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    PREFACE


    WHY DID I WRITE THIS BOOK?


    I have had one heck of a flat out ride in my lifetime, incredible experiences, both good and, frankly, scary as hell, fantastic achievements and comebacks that I guess are really hard to believe. And a fair amount of stress and failure.


    I have tasted victory at all levels; defeat too, but after every defeat I have somehow had the sheer determination to come back stronger and deliver again. With this book, I hope to inspire those who have faced, are facing, or will face challenges in their lives to overcome them, come back stronger than ever, and build a better future with vastly improved self-confidence and sheer determination.


    I am so deeply indebted to my four incredible girls who have at different times experienced their worst fears, who have nursed me and loved me through the bad times, some of my own making. However, I believe they too learned how to deal with challenges, manage them and grow from them to the point of being able to benefit from the experience.


    Debs, Chich, Paigey and Abs, sorry for the failings, and thank you for making me so proud of what you have all achieved in life, and to Debs, for being the superglue that has kept this family together through it all.


    So if there was an opportunity to choreograph my life a second time round, what would I do?


    I would hit the kyk weer button!
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    THE VALUE OF A SECOND


    PING ... PING ... PING. I open my eyes ... I don’t know where I am. As I fight to keep my eyes open it seems I’m in a strange room somewhere. Except it’s not a typical room – this one resembles a glass coffin. Albeit slightly wider and longer than an ordinary coffin, it’s a coffin nonetheless and … I’m in it. All sense of time is drowned out by that beeping noise. Ping.


    That sound ... Argh! I’m obsessed with that sound. Familiar, yet alien. Every second of every day, I’m tuned into it, its ‘ping’ now directly linked to my life. Having heard it for so long, I’ve broken it down into its component parts, laid out like parts of a car engine being overhauled. So much so, that I swear I can manipulate the sound if I try hard enough. And now, I’m waiting for it to falter. Waiting for it to misfire. To flatline.


    In a tangle of pipes and wires, I lie flat on my back. Pipes down my throat, tubes in and out of my head, wires connected to my chest, they’re everywhere. My body no longer feels like my body, and consequently my mind no longer feels like my mind. All I can hear is the piercing, high-pitched sound from some machine. One incessant thought races through my mind. What kind of trouble have I landed myself in this time?


    I’m 36 years old. A young man, relatively speaking. A professional racing driver, with a beautiful wife, a one-year-old daughter, Chiara, and another on the way. And I want to hear so much more than the whining of that piece of electronic equipment before my time is up.


    Ping! I can extend the gap between the sounds if I think calm thoughts and breathe slowly and smoothly. When I lose my concentration, lose myself, let the dread and panic wash back in again, the pings close up, like a rival chasing me down, gaining on me every lap. Wanting to take my position. Wanting to take my victory ... my livelihood. An opponent who wants me dead. In its truest sense, losing is death and if the pings get close enough together, they’ll create another flatline. There is no way I can have that; I have to fight, I have to clear my mind and focus, as I have done so many times before on boats and in cars. This isn’t a race against the clock, though – this is the race for my life.


    Days earlier, they told me, that same machine was registering a long flat line, so I guess this was progress. At that point, I was waiting for it to take me from this world. Maybe I wanted it to. The very last sound I’d hear in my life – the sound of death.


    I’m drifting in and out of consciousness. Every now and then I’m lucid enough to pull my head up and recognise a few people in the room beyond my glass coffin. One of them is my brother Alan, who must’ve flown in from Australia. Holy shit. That’s bad. This must be pretty serious, I think. I still don’t know anything. No matter how hard I try, nothing makes sense. It’s as if my brain is under a thick blanket of fog. I look around and I recognise Richard, one of the guys I race Formula 1 powerboats against. I pull focus on him, enough for him to attempt to gesture to me through the glass.


    ‘Are you okay?’ The exertion to understand his silent moving lips sends my head spinning and spikes my heart rate. ‘Okay, try to relax,’ he mouths, making an open-palm gesture. ‘Just relax.’


    I put my head back, close my eyes and focus on that ‘ping’ again. Calm is life. Breath is life. Slowly, the fog inside my head starts to lift and the fuzziness begins to clear. Not long afterwards, maybe an hour or so, a doctor with a strange name on a strange name tag arrives. I keep running it through my head over and over like a song, Yee-Tiam-Sun. Yee-Tiam-Sun.


     Trying to break it into its component parts as I did with the pings. It’s a welcome distraction. Yee-Tiam-Sun. Eventually, he speaks to me over an intercom.


    ‘Hello. My name is Doctor Yee. I’m your doctor. Mr Lindenberg, you’re in ICU at the Lam Wah Ee Hospital in Penang, Malaysia and you’ve been in a very bad boat accident. For the last three days, you’ve been on life support machines and you’ve just come out of a coma. You’re going to be in hospital for a while, so you must not try to talk, you must not try to move around. Do you understand?’


    I nod in agreement and try to speak, even though I know it’ll barely register as a whisper.


    ‘Don’t worry, Mr Lindenberg, we’ve been in contact with your wife Debbie in South Africa every day with constant updates. She’ll be very relieved to hear you’re awake.’


    As another crucial piece of my identity solidifies – the thought of my wife Debbie staying up for days on end worrying about me back home – I ease my head down and float back into unconsciousness.


    The voices in the room grow louder, pulling me back out of the dark. I wake knowing a little more about myself than I did before. I notice a faint reflection of my face in the glass. My eyes struggle to focus on it ... I mumble, New beginnings, Peter. New beginnings ...
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    It was 1991. I was a nine-time South African Powerboat champion and chairman of the SA Powerboat Racing Association. I was in Malaysia, racing in the Formula 1 Powerboat World Championship for a privateer team run by a British pro named Phil Duggan. Every November, at the end of the international season, there was an Asian double-header. Malaysia hosted the penultimate round, with the finale in Singapore a week later. Organisers shipped the boats out the month before and competitors travelled directly from one event to the other.


    It was only thanks to the sporting boycott against South Africa being lifted that I could enter the Malaysian race for the first time. I hadn’t been allowed to race in Singapore for four years before. My first time in Batu Uban Bay, Penang, and I was eighth in the world championship. With a brace of good results in the double-header, I could’ve finished as high as fifth and potentially scored a multimillion rand sponsorship for the following year. Clearly, that didn’t materialise. Instead, I was holed up in a glass coffin, fighting for my life.


    Speaking softly, as if not to harm me in my glass case, my brother Alan asked if I could remember anything. Our eyes met ...


    The events of the past five days flickered in my memory like a kaleidoscope filled with broken glass. I remembered practising in muggy 50-degree heat. I remembered feeling optimistic about my chances in my new Burgess hull, and I remembered that out of 30 guys going, I qualified to start eighth on the grid in Sunday’s Grand Prix. A good result!


    I remembered the adrenalin on the start line, getting away cleanly and finding a good rhythm in the race before it was stopped when British driver Andy Elliot took out a buoy. After the restart, I fought my way up to the third place. I remembered going flat out down the straight, engine wailing, with the boat high out of the water. As I slid out to overtake the German Michael Werner, the championship leader, for second place, I hit the wake of a sweeper boat. Then, I just popped up, getting airborne before nosediving straight back into the water and barrel-rolling violently. When most boats flip, they go the opposite way, which makes for the best television, but no one really knows what makes a boat occasionally nosedive instead. In this instance, my boat took a peculiar bounce off the water, took off, and the air caught it at just the right angle to hook it back down again.


    From there it all got hazy.


    Back in the strange hospital, Alan interrupted my thoughts. He explained to me that after going underwater, I was knocked unconscious when my crash helmet hit the steering wheel. I was trapped in the boat, drowning, with the Osprey Rescue team struggling to get me out. He was watching the race live on television in Australia, and witnessed doctors work on me in the rescue boat for 28 minutes. It took them more than three minutes to free me. Apparently the doctor repeatedly tried to resuscitate my motionless body. Alan watched in stunned silence as, after many attempts, the doctor’s shoulders slumped. It was my team boss, Phil Duggan, who grabbed the doctor and insisted he try one more time. One more time was what it took. Needless to say, the race was stopped and not restarted.


