both sides met to discuss the matter and Mr Green accepted a very small amount in settlement of the case. I flew home to Johannesburg that afternoon. Which goes to show, I suppose, that sometimes you have to have some luck in these things.









chapter three


In which the young storyteller toys with the idea of getting the stories down


His place at the kitchen table was a good spot: safely in the corner of the room, with the glass door to the right offering a view of trees and sky. Often I’d sit there and read, or just watch the tiny birds jostling for space on the feeder he’d strung up in the smooth-barked tree that stood in the centre of the courtyard. It was a sanctuary and a lookout, a place to go to resolve matters or just let them resolve. That’s what I was doing one afternoon – sitting there, letting my thoughts go more or less where they pleased – when I found my attention drawn to the newspaper he’d left on the table earlier in the day. He’d been doing the crossword puzzle; his thin silver pen was still lying on the table.


I stared at the paper: the antlike columns of words; the grainy pictures with their tiny captions; the skeleton of the crossword, half filled-in. I picked it up and lifted it to my nose. Since I was a kid, the smell of newsprint has filled me with a cool fascination, and that afternoon – I remember it as an overcast Saturday afternoon – I found myself wondering where along the line I’d given up on my dream of being a journalist. The realisation that I hadn’t really ever given up on it, but rather that I just had not thought about it in a long time, left me feeling oddly off balance. I could see no good reason for the way things were.


This feeling of groundlessness persisted and, as that winter dragged on, I began to spend time in my grandfather’s study reading through newspapers and magazines and my own notebooks, wondering whether I could be a journalist and what sort of journalist I could be.


When spring came, my grandfather would spend his weekend mornings in the garden, removing weeds and planting flowers. When summer arrived, he’d take brief wading swims in their small pool and then spend forever drying himself in the sun, looking up towards it, his eyes crinkling. Weekend afternoons he would read his book or files in his favourite chair in the corner of the lounge, or watch games of cricket on the TV in the living room.


My grandmother would spend the same weekend hours in her study, staring deeply into her computer screen, lost in thought. After retiring as Professor of Radiation Oncology at Wits University, she had started two organisations: one a hospital palliative care team and the other an NGO fighting HIV through education. She spent hours and days writing guidelines, proposals, reports. Because she cared about each word, she typed slowly – sometimes so slowly it was as if she wasn’t typing at all.


Occasionally they had friends over for supper, and on these nights they would often invite me to sit with them at the table. Some of their guests I’d known my whole life and only as I got older learned that they were known: scholars and surgeons, artists and ambassadors – powerful, highly specialised. These people would often appear fascinated by the young house guest, and their fascination made me feel like I was mysterious, which I liked. I hardly ever joined them at the table. I preferred to sit in my grandfather’s study and read, listening with half an ear to what was going on in the dining room.


The conversations were most often bright and lively, flowing easily from one topic to another. Sometimes, though, they’d be tense and stilted, and it was then, particularly, on those unobliging evenings, that I noticed the effect my grandfather can have on a group.


When, on such a night, he started a story (‘Now look here, that reminds me ...’) a different sort of silence would fall, a peaceful stillness, and I’d sit at his desk and imagine him in there, telling his tale: his luminous eyes, his measured delivery. When he was done, a warm and joyful laughter would usually fill the rooms of the house.


On one such strained evening, he came into his study to fetch a bottle of wine. (He keeps a ragtag collection in a cupboard in the corner.) When he saw me sitting at his desk, his eyes lit up with happy surprise.


‘Hello, laddie! How are you getting on?’


His shirt collar was open and he looked relaxed.


‘Fine,’ I told him. ‘I’m just reading. How’s it going in there?’


He lifted his eyebrows and tipped his head a few times from side to side, making a face that said ‘so-so’.


While he looked in the cupboard for a suitable bottle, he explained that one of their friends was telling ‘all the old stories’. He said it with massive disappointment; he was purposefully overacting, but under this aped disapproval there was, unmistakably, the real thing. No one likes the old stories more than he does; this other guy was butchering them – and on his turf. I cracked up. He shut the cupboard and with a bottle of wine in one hand, turned to face me, smiling. He squeezed his eyes shut tight, opened them again, and left me laughing by myself in an empty room.


