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            Introduction

         

         
             

         

         Most people tend to go along with the consensus. It is much easier to agree than to disagree: ‘go with the flow’. If someone sets out an idea, a common reaction is ‘I suppose so’ even if the person does not actually agree with it. However, there are always some people who put up their hand and say, ‘actually, no!’ Those people may not make you feel comfortable; you might wish that they would sit down and keep quiet like everyone else, but they are usually interesting and are worth listening to.

         When I told people I was writing this book, their reaction varied between ‘What do you mean by Contrarian?’ to ‘That’s me! You should include me in the book’ to ‘Oh, in that case, you must include X in the list of Contrarians.’ But the universal reaction – they could of course just be being polite – was that they were interested in the idea and – more to the point – interested in the people.

         So is there one type of Contrarian1, or a whole range, or does it mean different things to different people?

         Michelle Baddeley in her book Copycats and Contrarians (2018) had a good stab at analysing it. She thought that Contrarians could be categorised as ‘anti-herders’, where anti-herding can be defined as a choice not to copy others in a group. ‘They may decide to oppose the herd – sometimes by leading the group instead of following it… Like Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, a person who is conventional, diligent and professional during the daytime may be more unconventional, rebellious and disruptive at night.’

         She goes on: ‘Yet many of us are drawn to mavericks, perhaps because they encapsulate something lacking in our own personalities and inclinations.’

         David Hirshleifer, who models herding, puts Contrarians into four categories: Newcomers, Fools, Prophets and Rebels. The Newcomers have only just arrived and so have not had time to be influenced by the Herd. The Fools do not know better, but think they do. Prophets may have access to better information and are therefore less likely to be swayed. Rebels get a satisfaction from rebelling and are more inclined to discount information from others.

         But I query whether these categories are right. Personally, I feel that to qualify as a Contrarian, there has to be a trend or norm which the Contrarian sets himself or herself against. So a newcomer, fool or prophet may just be taking his own line on something, rightly or wrongly, but if there is no existing line, to my mind, he has nothing to be contrarian towards. A rebel may well be a Contrarian, but he may just be someone who loves a scrap without any cause that he espouses. Were Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid or Bonnie and Clyde Contrarians?

         Michelle Baddeley again says that Contrarians tend to be risk-takers: ‘[Contrarians] want to take a chance on something different, even if they risk losing everything in the process…. Perhaps the difference between copycats and contrarians is mainly that the latter viscerally enjoy risk-taking more than the former.’

         She categorises Contrarians as:

         
	Inventors

            	Rebels (not with new ideas but anti existing ones), e.g. Che Guevara, Amelia Bloomer

            	Whistleblowers willing to call out the transgressions of others, but not to promote their own way. She cites David Kelly in 2003 who challenged the ‘dodgy dossier’ of the Iraq war.

         

Again, I am not sure about these categories. If an inventor discovers something and, in so doing, disrupts the status quo, then he is a Contrarian. I chose Charles Darwin, but you could equally choose Galileo. But what about Thomas Edison and the lightbulb? He did not so much dislodge previous theories about light; he invented a new one, so perhaps he was not contrarian in doing so.

         And whistleblowers are not necessarily going against the trend either. They are drawing attention to malfeasance, or what they see as malfeasance, but not alleging that the norm is wrong. What about Julian Assange or Edward Snowden? Whistleblowers, but surely not Contrarians. What about Philby, Burgess and McLean? Whistleblowers maybe, really spies, and not what I would call contrarian.

         What about entrepreneurs and speculators? They are both risk-takers, but not necessarily Contrarians. Entrepreneurs are starting up businesses or business lines, but they may or may not be disrupting the existing way of doing business. Sir James Dyson may well be a Contrarian, but I would argue that inventing a vacuum cleaner without a bag is just producing a different sort of vacuum cleaner. Most speculators are in fact Copycats more than Contrarians in that most asset managers will follow the herd, rather than strike out on their own. Many funds simply track the market, or a proportion of it. I have chosen Crispin Odey as a Contrarian, but I could also have chosen Neil Woodford, Jonathan Ruffer or Warren Buffett – but they are the exceptions rather than the rule.

         A contrarian thinker is easier to identify. I have chosen Christopher Hitchens and Toby Young. I might have chosen Douglas Murray, Jordan Peterson or Lionel Shriver. However, I did not think it right to include Dr Andrew Wakefield, the anti-vaccine campaigner. His crusade was not just based on his heartfelt views. Both the General Medical Council and the courts have found that he was influenced by money received from drug companies. It would also not be right to include David Irving, the Holocaust-denier. A Contrarian must have reasonable grounds for his belief; otherwise he is just a crank.