    After being revived on the shore, I was hauled to land on a mobile crane before being rushed to the hospital. I was immediately put on a ventilator and heart-lung machine. I didn’t break a bone in my body – I’m not counting the rib the doctor cracked doing CPR on me. I did inhale loads of salt water, though, which hurt my lungs badly, and doctors feared brain damage from the lack of oxygen.


    I knew I was lucky to be alive after that shunt, but I was reminded of just how fortunate I was days later when I saw a newspaper retrospective on Stefano Casiraghi, the Italian industrialist and socialite who married Princess Caroline of Monaco. He was a man who drew a lot of attention to powerboat racing internationally. That same weekend, he was killed in a race in Monte Carlo.


    How crazy it was to think that I nearly left Debbie behind, three months pregnant with our second daughter – the same position as Princess Caroline, also three months pregnant at the time of her husband’s death. The coincidence of those terrible things happening to two families from completely different backgrounds and opposite ends of the world felt almost unreal. But I was still there to tell the tale, and Stefano Casiraghi was not. No matter how long the road to recovery was going to be, I vowed to make the most of every additional second I’d been granted on this Earth. A racer knows the value of a second. But now I realise every second was a gift.


    Eventually, Doctor Yee took me off the critical list and released me from the ICU. I was out of hospital two days before Singapore, part two of the season-ending double-header. I wasn’t feeling great, but I spoke a little bit. Alan pushed me around in a wheelchair and occasionally I walked with the help of a cane. I could feel my body had taken a heck of a pounding in the accident. My brother and I then flew to Singapore – not to watch the race, but rather to visit the race site and thank the rescue guys for saving my life. They were all there and happy to see me alive. Not as happy as I am, boys ... Not as happy as I am.


    Alan flew home to Sydney from Singapore. My route home was Singapore – Mauritius – Johannesburg. I called Debbie from the airport to tell her she could expect me home in a few hours. Feeling pretty smashed, I boarded the plane bound for Mauritius, relieved to be heading home. I sat quietly, minding my own business. When we began the descent into Mauritius, I wanted to grab something out of the pouch in the seat in front of me but my arm wouldn’t move. I tried again. Nothing. I glanced around at the men who were seated on either side of me. They didn’t notice a thing. They didn’t notice I couldn’t move.


    I shifted my eyes to the lower part of my body. Shit. My left leg wouldn’t move either. I focused all my effort and tried to move my hand again. It was 90 per cent immobile, with absolutely no fine motor control in my fingers. I couldn’t move the entire left side of my body – from my arm down to my toes.


    Holy shit. What’s happening to me? I felt that sinister wave of panic pulling me back under again. Sweat started to run down my brow. I swear I could hear the pings of that heart-rate monitor again, from that strange hospital room, from inside that glass coffin. And the pings were gaining on each other. Losing was death. I focused on the one thing I could control – my breathing – to help me build that leading gap again.


    Sputtering and blinking rapidly, I desperately wanted to talk to the guys next to me but I couldn’t. Nothing came out, not a word ... like a clutch that’s burnt out.


    At last, the plane’s tyres screeched as we touched down. Everyone was disembarking and I couldn’t get up to leave the plane. Just then, as luck would have it, Dorianne Berry, the TV personality, of all people, approached me.


    ‘Peter, is everything okay?’


    I couldn’t respond.


    ‘Is everything okay?’ Dorianne said, her eyebrows drawing together.


    I gestured with total blankness. I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t move. I could only move my right side. It was the most frustrating thing in the world.


    Dorianne realised I was in trouble and summoned the cabin crew to help me off the plane and into a tiny medical facility at the airport in Mauritius. From there, the McCarthy Yamaha crew, who were on the same flight and headed back to Johannesburg, made sure I got to the plane home safely.


    When I was wheeled out into the arrivals hall, Debbie and my dad couldn’t believe I couldn’t speak or move. The shock on their faces was something else. Less than a day earlier, I spoke to them as I was leaving Singapore and said I felt okay. As Debbie took my wheelchair, she bent down and held my face.


    ‘You are going to recover; you cannot leave me to bring up Chiara and this one,’ pointing to her distended tummy. ‘We are going to do this …’ I’d never forget the loving commitment in her eyes that day.


    Debbie and my dad immediately rushed me to Sandton Clinic to prevent further damage from happening. At the clinic Dr Cohen claimed I had had a brain haemorrhage on the descent into Mauritius. The combined pressure caused by the drowning and the flight had caused a blood vessel in my head to rupture and I had bleeding on the brain. Part of me felt cheated that I didn’t feel anything. No pain. No headache. Not a damn thing.


    Sitting in a wheelchair in another random hospital room, barely able to move, I stared at my reflection in the mirror. My eyes were bloodshot, my face completely inanimate – it was a face totally different from the one I had seen in the mirror just two weeks before. Whoever this person was, it was not the man who started this journey and it sure as hell wasn’t the man I was going to be for the rest of my life.


    Dr Cohen walked back in. Of course, I knew exactly what he was going to say before he said it. He told me and Debbie that I would never race again. Worse still, it was unlikely I’d ever fully recover my speech.


    I couldn’t care less about speaking. Speaking is overrated. I’d communicate with handwritten notes the rest of my life if I had to, but no one, no one, was going to tell me that I wouldn’t race again. No, Doctor, that is not going to happen, I thought to myself as he told Debbie there was nothing more they could do for me in hospital: ‘... the recovery process is just a matter of waiting and seeing how Peter improves over time’.


    Dr Yee in Malaysia was an amazing man. He continued to phone Debbie weekly to check on my recovery. It turned out he had studied at the University of Cape Town. Perhaps that’s why he took such a shine to this battered and bruised South African. Dr Yee advised us that a good tool to aid my recovery after the accident would be a radio-controlled car – to help rebuild my coordination and re-fire those connections between the synapses in my brain.


    Chiara was a young baby, and now it was as if Debbie had another child to look after.


    So, after all this life and death drama, can you believe it, there’s Debbie scampering down to a hobby shop, and here’s me sitting in the garden in a wheelchair, playing with a battery-powered toy, trying to teach my brain how to work again. The irony of a little radio-­controlled racing car helping me regain control of my brain, my body, and my life, was not lost on me. I drove the toy car every day to try to get my arm and fingers to work. On many occasions, I planted it in the swimming pool and Debbie had to fish it out with the pool net. Then it was back to the hobby shop to get them to dry it out and replace the batteries and resistors to make it work again.


    One day I was outside by the swimming pool, fiddling with my fine motor toy, when I heard the buzzer go and a stranger arrived at the front door.


    Throughout this time Debbie and my dad Bill had been conspiring to sell off my cars. Yes, it was an uncertain time in our lives, and goodness knows we needed the money, and they’d been told I was never going to drive again. But while my brain felt 100 per cent, I just couldn’t engage my mouth to tell them not to sell anything. I scrawled little notes telling them they shouldn’t sell my cars, but it didn’t make a bit of a difference to them.


    Now my dad had never approved of my car buying habit. He thought it was excessive and unnecessary. But my business, Lindenberg Marine, was very successful and afforded me the opportunity to buy a lot of cars as investments. Gary McKenna, from the sports car dealership next door to my boat shop on Louis Botha Avenue, was one of my really good mates. I had saved his ass on one occasion when he hit trouble, and nothing gets you closer to someone than helping them get back up on their feet. Gary had phoned Debbie earlier in the week and said he’d found a cash buyer for my Ferrari Testarossa. I just knew that’s who the stranger at the door was. 


    I had ordered my Testarossa before Debbie and I were married. I specifically didn’t want standard Ferrari red; I wanted it in salmon red, a unique colour Ferrari offered in that era. That was the one I’d specified when I ordered my car. I waited more than a year for the car to be built, and twice in that year Ferrari phoned me saying the car was ready to be collected, but both times the car I was presented with was red – not the colour I’d ordered. Eventually, I fetched my Testarossa in January 1990, one week before Debbie and I got married. 