The next day – Sunday afternoon – he called me to help him find something he’d misplaced in the study. Though I don’t remember what we were looking for, I remember clearly what happened next. He was sitting on the edge of the old brown swivel chair in the corner, going through a cardboard box resting between his feet. I was standing on the other side of the room, his desk between us. While he was digging around we were chatting, and he started to tell me about something that had happened to him during the war. It was a story I hadn’t heard before. It took place in 1941 in Eritrea, and involved a panel van, two mechanics, and a soft-hearted Italian bartender. His words were coming in one ear and my mother’s quiet, enormous warning was playing in the other. I saw the delicate white smoke curling, disappearing. That was the first time I tried to hold on to the words.


Once he’d finished – we’d given up looking for whatever he’d lost – he went off to another room, and I grabbed a piece of paper and a pen and wrote down all I could remember of the story. An account of life on the outskirts of the war, it had a few twists and turns and ended on an unexpected note. I wrote it down right to the end. Later, when the coast was clear, I took the scribbled notes to my grandmother’s study and typed out the story on her desktop, adding a few things, here and there, that came back to me while I was typing.


I gave it a heading – ‘U636’ – which was the number plate of the hexed van. Then I printed it out, stapled the pages together, and put the document into one of the translucent plastic envelopes I used in those days to store odds and ends.


Over the next few days I took it out several times and I read it through from beginning to end. I knew I hadn’t captured it exactly as he’d spoken it, which frustrated me, but I’d been able to remember much more than I’d thought possible, and it pleased me to think of what I’d done.


But I didn’t tell my mother, or anybody else. It felt like a secret, a piece of childish espionage. And I decided to do it again when next I saw the chance.


Less than a week later we were in his study again. I was sitting at the desk and he was in his swivel chair, scanning through some pages. Once we got to chatting, it was not difficult to get him to tell me a few more brief stories. I flicked the switch in my head on again and this time tried to note the precise word choices he made and how he phrased things. On this day he told me about a particular judge he remembered from the early days of his career. I’d never listened like this before. Beneath the placid surface of my listening face, my mental cogs were working furiously.


As soon as he was finished, I hurried to my bedroom and wrote down all three of the stories, awkwardly lying on my stomach with my feet over the edge of the bed.


Again I was surprised by how much I remembered, but this just made me more keenly aware of the holes, moments where I knew he’d used a certain word, or turn of phrase, that I couldn’t remember. I was painfully conscious of how many of the words I’d forgotten and had to replace with something similar: similar, but entirely wrong. This gnawed at me, because the actual words – the phrasing, the vocabulary – seemed important.


Reading through these new stories in the days after I wrote them down, it struck me that this spying game might have something to it beyond the words and the order of the sentences. The protagonist of one of the tales was Joe Slovo, who practised as an advocate in Johannesburg before he went into exile. To preface this story, my grandfather told me how Joe had reminded him of the events in 1985 in Zambia, where my grandfather had travelled as chairman of the National Convention Movement.


Frederick van Zyl Slabbert, who was then leader of the official opposition, had started the NCM, through which, my grandfather explained, he hoped to bring interested parties together to negotiate an end to apartheid. He asked my grandfather to chair the organisation, and one of his first responsibilities as chairman was to travel to Lusaka to meet the ANC leadership in exile. On the Saturday night of his stay there, he said, ‘the whole crew’ – which included, among others, Joe, Mac Maharaj, and a young Thabo Mbeki – ended up in his hotel room, drinking beer and telling stories ...


Mbeki, Slovo, Van Zyl Slabbert – these were names that had become vessels, word-shaped containers into which people poured their hopes or scorn. But in this story – I considered – through my grandfather’s eyes, they were turned back into people, characters from one raucous night in a hotel room. Stories like this shone a torch beam on the underside of History with its concrete, capital H.
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Jules Browde and Oliver Tambo in Lusaka, Zambia, 1985


I had often seen a recording device, about the size of a small cellphone, gunmetal grey, lying around in his study, either on the desk or on one of the bookshelves. It was the dictaphone he’d used when he worked as an advocate, dictating heads of argument for his secretary to type. He still used it sometimes to record his findings at the legislature. It had sat there silently all this time, but now it refused to stay quiet. Every time I went into that room it called to me, and I’d think: I should just use that; I should just sit down with him and get him to tell me all his stories, no matter how long it takes, record them and then type them out.


But the pressures of duty felt overwhelming and I kicked against them. I knew I should get these stories down, that it would be good to do it, but something in me, some instinct for self-preservation, prevented it. There was no story in my life – no dramatic tension, no momentum, no suspense – just days that turned, each seamlessly into the next. Sitting down to hear stories from this life that spanned nearly a century – the battlefields of war, a celebrated legal career, a marriage and a family – carried a vague but certain threat. Somehow I’d worked out that if I wasn’t to be pinned down by the weight of his stories, I’d have to start living my own.