         It must be healthy to hear the other point of view, even if you disagree with it. ‘No-platforming’ is an example of shutting down a contrarian view. Rule by committee is the opposite of an individual Contrarian. Michael Weisberg, an American philosopher, found that when there are too few maverick experts relative to copycat experts, then landscapes of knowledge and new ideas are not fully explored.

         What I have found in writing this book is that there are different sorts of Contrarian. You have one sort who argue against the trend in everything they do. Christopher Hitchens is a prime example of this. Then you have a different sort who are conventional or traditional in much of what they do, but contrarian in one single aspect. Winston Churchill is an example of this type. He was, for most of his life and in the great majority of his achievements, mainstream. He was patriotic and brave, a soldier and statesman, as well as a painter and bricklayer. However, between 1933 and 1939, he was almost a lone voice in speaking out against Germany rearming and against seeking peace with Hitler. Rosa Parks is another example. She was a seamstress until she refused to move to the rear of the bus.

         I have also come to the conclusion that there is no single character attribute for being a Contrarian. Many of the examples of this book were cantankerous and opinionated, and hard to live with: Florence Nightingale, for example, Christopher Hitchens and Enoch Powell probably. But take Charles Darwin: he was modest and diffident, and did all that he could to avoid a row with his wife.

         Nor is there a restricted category of livelihood for Contrarians. My list of names could be categorised as:

         
            Politician – nine (Enoch Powell, F.W. de Klerk, Winston Churchill, Lord Longford, Tony Blair, Phyllis Schlafly, Mikhail Gorbachev, Rory Stewart, Oliver Cromwell)

            Military/Naval – three (Orde Wingate, Lord Cochrane, Oliver Cromwell)

            Philosopher/Writer – six (Christopher Hitchens, Lord Longford, Émile Zola, Martin Luther, Jan Morris, Toby Young)

            Scientist – one (Charles Darwin)

            Financier – one (Crispin Odey)

            Sportsperson – one (Billy Beane)

            Explorer – three (Gertrude Bell, Charles Darwin, Rory Stewart)

            Other – two (Florence Nightingale, Rosa Parks)

         

         But the categories are certainly not closed and some entries straddle two categories.

         Michelle Baddeley finishes her book by saying: ‘If we are to prevent a dystopian future dominated by group-think, echo-chambers, intolerance, inequality and conflict then we need to celebrate the best of what is unconventional, rebalancing our world so that copycats and contrarians can thrive together in tomorrow’s world.’ I agree – at least so far as Contrarians are concerned.

         This book is certainly not intended to be a comprehensive list of all Contrarians. The ones that I have chosen are just the ones that appeal to me. There are many, many others. As I have researched them, I have got to know them and, for the most part, have liked them. They would be interesting to sit next to at a dinner party. You would not necessarily wish to be married to them. Nor would you always want to command them in your army: some would take great delight in heading off in their own direction. They are a fascinating bunch.

         
            1. We have used ‘Contrarian’ for the noun, ‘contrarian’ for the adjective.
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            NOVELIST, PLAYWRIGHT, JOURNALIST • FRENCH • 1840–1902
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            ‘Truth is on the march, and nothing will stop it.’ 

            Émile Zola in J’Accuse

            
                

            

            ‘He was a moment of human conscience.’

            Anatole France at Zola’s funeral

         

         Émile Zola was born in 1840. His father died when he was seven. His mother wanted him to become a lawyer, but he failed his baccalaureate twice, which precluded him from progressing in a legal career. He had a young adulthood of abject poverty, obliged to eat the sparrows outside his window. In 1865, he was hired by L.C.F. Hachette in the advertising department and, while there, wrote his first novel, La Confession de Claude.

         The publication of this novel caused Hachette to end his employment, and he started writing novels as a career. He embarked on his series of novels, Les Rougon-Macquart, between 1870 and 1893. They were about a family living under the Second French Empire. Zola regarded himself as the leader of the Naturalist writers. He wanted the novels to be true to life – he visited many of the places mentioned in the novels to experience them for himself – and believed that the psychology of his characters was influenced by their natural environment.

         Through his novels, Zola became wealthy, and was the figurehead of a literary bourgeoisie in Paris, whose circle included Gustave Flaubert, the brothers Edmond and Jules de Goncourt, Alphonse Daudet and Ivan Turgenev: they called themselves Les Auteurs Sifflés (‘Hissed Authors’). The painter Paul Cézanne was an early friend of his, but they fell out when Cézanne suspected that his life might have been used for one of Zola’s novels. As well as the novels, Zola wrote many newspaper articles. His house became a hub for his followers, including Guy de Maupassant and Joris-Karl Huysmans.