    I was helluva proud of myself because when I ordered the car, I gave Ferrari a cheque for the deposit, and when it arrived (in the right colour) I gave them a cheque for the balance. One shot. All my own money, all made in the business. There I was, a 35-year-old man with a salmon-red Ferrari Testarossa.


    My old man never understood this. He never understood the pride I took in my cars. He simply disapproved and thought it was crazy and wasteful. I had three Ferraris: the Testarossa, a Dino 308 GT4 – a lovely little angular thing with two tiny jump seats in the rear – and a 308 with the quattrovalvole engine.


    But Debbie and my dad decided they all had to go ...


    Debbie walked in. ‘Your dad and Gary are here. Do you remember why they’re here? They’re here because Gary’s got a guy who’s offered us R900 000 cash for the Testarossa.’ In walked Gary with my dad and this ... intruder. All I was thinking to myself was, Shit, this isn’t happening. I even knew the exact mileage; 2 232 kilometres on the clock. That’s all it had done in a year. Gary took them into the garage, and I heard the car start up. Gary rushed back in, and told Debbie and my dad, ‘This guy wants the car.’


    ‘What about the money?’ asked my dad.


    ‘No, he’s got cash here.’


    And, true as Bob, he went out to the car they’d arrived in and entered the house with an apple box full of cash – R900 000 in R50 notes. I couldn’t say a word, but the ‘slipping clutch’ was turning into a full engine misfire. I grabbed a piece of paper and scrawled a note, ‘You cannot let the car go until you’ve counted every single one of those notes and taken them to the bank to confirm they’re not counterfeit.’


    I made him sit in the house while my dad went to the bank to count the money. Even though I didn’t know him, I loathed the man. I distrusted him so much. But can you blame me? This was the guy taking away everything I’d worked for, everything I’d fought for, for more than a decade. Everything I’d put into my business and my racing. The long days and nights. The slogging I did to save the money to buy that car. My symbol of freedom, my symbol of achievement was being taken right out from under me, just as my speech and body had been. I sat there and stared him down ...


    My dad returned with the money counted by the bank and all’s above board, so we accepted the apple box of cash. Sitting in the house, I could hear the stranger start up my Testarossa and reverse out of the garage; he rode the clutch terribly. I expelled an audible breath. Then, I heard him crunch it into first gear. I sagged even more into my wheelchair. I cringed with every misstep. With eyes that filled with tears, I watched from the house as a total stranger drove away in my salmon-red Ferrari and, worse still, he screwed up the car in the process! My dreams were dashed. The fact that there was money in the bank – or an apple box – meant nothing to me, absolutely nothing. It wasn’t about the money ... it was never about the money!


    For the next two weeks, Gary was a busy man. He sold my 308 and my GT4. All gone. But it flipped a switch in me. In some ways, it felt like sweet relief. I felt like I was back at square one. On the face of it, I was. Even the arduous task of learning to walk and talk again still lay ahead. Any semblance of the man I thought I was, was no more.


    So, I stopped fighting. I had to ... For so long I had been fighting to keep my eyes open, to focus. Then I realised the only place to go to, the only thing to be done, was to go back to the very beginning. That day at the top of the hill ...


    I closed my eyes and drifted up.
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THE BITTER-SWEET TASTE OF DEFEAT


    I SNATCH A CALMING BREATH and snap my eyes wide open, in full focus. It’s Republic Day, 1961, the day of the big Soapbox Derby. Alan and I are feeling nervous but we’re confident. The event is run by the Members of the Tin Hats, the MOTHs. Their chairman arrives in his tweed jacket and tie to officiate at the race. To a kid my age, this is like being in a Grand Prix. With all that practice on our snaking dirt road, I know I can’t lose.


    Alan and I pull our soapbox carts up to the starting line, which for the derby is a sort of elevated wooden ramp with a gate holding the carts in place. A bit like the starting gate of a motocross track. Click-clack! The carts are hemmed in, up against the gate. I allow my gaze to wander to the stamped sign on the side of my box; it reads, Springbok. I grin, then give a determined look down the hill. Not once do I look around at the other boys, I’m focused on one thing only; the bottom of that Florida hill.
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    I was seven years old at the time and we lived at 57 Maple Drive, Atholl, Sandton. It was a decent-sized property, more than an acre, a typical single-storey, sixties house which we built on to. All the rooms ran off a long passageway. There were very few houses around us and lots of vacant ground dotted with bushveld ... you could almost call the area rural. My next-door neighbour Robbie Thompson and his family had a house built exactly like ours. You could spot it from a mile off; same architect, same appearance, same materials, same era. Like rings in a tree, you could date our suburb by the facades of the houses.


    Because the neighbourhood was in its infancy, the road we lived on was unpaved. It was steep and sandy too. When it rained it all turned to mud and slush, and my dad had to fit chains to my mom’s 1950s Chevy, a big old tank of a thing, just to get it up the hill. It was an early memory of mine; my dad fiddling with a flimsy scissor jack, wrestling the tyres on and off the behemoth. We had a long slate driveway that wound up to a double garage – the height of middle-class affluence – indoor parking for two cars and enough space left over for the caravan.


    Even from a young age, I was always interested in cars and driving. I used to sit in the cars in the driveway even if I couldn’t see over the dashboard. I would twirl the steering wheel, mimic shifting gears and work the pedals. It’s no wonder my dad came to my brother and me and asked: ‘Do you guys want a soapbox cart?’


    ‘Ja sure, Dad!’


    And when he said soapbox cart, that’s exactly what it was!


    My dad Bill was a professional photographer and owned his own photographic studio, L’atelier. When the royal family visited South Africa in the 1940s, my old man was an official photographer for the visit. He was damn good, and hard-working, too. And as with anyone who worked creatively, he loved to see the world differently and get outdoors as often as possible. That’s why our holidays always used to be camping and caravanning trips. I guess you could say my dad was conservative with his money – Bill certainly never splurged on fancy hotels. It’s not like he couldn’t afford it for us. It just wasn’t a priority for him, and because we always went camping or caravanning, he was able to treat the family every once in a while in other ways. We had a decent life and, crucially for me, decent cars.


    Soap used to be delivered to our house every so often in wooden crates. It was called Springbok Soap. And my dad made our first carts out of Springbok Soap boxes. Sure enough, there it was stamped right down the side: my first soapbox cart had the word Springbok on it. That meant something to me.


    You steered it with a piece of rope that ran to the front axle – simple but effective. I loved this thing we’d built. We’d pull it up to the top of the road and hurtle back down at breakneck speeds. We hollered and laughed after every run, because the rear wheels would slide out on the dirt and the cart would go sideways around the corners. We laughed to hide how scary it was, but with each run, it got less frightening. If Alan or I had a tumble, we’d pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off, and pull that cart back up to the top of the hill and go again. That’s how we learned to deal with danger. Get right up close to it and make friends with it. Then it wouldn’t be so scary. We learned a few little tricks to make the cart go faster, too. We’d take glycerine and mix it with god-knows-what – whatever we could find in the garage – and we’d put it around the axles so the wheels could turn more freely and build up more speed.


    One day my old man came in: ‘There’s a Soapbox Derby at Florida Lake on Republic Day. Do you want to enter?’


    ‘Ja, sure. We want to go, Dad!’


    The old man even built us two decent carts, but we reckoned we could do much better. Alan and I dedicated every waking moment to this cart-building project and set about assembling two absolute screamers for the Soapbox Derby.


    ‘The best thing you can do is get pram wheels,’ my dad proclaimed. ‘They’re small and light and they’ll pop right on ... those will be the best wheels.’


    So off Alan and I went on our pedal bikes to a shop in Oxford Road that sold prams. We checked out the inventory and bought two second-hand prams we could afford that looked like they had the best wheels, but what did we know about pram wheels? R4.00 for two prams – sold! I could only imagine how it must’ve looked to anyone else in the store. These two laaities – small kids – buying baby prams, and then telling the salesman to disassemble them.