When my employer told me in October, as I knew he would eventually, that he was going to close up shop at the end of the year, I went home and looked up the contact number of the journalism department at Rhodes University. I found out that I could still apply, and what it would cost, and then I phoned my father to speak to him about it. I didn’t have nearly enough money to afford this. My father told me he liked the idea. About the cost he said, ‘We’ll make a plan.’


And when I left my grandparents’ house, and Johannesburg, and an assortment of personal ghosts, in the middle of January of the following year, I left those few scant sheets in the translucent envelope jammed inside a cardboard box among other cardboard boxes in the storeroom at the end of the passage.









U636


Written from memory


Story told approx. 15/09/2003


We were in a long army convoy in mountains north of Addis Ababa when we received the news that the Italians in East Africa had surrendered. The men in my regiment were overjoyed. Beside themselves. All but a handful of us were Afrikaans-speaking, so ‘Ons gaan huis toe!’ was the big cry among the men. ‘We’re going home!’


They thought this was the end of the war for them. We’d been sent to kick the Italians out of East Africa and we’d done that. Secretly, I had my doubts that matters would be solved so easily. And I was right in my suspicions of course. This was not the plan for us whatsoever. It was May of 1941. As it turned out, for most of us the war had only just started.


Our colonel explained to us that until we heard otherwise, we would continue north on the road to Asmara in Eritrea. And we pushed on through those mountains. I was a gunner, the equivalent of a private in the infantry, and had been assigned to drive the vehicle of the gun position officer, Lieutenant Jan Pieters. About three or four assistants to the officer travelled in the back of the van, which had the registration plate U636.


A day or so after we heard the news of the capitulation – we were now in the far north of Abyssinia, near a town called Korem – U636 seemed to be overheating, so I pulled over to the side of the road. We were stopped on a steep incline. To the one side of us was the rock of the mountainside; and to the other side, a sheer drop. The gun position officer got out on the passenger’s side, I got out on my side, and we met at the front of the vehicle. I opened the bonnet to take a look at the engine. It looked all right, but very hot and dry.


Just as I started to loosen the radiator cap, slowly so that it wouldn’t boil over, I felt U636 starting to roll away from us. Getting a terrible shock, I shouted and ran to the side of the vehicle, banging on the side and shouting to the fellows in the back to jump out. They had to open the back doors from the inside, but they all managed to get out with no problem – all except one. The last one out, Ivan Booyens, tripped and fell as he hit the ground, and I can still see it – it’s something I will never forget – both sets of wheels, the front wheels and the back wheels, went over his legs, before the van veered to the right and went clear off the side of the mountain.


For a minute I struggled to breathe. I was so upset. I kneeled over Ivan. He was in a great deal of pain. I held him and spoke to him until the ambulance personnel arrived on the scene.


As they took him away, I played the scene over in my mind. Could I have done something different? I knew I had pulled up the handbrake, but I wasn’t sure if I had put it in gear. Which I was supposed to do. I thought I had, but I couldn’t remember now. I could still see the wheels going over Ivan, but the rest I battled to recall.


The two men in charge of the vehicles in the battery were Joe Brough and Koos Reyneke, both trained mechanics. They knew everything there was to know about engines. More than that, they loved these vehicles like they were their children. The two of them stood side by side on the edge of the precipice, with their hands on their hips, looking down at their van, which fortunately had been stopped in its fall by some trees that were growing on the side of the mountain. The expletives that fell from their lips I will not repeat.


Ivan Booyens was taken to hospital. (Probably in Nairobi.) He was not as badly hurt as I’d feared, but nevertheless, as a result of his injuries he was sent back to South Africa for treatment and took no further part in the war.


A couple of months later I received a letter from him with a photograph of himself in uniform, smiling. He had written on the back of the picture, ‘Please don’t worry about it.’ Which was such a great relief to me that I almost cried.


The engineers pulled U636 up with a winch, and the badly damaged vehicle was then towed into the nearby village of Dekemhare, over the border near Asmara. The rest of us followed. We were now told that in Dekemhare we were going to regroup, clean our guns, and far from going home, we were going to be sent to the western desert, where the British Eighth Army, under General Wavell, was facing the powerful and well-equipped German army.