         Zola married Gabrielle-Alexandrine Meley in 1870. It was a happy marriage, but they never had children. In 1888, Zola took a mistress, Jeanne Rozerot, whom he and his wife had employed as a seamstress. He had two children with Jeanne: Denise in 1889 and Jacques in 1891. Alexandrine became aware of Jeanne, who often lived close to the couple, and, after an initial marital row, tolerated her and her children. In letters to Jeanne, Zola referred to her as Chère femme (‘My dear wife’). Significantly, Zola was not Jewish.

         In 1897, Émile Zola got to hear of the circumstances of the trial of Alfred Dreyfus. In order to understand Zola’s role in the Dreyfus Affair, it is necessary to examine what had happened up to the time of his involvement.

         In 1894 Alfred Dreyfus, who was Jewish, was an Alsatian French artillery captain aged 35. The French had a spy in the German Embassy in Paris – a cleaner – who had discovered a note torn into six pieces in the waste-paper basket of the military attaché in the Embassy, Count Max von Schwarzkoppen. The note, which became known as the bordereau, showed that someone had leaked some fairly low-level military information to the Germans.

         French military intelligence leapt to the erroneous conclusion that the author of the bordereau must have been on the General Staff and an artillery officer. They seized on Dreyfus. They arrested him and questioned him for a week, mostly throughout the night, but he maintained his innocence.

         In the two months between his arrest and the trial, there was a concerted press campaign to say that Dreyfus was guilty. The minister for war, General Mercier, gave a statement to that effect. There was an article in La Libre Parole, a virulently antisemitic paper, which stated that he was guilty and which talked of a Jewish plot.

         The prosecuting officer called in an Alphonse Bertillon as an ‘expert’ to say that it was probable that Dreyfus was the author of the bordereau. Although Bertillon did not profess to be a handwriting expert, he came up with a theory that Dreyfus had copied it and forged it himself – ‘autoforgery’.

         When Dreyfus was arrested, the prosecuting officer, Major de Paty, offered him a revolver in case he wanted to shoot himself, but he declined.

         The trial was a military hearing behind closed doors. It emerged that a file had been passed to the tribunal which the defence team did not know about and had not seen. This file was meant to ‘prove’ that Dreyfus was guilty.

         The German Embassy consistently said that they had never heard of Dreyfus.

         The tribunal found Dreyfus guilty. He was paraded at a degradation ceremony at the École Militaire attended by 4,000 troops and a crowd of 20,000. His epaulettes and buttons were cut off and his sword broken in front of him. The crowd shouted: ‘Judas! Traitor! Death to the Jews!’

         He was sentenced to life imprisonment on Devil’s Island in French Guiana. He was the only occupant of the island, apart from his guards.

         A new chief of military intelligence, Colonel Georges Picquart, continued to investigate the case, and found that notes had been sent by Schwarzkoppen to a Major Esterhazy. The main note was called the petit bleu. Picquart then discovered that the writing on the bordereau exactly matched that of Major Esterhazy. Picquart went to Bertillon, the ‘handwriting expert’ who had given evidence at Dreyfus’s trial, and he confirmed that the writing was the same for both documents. On enquiry, it was discovered that Esterhazy had incurred huge debts. Picquart passed the file to the General Staff, who ignored it. They took the view that the matter was closed. Dreyfus had been found guilty and that was the end of the matter. Picquart was sent to Tunisia.

         Pressure continued to mount for a re-trial, led by Alfred Dreyfus’s brother, Mathieu. Picquart’s successor as head of military intelligence, Colonel Henry, was tasked with boosting the prosecution case. He produced a note, allegedly from Schwarzkoppen’s lover, Alessandro Panizzardi, the Italian military attaché, implicating Dreyfus. The note said that, if asked, Panizzardi never had relations with the Jew.

         Colonel Picquart had told his lawyer of the file and his firm view that Esterhazy was the traitor and not Dreyfus, and his lawyer passed on the information to the Vice-President of the Senate. Picquart was then prosecuted for passing on confidential information. By now it was mid-1897. Dreyfus had been on Devil’s Island for three years. He was periodically shackled to his bed because of a wrongful allegation that he had tried to escape. His health and morale were deteriorating fast and it was doubtful whether he would survive.

         This was the point when Émile Zola entered the fray.

         He started meeting with other authors and academics, and wrote letters to Le Figaro in November 1897.

         At the end of 1897 and in early 1898, Esterhazy was prosecuted and a hearing took place behind closed doors in a military court. After a two-day trial and after three minutes of deliberation, somewhat incredibly in the light of Picquart’s discovery that he was the author of the bordereau, Esterhazy was acquitted. Crowds outside of 1,500 people cheered him. He fled to England with his wife, where they lived as Mr and Mrs Fitzgerald.