    ‘Look,’ I told the salesman, ‘we don’t want the prams, we just want the axles and wheels. We’ll pay for the whole thing, but you keep the prams. We can’t take them home on our bicycles anyway.’


    Someone in the store finally got the axles off for us and off we went back home with our trick components for the carts, and set to work. We had to be ready for Republic Day. It was a non-negotiable.
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    ‘Ready, steady, go!’


    The chairman in his tweed jacket and tie pulls the lever, the gates drop, and down the Florida hill we go. I quickly realise Florida hill is a long damn hill, and we’re going like hell down it. For two little piks like us, this is a wild ride. As fast as we are going, though, we aren’t going anywhere near fast enough. We get left behind in a big way. Simply put, we get hammered.


    Alan and I pull up after the finishing line a little bemused and feeling more than a little down in the mouth about our lack of pace. Yes, I was disappointed, but I would always remember that feeling, the knot in my stomach – the bitter-sweet taste of defeat – because it was a motivation. I was not going to give up, and at that moment at least I had something to aim towards.


    After the race, we walk past the faster carts that placed ahead of us and see one of them has a body made of sheet metal. Not only that, it has ball-bearings joining the wheels to the axles, and bicycle fork brakes on each of the four wheels. Wow. We’re talking about one trick box cart – an engineering masterpiece! So, I start talking to the kid who owns the cart, Mark Da Costa is his name. Soon, my old man gets talking to his old man. Unbelievably, they know each other and went to school together. It so happens that Da Costa’s old man Roy is the owner of Diesel Electric. I ask him if I can see how he made Mark’s cart.


    ‘Sure,’ he says. ‘Swing by the workshop and we’ll show you.’
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    The next week my boet and I convinced our mother to take us to the workshop in Andries Street, Wynberg. Holy cow! It was a fully functioning motor vehicle workshop.


    ‘Just look at this set-up, Al. There’s no way we can compete with these guys.’


    Mr Da Costa came out to greet us, showed us around, finally settled where Mark’s cart was and said, ‘Listen, boys, I can see you’re very interested in this carting business, but don’t try competing with us. You won’t be able to beat us.’


    Alan and I couldn’t believe what we were hearing. I couldn’t imagine why he’d say that to a couple of young kids. Was he really trash-talking us?


    Roy continued, ‘Here’s what you do. You should enter the non-ballbearing class. There, you’ll be competitive. There, you’ll win.’


    ‘Uncle Roy, will you help us? Can you tell us what wheels to buy and show us how to make the axles?’


    ‘I’ll go one better, boys. I’ll give you the wheels and I’ll build the axles for you myself for nothing.’


    And so that’s what Roy Da Costa did. It was no skin off his nose. He had all the raw materials and the workshop equipment. He prepared the basic mechanicals on the carts for us, we got them back to our house, and Alan and I went to town building the rest ourselves. I fitted a wind-deflector on mine that my feet could sit behind and I made the soapbox as long as possible so I could lie as far back as possible to reduce drag.


    I don’t know how I knew to do these things; I just knew single-seater race cars had windscreens, and that’s what I wanted on my cart. The final touch was a fresh coat of paint; a two-tone livery in blue and silver.


    At the next Republic Day Soapbox Derby, the chairman handed me a trophy and R6.00 prize money. I won! Although I felt like a Formula 1 world champion on that podium, I appreciated that the victory wasn’t all my own. Wanting to win wasn’t enough. I learned that to be competitive, you needed to be smart and, crucially, you needed to work with the right people. It was a lesson I was blessed to have learned so early on.


    The more obsessed I got with carts, the more intrigued I got about motor racing, which utterly pained my dad. He loved golf. Played the game religiously, so much so that my mom could easily be called a golf widow. Every Saturday and Sunday he’d be on the golf course, and several times a week he’d be at the driving range. Nevertheless, he sacrificed a visit to the country club one Saturday to take Alan and me to see a motor race at Grand Central.


    On the outskirts of the track I could hear the racing cars before I saw them. The raucous sound of petrol and spark mixing in a racing carburettor filled the air. I sprinted to the edge of the track and stood with my hands clasped through the hexagons of the wire fence. Beyond it was the most incredible spectacle imaginable. My eyes were wide as saucers trying to take it all in. The first racing car I saw driven in anger was Dawie Gouws’ Porsche RS 550 Spyder. The sound, the colour, the excitement of it all. It was my first view of the sorts of machines that would mould my thoughts and actions for the rest of my life.


    All I could think to myself was, This is where I belong. I cannot wait to get back here again.


    Thankfully, there was a way to make that happen. Every Saturday and Sunday, my old man was at the Kyalami Country Club for his round of golf, and he had to drive past the then brand-new Kyalami Circuit which opened in 1961. I begged and pleaded with him to drop me off at the racetrack on his way to golf and pick me up again afterwards. He bought it. From then on, every Saturday afternoon my dad took me to Kyalami. I wanted to go even if there wasn’t any racing on. Even if it was dead quiet or there were just cars practising, I wanted to be there. I walked around the pits and admired the cars, studying the operations and what the mechanics were doing to the machines.


    The track was built out in the countryside with clear vistas in all directions. The air was hot and sweet, and afternoons were often capped off by spectacular thundershowers. I loved walking from corner to corner to corner, all around the outside of the track, even if it took all afternoon. I became obsessed with the corners themselves, their geometry, their elevation changes, and the best entry and exit lines. The high-speed sweeps through Barbeque, Jukskei, Sunset and the Esses were a magnificent test for any car and driver. I especially loved watching the cars wriggle and squirm through the steep Leeukop corner as they tried to get their power down heading onto the start/finish straight, at that time the fastest straight in Grand Prix racing.


    As a regular visitor, I learned when race days were taking place. The racing fraternity got to know me because I was this little pik who was always there. I got offers from guys to be their pit-board kid – to keep track of their lap times and hang the board over the pit wall. I was barely tall enough to get it over, but that didn’t stop me, I found a wooden crate to stand on. I didn’t just do it for one guy, I was the pit-board kid for lots of guys. And if there wasn’t motor racing on at Kyalami that weekend, I would tune in to the live broadcasts on Radio South Africa on my little transistor radio. I’d listen to the exploits of John Love, Sam Tingle and Dave Charlton, all brought to life by the dulcet British tones of Robert Langford. He was the voice of motorsport. He made it come alive for me, and I could listen to him for hours on end.


    And so I guess the top of the hill was the beginning of the ‘almost’ end. It was the start of something magical for 40-plus years to come, it was the thrill that sent me plummeting deep into the love for a sport that few understood and many envied.


    My mother, Reneé, being among the many ...
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    ONE-WAY TICKET TO FREEDOM


    MAYBE IT’S BECAUSE MY MOTHER was a golf widow, or maybe it’s because she wanted daughters, I don’t know, but she behaved like a really difficult old lady from time to time. In my eyes, it was hard not to see her as just a stern, cold woman who never showed me much affection. According to my old man, she had quite a sad and lonely upbringing. She lost her mom when she was only 14 years old. I guess that explains why she didn’t seem to have it in her to be overly warm, understanding or loving towards me. She showed a solid indifference to my interests. Call it what you will, but we didn’t see eye to eye which caused tension in a house that, in my opinion, didn’t need to be there.


    Many families subconsciously claim and label the favourite kid, and in our household it was made blatantly clear that Alan was by far the favoured child with my mother and probably my dad too but, then again, he was also my favourite. I didn’t need anyone to tell me I was the black sheep in my house. Nothing I did was ever good enough. I’d do something well or be noticed for an achievement and not long afterwards I’d hear my mom tattle to a friend or relative, ‘That’s nothing, you must see Alan do that. He does it much better ... he makes it look so easy.’ Those remarks would stamp me for life. I had it hammered into me constantly. I started to act out in front of my mother. If I couldn’t get her approval, I might as well court her disapproval. She thought I was nuts ... Nuts? Maybe.