Dekemhare was a small town about twenty miles from Asmara, which was the capital of Eritrea. It had only a few simple buildings in it, but it had an airstrip with a very large hangar. In the hangar there was a deep pit, over which they had positioned U636 to enable them to work on the underside of the vehicle. And here Joe Brough and Koos Reyneke, together with some other men (some gunners of the regiment who were called in to help), started on the job of repair. They started with some panel beating, and re-ducoing, and generally replacing all the parts that had been destroyed near Korem.


While Joe and company were busy on U636, the rest of us were involved with cleaning the 18-pounder guns which were to be sent back home to be used at the Artillery School in Potchefstroom. By the way, just as an aside, when we dismantled the guns we were astounded to see, stamped on the inside of the jackets that protected the bore of the guns, the words: 1918. For drill purposes only. Such were the guns that helped to defeat the Italian army in East Africa!


Now there were two things I wanted to do: I wanted to find a pub and I wanted to have a shave. The other chaps thought I was crazy to even think of allowing an Italian with a cut-throat razor near my neck, but I’ve always trusted Italians. And I met this fellow, a barber, and spoke to him – I knew a little Italian by then – and he agreed to shave me. He gave me a proper shave, and I paid him. We had some Italian currency by that time. And I also gave him a tin of bully beef, which he was especially happy about.


I also found a pub. A little corner place about halfway up the main road of the town. Some of us used to walk there in the evening after we had completed our tasks for the day. I got to know the pub owner. He was an Italian who did not look like a typical Italian at all. He was a tall fair-haired man with blue eyes, whose name was Luigi Coperchini. He had been in Eritrea for five or six years. I got on with him rather well. For some reason he took a liking to me, I remember he called me Giulio. And I had long talks with him. He told me about his life in Italy, and I told him about mine in South Africa.


Meanwhile, in the hangar, they continued to work on U636. The front suspension had been badly broken and they had to put in a new one. We were in Dekemhare for three weeks and they worked on it the whole time.


One day Joe Brough came to my tent and said to me, ‘Come and have a look at U636.’


Joe was a sergeant, much older than I was. He must have been in his mid-thirties. He was married with children back in South Africa. I was twenty-two years old.


I went in there and couldn’t believe it. It looked new. They had made a brand new vehicle out of it. Panel-beaten, ducoed and mechanically perfect.


So Joe said to me, ‘Get in. I want to take you for a ride, show you how it goes.’


I got in next to him, and we drove out of the hangar and onto the road. Of course they were all dirt roads; none of the roads there were tarred. Oh, man, U636 went like a bird. It was absolutely amazing. The engine sang! We went for a long drive down the road and back. He was so excited about it he was actually singing as we came back and drove into the airstrip, into the hangar, and crashed headlong into the pit.


It was unbelievable. Koos Reyneke, who had stood watching the whole thing, really could not believe what he’d seen. It looked as if Joe had done it on purpose. (Which of course he had not.) The front part of the van was completely buckled – almost as badly as it was before – and there was white steam hissing out from under the bonnet.


Fortunately neither of us was hurt. But the same could not be said for the van. Huge damage was done to U636. The front axle and suspension – the brand new suspension – were again so badly damaged that they needed to be replaced. Well, once more the expletives flowed. From both of them. Twice a write-off! This time at least I wasn’t to blame.


Before we pulled out of there, I went to say goodbye to Luigi Coperchini at the pub. And I want to tell you about that, because Luigi looked at me with tears in his eyes. He said to me, ‘Giulio. Giulio. Please listen to me, my friend. You have been fighting Italians in Abyssinia. We are not fighters. You will see this, one day, when you go to Italy. You’ll see.’


Neither of us knew then that I would be going there as part of this war, by the way.


He said, ‘You’ll see in Italy, Giulio. We are a nation of artists. We are interested in opera, music, ballet.’ He said, ‘You’re going now to the western desert. You are going to fight the Germans. Giulio, they will keel you all!’


Which, incidentally, represented the feeling of just about everyone at that time: that the Germans were going to win the war. There was no reason why they shouldn’t. They had occupied virtually all of Europe by that time. Dunkirk had already taken place, when the British expeditionary force was forced out of France. It looked like nothing could stop them, like they were going to keel everybody.


He said to me, ‘Giulio, please, go home!’


I smiled and said, ‘That’s not really for me to decide, you know.’


He said, ‘Please go home. Do it as a favour to me.’


Hell, I laughed, man. It was both funny and sad for me. And I said, ‘All right, Luigi. For you, I’ll see what I can do about it.’
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