    This impasse with my mother brought my father and me closer together. Aside from resisting my burgeoning love of motor racing, my dad was a good, honest guy, and 100 per cent supportive and encouraging of whatever I did. Besides loving my father and wanting to please him, I didn’t ever want to upset him. I didn’t dare defy his authority. I lived, to a certain extent, in fear of him. I called my dad the Colonel. Colonel B was what I called him when he wasn’t around. My father was a strict disciplinarian, a very hard-arsed person, and if Alan or I did something wrong and needed punishing, he didn’t just punish us, he flogged the living shit out of us. More often than not, it was me who earned the hidings rather than Alan, though. The Colonel had a long sjambok for the dogs and he thought nothing of blikseming me with it.


    Part of me loved my dad for his endless calm and the support he showed me. Another part of me, however, the part I didn’t like to acknowledge, felt betrayed when the Colonel made his appearance. I felt he failed me when he simply refused to hear my side of the story against my mother’s. And I got a good few unwarranted hidings from the Colonel, all based on my mother’s cockeyed evidence. He lacked the objectivity to stand up to my mother and tell her to ease off me. There were times when she walked right past me as if I didn’t exist, only to complain about me to my old man. And then the Colonel would appear with the sjambok.


    One day, my mother and I had a shouting match. She barked at me for something I’d done wrong, yet again, and ordered me to my room. Yelling back at her, I refused and instead darted the opposite way, down the house’s long passageway. Livid, and with sweeping arm gestures, she gave chase, determined to give me a severe hiding. Sprinting, I reached the end of the passage, dug my heels into the ground and barely managed the hard 90-degree left-hander, then catapulted myself out the front door and into the garden. Wailing, my mom came stampeding after me, misjudged the sharp corner, lost her footing and slipped. I was in the garden already, when I heard an almighty thump and her screaming like a wild banshee. I hesitated for a moment and looked back at the house when my mom emerged like a raging virago from the front door.


    Oh shit, I’m in big trouble now!


    We had a low ranch fence with shrubs crawling all the way down. I decided I was going to vault this fence, no question about it. At that moment it was the only visible option for a hasty retreat. So I sprinted towards it and vaulted the shrub fence in one fluid, agile motion. Mom in close pursuit! But whack! My old lady stormed straight into the fence and flung herself face-first over the other side. When she reappeared every shade of blue and purple covered her body. From her midriff to the top of her legs. The tumble gave her one helluva shiner too.


    I didn’t come home till early that evening. When I did, Bill wasn’t home from work, the Colonel was. Before I could explain my side of the story he started flailing his sjambok at me. Sjam! Sjam! Sjam! He sjambokked the living daylights out of me. I didn’t recall the dog even getting it that bad. A few swings klapped me across the face, a few more welted my arms and came up in massive blisters. There was no way I could go to school the next day looking the way I did. It was Thursday. My dad beat me so badly that only by the following Monday morning had the contusions eased enough for me to return to school.


    I never held it against my old man. I think, as fantastic as my relationship with my dad was at times, I was reminded of the things I couldn’t comprehend about him. Things that seemed to flow from his choice of wife. From then on, I tried to see Bill and the Colonel as two different people entirely and so I filed the rest away with all the other things I didn’t understand about my parents, and healthy adult relationships in general, like the missing pieces in the jigsaw puzzle of my life.


    One thing I did understand was the relationship between Alan and me. We were very close. He had more of a rebellious streak in him than I did – ironic, seeing as he was the golden boy in my parents’ eyes. I didn’t have a lot of friends at school, because I didn’t play much organised sport. I was totally useless at school sports. In fact, in general, I saw it as a waste of time. I couldn’t play rugby, cricket or soccer any higher than the C or D team. I tried extramural judo once, but Japanese grappling techniques did not sit well with me. Alan on the other hand loved school sports, and excelled at them, particularly as a cricketer. He was just a good all-around sportsman.


    Nevertheless he was still my younger brother, so I instinctively felt a need to protect him. That was my school sport. If anyone dared to threaten him, I didn’t ask questions – one klap, and they were down. Like the Colonel, I wasn’t interested in hearing any stories. I protected Alan no matter what. I was a fighty kid, I thought, but also a fair kid. I didn’t hurt anyone who didn’t have it deservedly coming and I especially loathed bullies. If anyone crossed that line to be unjust to another kid, I took issue with them personally. In that way I was very direct; I still am. I never told on anyone or ran to the teacher. I never relied on anyone else to do my bidding for me. I did what I thought was right and fought my own battles. I knew I wasn’t the biggest or strongest oke – guy – but I was helluva good at throwing the first punch, which my father always told me was the most important one in a fight. Don’t wait to have the argument. When it starts, just swing. ‘Throw the first punch and sort it out later,’ he used to say.


    My mother did not believe in this life motto. She loathed fetching me from school because she never knew where the next parent was going to come from saying I’d punched their kid in the face. I was repeatedly sent to the headmaster’s office for blikseming someone for wronging another kid. I didn’t think I’d done anything wrong, but apparently I had done lots wrong. I’d overhear my mother telling her friends how embarrassed she was about me because she had to fetch me from school and I’d been fighting again. They said I needed a distraction. They said I needed a pastime to channel my juvenile tendencies.


    At the age of 12 I discovered a sport that managed to really grab my interest – water-skiing. We were on our annual caravan holiday near Plettenberg Bay at the Lake Pleasant caravan park. A few metres down from where we’d parked, a family with a boat was struggling to put up their tent in the wind.


    ‘Go and help them get their tent up, you two,’ my old man encouraged us. ‘Look, they’ve got a boat, maybe they’ll take you out skiing as a thank you.’


    So Alan and I headed over to help them out and, true as Bob, my father’s instinct proved right. The next day they came over and said, ‘Listen, we’re going skiing. To thank you for your help, would you boys like to come out and join us?’


    That was the first time my brother and I ever attempted skiing and we had the best time. We were okay at it. And I don’t think any of us quite appreciated what a fateful trip that holiday to Lake Pleasant turned out to be for the Lindenbergs. That was a life changer – one of many – and nothing could’ve prepared my old man for what was to come.


    Throughout our teenage years at King Edward VII School (KES), my brother and I constantly harried my old man to get a boat so we could go skiing. But he wouldn’t hear any of it. All he was interested in was spending time with his friends and his brother on the golf course. I tagged along to the golf club on occasion and, no matter how hard my old man tried, I simply did not see the appeal. I couldn’t understand why you’d take a stick and moer a white ball around all day in frustration and come home that evening and say you’d had a great day. I kept thinking to myself, If this is the highlight of someone’s day, what’s the rest of their life like? And I especially couldn’t fathom it when a few kilometres down the road, at the Kyalami Grand Prix circuit, you’d find the most exciting spectacle imaginable taking place – fire-breathing racing cars being driven to the limit by fearless heroes! I could fully appreciate how a lot of people might look at motor racing and not understand why you’d want to drive around in circles repeatedly all day, but that was their loss and my infatuation. That was the buzz I craved.


    So, I reverted to type and with my old man’s permission, bought a little 50cc Suzuki motorbike for R25. The engine was completely stukkend, but I convinced my high school mate Rob Veale to help me work on it. Together we stripped the engine. It was a robust, simple little thing, so taking it apart with tools lying around the house was easy enough. We didn’t really know what we were doing, so we carefully laid everything out on the garage floor in a neat, orderly fashion. I went to Suzuki and bought all the replacement parts I needed – the main thing was a new piston and rings. Rebuilding it came quite naturally. Rob and I just kept track of the parts and worked meticulously from an instruction book we had. We rebuilt the engine and at the first time of asking it fired! I couldn’t believe it. The first thing I’d built was this little two-stroke motorbike and it made me feel so damn proud.


    My dad was as surprised as anyone that it was no longer a pile of cogs and springs on the garage floor and that it was working.


    ‘Dad, I want to ride the motorbike.’


    ‘Your mother and I forbid you to ride that motorbike.’


    ‘Dad, I won’t go on the road, I promise. I’ll only ride in the garden,’ I pleaded with gleaming eyes and for a moment my petition didn’t seem to have any effect on his defiant stare.


    ‘Okay. But, I repeat, you’re not allowed to ride on the road.’


    ‘Fine, fine,’ I said with a gaze that bounced from place to place. But it was all bullshit. This was my one-way ticket to freedom, and I had every intention of riding it wherever the hell I pleased. Part of me could not wait to defy my dad’s authority.


    We didn’t live far from the Inanda polo fields, maybe half a kilometre, and there were other young lads in the area who rode the same motorbikes around the back of those fields. One day, I waited till my mom left the house. In a flash, I got on my newly rebuilt motorbike. No helmet, no gear, no nothing, bugger all. Slowly at first, I rode my burnished specimen to the polo fields with a high chin and without a shred of guilt. Free. I sort of got the hang of it in no time flat. When I arrived, we diced in the outer reaches of the fields on the slippery grass, broadsiding those little motorbikes on full throttle around the corners like maniacs ... Waa-waaa-waaaaah!


    After a couple of fun, close dices I called it a day. I wanted to make sure I got home before my mom did. So, on my way home, I opened up that little big boy, pushing 30 mph ... it doesn’t sound like much but it sure felt fine speeding down the road until I hit a wobble. My body went stiff and the next thing I heard was metal screaming like mom chastising me for the purchase. I could hear her voice, ‘I told you so’, as I lost control and wiped out.


    Oh shit, I’m in big trouble now! 


    I was still wearing my long grey KES school uniform pants, and when I got up after the crash, they were basically torn clean off my thighs. Gone. Bugger all. And with them went most of the skin on my legs. I scraped myself up, and my first thought was nothing to do with the pain I was in, no ... all I could think to myself was, If I go home looking like this, I’m dead meat. But more importantly, they’re going to confiscate my bike. I cannot go home in this state. Not knowing what to do, I paced beside the bike and shook my hands while racking my brain for a positive outcome. Then I stopped and gingerly climbed back on the bike, started it with a flick of the wrist, and rode to Mrs Cohen’s house – she was a friend of my mom’s.


    ‘Oh my God, Peter. What happened to you?’ Mrs Cohen exclaimed the moment she opened the front door.


    ‘I had a crash with the bike. If I go home, I’m in big trouble. Please help me.’


    ‘I know. Stay here, we’ll fix you up.’


    I was banged up pretty badly and Mrs Cohen took care of me that afternoon. But I knew I eventually had to go home and confess to my dad that I defied him, that I took the bike on the road and crashed it just as he’d expressly told me not to. So, I decided to bullshit him instead. I spun a story about how I crashed the bike at the top of the polo fields and not on the road. Mrs Cohen played along, too. She never told my folks about that day, and how she fixed me up. The guilt from lying about that crash to my old man lived in the dark pit of my stomach for a long time.
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  ISOLATION BREEDS RESENTMENT


    I WAS IN MATRIC WHEN my old man finally decided to listen to our pleas and buy that boat so that we could go skiing on the Bronkhorstspruit Dam. I don’t think my dad did it only because he was able to, but I think he got us that boat because he realised that if he didn’t take an interest in water-skiing he might lose the closeness of the relationship with Alan and me, and possibly lose me to an unwanted sport like motor racing for good. And this was something he certainly didn’t want.


    The Lindenberg family lit up like someone had flicked a switch. Every weekend, with no discussion or debate, we’d take the boat to the dam. My old man didn’t even mind missing a few rounds of golf with his mates to allow Alan and me to ski at least once a week. It became an ardent weekend obsession and I loved it.


    That was the year my friends and I caused a lot of shit. I certainly wasn’t the ringleader but had the talent of being at the wrong place at the wrong time, earning me the title of the detached accomplice in the goings-on. I’m sure my teachers at KES would’ve appreciated a ceasefire in our shenanigans and one of those teachers, Mr Wolmarans, a big fat guy who we used to call ‘The Blob’, loved jacking the boys with his thin quince stick. How he never got into serious trouble for the shit he did to the boys is a mystery.


    The Blob owned a 1958 split-window VW Beetle, a typical medium of daily transport for a medium-wage schoolteacher. So the matrics corralled together a bunch of strong guys – they reckoned we needed maybe 20 people to pull off a move like this – who wrestled his dung Beetle from the parking lot and plopped it down slap bang between the goal posts on the rugby field. There was no way anyone could drive it out again, impossible. The school eventually arranged a tow truck to pull it out sideways, scraping the wheels across the grass and ruining the sacred First XV rugby pitch. Again, concocting this masterplan wasn’t my idea but, hell, I wish it was. At least with my dumb luck, I got drafted in to help out with The Blob’s car.


    A Fiat 850 that we all liked also got our mischievous attention. This dinky car belonged to the school librarian, Mrs Robinson, who also happened to be the principal’s sister. We figured that if we could move The Blob’s dung Beetle, the featherweight Fiat would be a cinch. Then one day, a bunch of guys waited till the library was closed during the lunch break and the school grounds were quiet. Poor Mrs Robinson returned from lunch to gather her things, and there it was across the entrance to the library! Her little Fiat waiting for her in the library.


    I guess my involvement in pranking at school was a way to get attention, get a few back-slaps and ‘attaboys’ from the others and feel as though I fitted in. A front. The truth? I never felt like I fitted in. Not that I wanted to. I felt estranged from the so-called top boys and their lordly sense of entitlement and I was marginalised simply because I wasn’t an achiever on the rugby or cricket field. I felt awfully isolated at KES, and isolation breeds resentment.


    So, I started to dedicate a lot of time to water-skiing, but it wasn’t a sport that was recognised in schools and it was sewn into the very fabric of its culture that you must excel at school sports. Then, and only then, would your name be mentioned in the school assembly, only then would you achieve a half-colours tie and only then could you attain a full-colours blazer. My innate sense of fairness could not compute this hypocritical system that set boys apart from one another. The embodiment of this bizarre establishment was our matric head boy, Mr Arrogance, a sanctimonious, self-centred kid who everyone adored. Mr Arrogance was destined for great things, or so everybody thought.


    My misplaced resentment for the school grew deeper in the classroom. As my teachers prattled on about Shakespeare or Pythagoras’ theorem, I fixed my gaze outside on the blue sky. Their voices felt like they came from miles away, that they might as well have been on mute. And on the page the algebraic formulae were a jumble of numbers and symbols. I wished I was somewhere else, anywhere else. I didn’t believe in the place, in the system and the type of self-entitled boys it was creating. So, I didn’t pay attention. I didn’t study. I simply didn’t do my homework. Maths was without a doubt my ultimate Achilles heel. Mid-year exams came and went. I flunked some of my subjects and scraped by in others. The only thing I was learning at school was just how ‘stupid’ I truly was. I didn’t know how to deal with this at the time, and I was likely seen as a juvenile delinquent despite the fact that the opposite was true.


    Post selling his photographic studio, my old man jumped into his next business venture with his brother Heinie – a clothing factory. This meant he could drop me off at school every morning with my bicycle in tow, so I could ride home in the afternoon. Gradually, school went from being difficult to stomachable to physically harmful ...


    ... I remember sitting anxiously in the car on the ride in, dreading the inevitable confrontations that lay in waiting, all of which would expose me as an academic failure. I worried about the trouble I had concentrating, and my fear of being called on in class left me with sweaty palms. All I ever looked forward to was the long bicycle ride back to Maple Drive because that was the route that took me away from school.


    Although I was dimly aware of the fact that my poor marks and my level of silent rebelliousness towards the school had a direct correlation, I didn’t dwell on it. One thing kept me entertained on school grounds, though, and that was messing with The Blob. One day he bounced into class from foot to foot with eyes that sparkled – The Blob was engaged to be married. Seriously? Without a moment’s hesitation, some of the guys started plotting the next mission ... and it was their smartest wheeze yet. We came to the conclusion that a married man wouldn’t need a single bed any more. So, someone tracked down his home phone number and listed his Beetle in the classifieds in The Star newspaper to exchange for a double bed. The advert that appeared in the swap column read as follows:


    Getting married soon. Looking to swap a 1958 split-window VW Beetle for a new double bed. Only serious offers considered.


    It didn’t take long and The Blob’s phone obviously started ringing off the hook. The next day he arrived at school and the sparkle was gone and all that remained were bulging, bloodshot eyes like those of a raging lunatic. I couldn’t let on that I was aware of the gag of course, but I sure laughed myself silly on the inside. If I had seen that ad in the classifieds, I definitely would’ve called the number.


    Growing up, the Lindenbergs were a middle-class family, but we certainly didn’t come from money. However, after my dad had sold his studio and started working at the clothing factory, it felt like financially we’d been on an upswing. My dad knew a guy called Basil Green, who he was particularly fond of, who wanted to import cars into South Africa. Basil Green started racing when he was a youngster and was developing a name for himself doing engine conversions on Fords and my dad desperately wanted Basil to bring a Ford Mustang in for him. My mother wasn’t pro the idea, but I sure was very keen for my dad to go through with it and get us a car with some grunt. My dad’s motivation was a little more pragmatic than just showing off, though. We’d just bought the boat, and the Ford Fairlane we had was fine at getting to and from Bronkhorstspruit Dam and for towing our caravan, but my dad wanted us to go down to Plettenberg Bay at the end of the year with the boat and the caravan for a family holiday. He suggested he tow one behind the other, and he put it to my mom that that was how we’d have to travel down to Plett.


    ‘Well,’ my mom insisted, ‘I refuse to get into the car if that’s the case.’


    And that’s how my dad convinced her to let him get the Mustang. Now we had the Fairlane to tow the caravan and the Mustang to tow the boat. Job done. Well ... almost.


    Now that we had two tow cars, we still had the problem of who would do the driving down to Plett in December. My mother refused to drive the Fairlane towing anything. That was always Dad’s job, so how on earth were we going to get our beloved boat down to the coast in December?


    ‘Why don’t you drive one of the cars?’ my dad stirred menacingly.


    I was only 16 years old and I didn’t have a licence!


    ‘Are you crazy, Dad?’ 


    ‘If you don’t try in life, you don’t get anywhere, my boy. Your birthday is coming up in September,’ he continued, ‘You’re turning 17. I bet you no 17-year-old has ever tried this. Go to the licensing department and just apply for your licence. Maybe the person behind the counter is that stupid. Maybe they’ll assume you’re 18. If that doesn’t work, it doesn’t matter – just take the chance.’


    It didn’t seem like the worst idea when I thought about it. More importantly, I felt quite encouraged that my dad thought I had it in me to drive his Mustang with the boat in tow. If I came away with a driver’s licence and I started driving one year earlier than I was supposed to, then that would’ve been amazing. So, I booked my learner’s licence test at the Sandton traffic department.


    I rocked up at the traffic department, handed them my ID booklet, and went in and did my test. I passed it first time. I walked out with a learner’s licence and wasted no time turning on my heel in the parking lot and walking straight back in through the revolving door to book my driver’s test. The official behind the desk hadn’t worked out that deducting 55 from 72 leaves 17, and not 18. Two weeks later, I took the driver’s test, passed it with flying colours, and arrived home with a freshly minted driver’s licence. 


    ‘I told you it would work,’ my dad said, but he could read the guilt in my face.


    ‘Haven’t we done something wrong here, Dad?’


    ‘You’ve done nothing wrong, my boy. They gave you the licence. The fact that the traffic department is too dumb to do maths is not your fault. You’ve got your licence – we’re going on holiday with the boat, and you’re towing it there.’


    But the matric final exams were approaching fast and I had to get through them first.


    In the lead-up to the finals, my friend Rob Veale talked about how long he’d been revising his work and how anxious he was to receive good results. I, on the other hand, didn’t prepare as well as I should have. I didn’t apply myself. But a part of me couldn’t care less. I was never academically inclined, so why should I change my tune now? I desperately wanted school to be over and done with. After all, I was a cocky little 17-year-old driving around in a Mustang with a licence I wasn’t supposed to have – I had life licked!


    My dad trusted me with the car, so Alan and I buggered off to the dam whenever we wanted to train for water-skiing. We went wherever and did whatever we wanted to within reason. We felt like outlaws in our Mustang. We ate fast food, we cursed, and we said whatever was on our minds without fear of correction. That was freedom, that was the ticket to grown-up life.


    That ticket got my family, my best mate Rob and me to the Plettenberg Bay caravan park for matric holiday, where the anxious wait for our final matric results began. Rob’s mom said she’d wait for the results to be published in the paper and then send us a telegram. And so every day, in between boating and skiing, we stopped at the entrance to the caravan park and ran up the stairs to the little wooden office on stilts to see if they’d received a telegram for us. Days passed, then a week. It felt like a stay of execution for me because I knew I hadn’t done well. Rob felt differently. Finally, the day showed up when the telegram arrived. Rob and I ran up to the office. Rob read the telegram first, then looked at me. I snatched it out of his hand. His mother’s telegram said only this:


    ‘Well done, Rob. Sorry, Pete.’


    I stepped down the stairs of the office, climbed into the car and showed my mom and dad the telegram. Calmly, with a deadpan expression, her gaze dead ahead, my mom uttered, ‘I never expected anything else.’


    For some reason, this hurt much more than all the other things she said or didn’t say to me. It was the confirmation she’d been waiting for all along. And she received it with relish. I was a good-for-nothing son. I was a born loser.


    With my nails biting into my palms, I boiled with rage. I balled my fists and wanted to punch anything I could find. I wanted to hammer on the back of the seat till my hands were broken into a million little pieces. I was that pissed off with my mother.


    But I calmed myself down and thought only one thing. Bugger that! I’m going to go back and redo matric, and not only will I pass, but I’ll get my university exemption, too.


    Only when we got home from holiday did I say, ‘Dad, I don’t think I plugged matric.’


    My old man replied, ‘No, my boy, those are the results. But if you want to find out what you can do, go talk to our neighbour.’ Our neighbour was Doctor Isaac Kriel, the founder of Damelin College and a doctor of education.


    I was out the door in a flash and knocking on his door. Isaac answered the door. He was a short, soft-spoken gentleman smoking a big cigar. 


    I shared my dilemma and he treated it seriously. He told me he wanted to see my school report. I fetched it and showed it to him. ‘This has got to be very close,’ he claimed. ‘Leave it with me and come back tomorrow.’ When I went back the next day he said, ‘Something is wrong here; I want you to apply for a re-mark.’


    ‘What do you mean, a re-mark?’


    ‘Something is wrong. I’ve looked at this and I don’t think you failed matric.’


    I got my re-mark and, true as Bob, four weeks later there it was, headline news in The Star – ‘Two matrics now happy; query exposes matric error.’


    And I was one of them! I then registered to do two supplementary exams – one for matric maths, go figure as this was the one I’d failed – and I did it through Damelin College because of Doctor Kriel. I passed them both and received a university exemption. I was on a roll here and things were looking good. I even allowed myself to think, Shit, I might actually be quite clever. 


    That’s when I decided to teach my mother a lesson ...

  


  
     [image: ]

   THE HAT TRICK


    FLAGS FLAP IN THE WIND. Spectators fan themselves with programmes on a tiered grandstand as they sit waiting for the race to start. The scent of pistons firing their plugs hangs in the air as engines roar to life.


    I roll my 3.0-litre V6 Ford Capri GT out onto the circuit. I can’t believe I’m allowed out on the fabled Kyalami racetrack. I’ve watched hundreds and hundreds of laps, studied all the corners and all the lines and now that I’m out here myself, I’m giddy with excitement. The track is so big, so wide, that I feel a bit like the skipper of a vessel out at sea, all on its own.


    I start my run. I take the Capri down through the Esses and up through the Leeukop right-hander exactly like I’ve watched all my heroes do. Third gear, waaah – the free-breathing V6 growls like a tiger through its trick carbs. Into fourth at the kink, then down the hill. You can’t imagine the elevation change over the rise until you’ve been down it yourself and felt your stomach in your throat. The revs climb and climb as I close on the speed gun. Uncle Hans and I have built a monster. I have such a great feeling. I don’t even have the wherewithal to look at the speedo ... All I know is I must crack it.


    Things are on the up and up. KES is but a speck in my rear-view mirror. My matric results disaster is well and truly behind me, the wheels are in motion and I got accepted at Wits University for the following year to prove to my mother, once and for all, that I’m not an idiot.


    It was the right thing to do ... but for all the wrong reasons.


    [image: ]


    I continued to live at home and Alan and I decided we were going to work together to attain a common goal and conquer water-skiing.


    Alan was a flippin’ good water-skier. Better than me, I’ll admit it. If someone had to produce a textbook with photographs on how a water-skier should ski, one could base that entire book on Alan Lindenberg. He had the form and the poise. My dad could see how committed Alan and I were to our water-skiing and soon he also began to give his all to support us in our endeavour. He said he saw something in us, he said if we kept training, we could make the Southern Transvaal team, maybe even be Springbok material and my boet and I liked the sound of that.


    Dad never refused to take us training, he even involved himself in the administration and technicalities of the sport. He loved to watch us ski and gave constructive feedback afterwards. He taught us a huge amount. There was nothing else I wanted more than to be treated as my brother’s equal and in my dad’s eyes, in the water, I was.


    Water-skiing made me stupidly fit. I didn’t need to jog or lift weights in a gym, nothing kept me fitter and stronger than being on the water. Kids my age were partying it up; drinking and smoking all sorts of other funny things, but not me. I didn’t drink. Sure, I went to parties and socialised, but I never took a drink while doing it. My life was my sport and I knew if I drank even the slightest bit of alcohol, my sport would pay the price the next day. Girlfriends were another weekend endeavour that didn’t work for me because my weekends were for water-skiing. Every flippin’ weekend, just hours and hours and hours. Ski, ski, ski. And I loved it!


    My dad wasn’t a car nut but was mechanically inclined, and he did like his cars. And because he was mates with Basil Green, who helped him import the Mustang, he was definitely partial to fast Fords. For towing the caravan, we had the ’68 Fairlane. But when my dad decided that the car needed replacing, he reckoned the newer Fairlane models were too big with their 351-cubic-inch engines. So he bought my mom a Granada Perana V8 from Basil instead. The Granada Perana pretty much offered the same grunt and hauling capacity as a smaller car. He claimed it was my mother’s but in reality it was actually for his own purposes.


    Sure, we had the Mustang, but the Mustang wasn’t hardcore – it was actually advertised as a secretary’s car, but be that as it may, he was getting fed up with me taking it everywhere. That was when he told me, ‘Pete, I’m getting you a car.’


    ‘What is it, Dad?’


    ‘It’s Uncle Heinie’s Capri.’ I stood speechless at the words leaving his mouth. This was too good to be true.


    It turned up the next day, and I was elated. The Capri was com­­pletely mechanically buggered … a wreck. The engine was shot and blew blue smoke. That was how my dad got it off Uncle Heinie and then gave it to me. It was evident that the engine required a rebuild before we even attempted to drive it for much longer.


    My father’s family was of German Jewish descent and they fled from the Nazis in Germany during World War II. Sadly, most of them didn’t make it and were wiped out in concentration camps. His cousin, my Uncle Hans, did escape to South Africa, but not without enduring a terrible ordeal.


    Only on rare occasions, when pressed, did my dad tell me of the sorts of harrowing atrocities the Nazis visited on his cousin. The Nazi medical researchers did experiments on the Jews in the concentration camps and left my Uncle Hans crippled. My dad told me with much reservation how they strapped Uncle Hans to a table and actively broke his legs so they could study how bones heal. That’s how my Uncle Hans ended up with club feet. Not that it slowed him down one bit. I now understood what that messy tattoo on his arm represented – it was his concentration camp number and a constant reminder.


    Hans ran a little garage in Mooi Street in the centre of Johannesburg, so I went to him with the shot Ford Capri. There was a striking similarity between him and my father, aside from his dis­­ability. In personality, they were exactly the same. Where my father was strict and no-nonsense, Uncle Hans was loud, impatient and serious. He was also a mechanical genius and in his spare time he began to help me with the Capri. It was a pleasant eye-opener to see how Uncle Hans could solve a problem. Uncle Hans told me what to do, and if I didn’t understand or couldn’t get it right the first time, it was no problem. He simply stayed calm and repeated himself more softly. I was the son he never had. It was like he had all the time in the world. Perhaps being in a concentration camp and getting out alive will teach you this.


    Every day I could I went to Mooi Street and stared at my uncle as he hobbled around the workshop on his club feet. I followed him around and helped him retrieve whatever tools he needed. I hung on his every word when he showed me the ins and outs of the Capri. I was fascinated by the whole process. Rob Veale and I had built my little motorbike engine, but this was my first time to be involved in rebuilding a proper engine. It was all progressing nicely and I decided I wanted to learn even more. I didn’t just want a standard Capri GT like every other Joe Soap, no ... I wanted to make it better than when it came out of the factory. I wanted to make mine special.


    So Uncle Hans put me in touch with some go-faster speed shops in the area, one being Alpina, who were known in the trade for hotting-up rorty little Renaults and the guys at the shop raced regularly at Kyalami, making them professionals in my eyes. I didn’t know a whole lot about anything, but I did know an inordinate amount about motor racing and really hit it off with the guys at Alpina.


    When Uncle Hans and I finished my Capri, I took it straight to Alpina and spoke to Puddies Adler, The Boss, and Peewee Buys. I said, ‘I want you to help me understand how to make this car better. I want to make it fast.’


    Those guys were set to work. They set up the carburettors just right, they modified the camshaft and we fitted an uprated exhaust. As all this was being done to my first car, I couldn’t wait to get behind the wheel and put it to work. With everything that was being done to it, I expected the end result to be a pretty bloody quick Ford Capri.


    It turned out I had no idea just how quick.


    I heard about this thing called the hundred-mile-per-hour club at Kyalami. The sports car club ran the event. It was simple: start at the Sunset sweep, go down the Esses, pull a hard right at Leeukop, squiggling and squirming as you try to get the power down, and then blast down the straight as fast as your car will go. There was a speed trap positioned at the bottom of the dip before you have to hit the brakes for Crowthorne’s corner. If you crack 100 miles per hour – a decent 160 km/h – you get a certificate. And I wanted that certificate for my new Capri.


    The Saturday it was set to run, my old man was out playing golf with his brother, my uncle Heinie – yeah, him. I decided a nice surprise for Heinie and my dad when they got home from their round of golf would be a shiny certificate saying that, under my care, the Capri was now a member of the 100 MPH club at Kyalami.


    Sitting behind the wheel of my 3.0-litre V6 Ford Capri GT, I cruised back into the pit lane trembling with adrenalin.


    ‘Have I cracked it? Surely, I’ve cracked it!’


    I cracked it easily: 107.8 miles per hour. The timekeeper handed me my certificate. I thought to myself, Shit, that was easy. The only problem was now that I’d cracked it – that was it; I wouldn’t be able to go out again. Unless ...


    ... I went out again in another car.


    Without even thinking twice about it, I hopped back into the Capri and blasted back to Maple Drive. With my dad still on the golf course with Heinie, the Mustang must’ve still been in the garage. My old lady was playing tennis, so she was nowhere to be seen either. I went home, parked the Capri, and checked the garage. True as Bob, there she was, the Mustang! I got the keys, jumped in, and bulleted back to Kyalami. Nowhere near as easily as my Capri, but it did it. The Mustang also cracked one hundred!


    Now, I wanted ‘the hat-trick’, a little thing I came up with on the spot – the 100 MPH triple. I raced the Mustang back home, and spotted the old lady on the tennis court. So, I parked the Mustang, and nicked her new Granada Perana. I hauled arse back to Kyalami and wait for it ... yes, it cracked 100 MPH too.
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