         On 13 January 1898, Émile Zola published J’Accuse in L’Aurore. It was addressed to the President of France, Félix Faure. Some 4,500 words in length, and with 300,000 copies printed, it pulled no punches. He enumerated all the legal failings over the years, and named all the protagonists from the Minister of War, General Mercier, downwards. ‘Truth is on the march’, he said, ‘and nothing will stop it.’ J’Accuse was described by Jules Guesde, a leading socialist of the time, as ‘the greatest revolutionary act of the century’. Zola realised that the publication would lay him open to a charge of criminal libel, and that is exactly what happened. Just seven days after publication, the Chamber of Deputies passed a motion by 312 to 22 that Zola and L’Aurore should be prosecuted. The trial took place in February. The court insisted that the scope of the trial should be extremely narrow, and no argument was permitted about the guilt or innocence of Dreyfus.

         As his biographer of the time, Ernest Vizetelly, wrote:

         
            Ah! No stone will be unturned to secure a conviction! But Émile Zola does not waver. It may be that the truth, the whole truth will only be known to the world in some distant century; but he courageously stakes all that he has – person, position, fame, affections and friendships, possibly even the best of his declining years. And this he does for no personal object whatsoever, but in the sole cause of truth and justice, ever repeating the cry common to both Goethe and himself: ‘Light, more Light!’

         

         (Ernest’s father, Henry Vizetelly, himself was no slouch. In 1888, he was prosecuted in England for moral indecency in publishing three of Zola’s books. He pleaded guilty, was fined £100 and bound over to keep the peace. In 1889 he was taken back to court with the charge that he had not sufficiently expurgated his ‘crime’ of the year before, was fined £200 and three months’ hard labour. He died in 1894, and his son said that his health had never recovered from his time in prison.)

         Zola was convicted, fined 3,000 francs and sentenced to one year in prison. There were riots, and it was thought that, if Zola had been acquitted, he would have been lynched. La Libre Parole wrote: ‘Zola is in flight, although there are in the neighbouring woods with such lovely branches … natural gibbets’ – a clear invitation to a lynching.

         By this time, the Dreyfus trial was no longer referred to as ‘The Dreyfus Affair’, but merely as ‘The Affair’.

         Zola appealed to the Supreme Court. Understandably, he had no faith in French justice at that time, and took refuge in England.

         In August 1898, Esterhazy was (further) rumbled by an official of the House of Deputies. Colonel Henry was questioned about the note that he had said that he had discovered ‘from Panizzardi’ and confessed that he was the author. He was placed under house arrest, and killed himself.

         In June 1899, the Supreme Court overturned the verdict of the 1894 trial, and referred the matter to the Military Court in Rennes. Even then, the unfortunate Dreyfus was brought back from Devil’s Island as a prisoner. Zola returned to France.

         In August 1899, the re-trial took place in Rennes. Zola was represented by an eminent lawyer named Fernand Labori. It was again a military court closed to the public. Dreyfus was very frail, but still managed to speak clearly and give a good account of himself. Halfway through the trial, Labori was on his way to court when he was shot in the back by an extremist. The defence asked for an adjournment for a week until Labori had recovered enough to be able to cross-examine, but the application was refused. Unbelievably, on 9 September 1899, Dreyfus was convicted again, but now by a majority of 5–2 and ‘with extenuating circumstances’, and sentenced to ten years in prison. (By French law, a vote of 4–3 in favour of guilt would have counted as a verdict of not guilty.)

         The Affair was by this time not just a set of proceedings that split France down the middle into ‘Dreyfusards’ and ‘Anti-Dreyfusards’. It was an international scandal. Queen Victoria wrote in early September 1899 to her Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury: ‘I am too horrified for words at this monstrous horrible sentence against the poor martyr Dreyfus. If only all Europe would express its horror and indignation. I trust that there will be severe retribution.’

         Dreyfus applied for a re-trial. On 19 September he was offered a pardon, but on the basis that he admitted guilt. Having been in prison and solitary confinement for five years, and now frail, he agreed. He was released on 21 September.

         In May 1900 the Senate passed an Amnesty Law which pardoned everyone involved with the Dreyfus case, including Esterhazy. Zola was appalled. He called it ‘a legal crime. The Amnesty Law will be a piece of civic treachery.’

         In September 1902, Émile Zola died. The cause of death was carbon monoxide poisoning. In 1927, a man came forward to say that he had been instructed to block up the chimney to cause the poisoning.

         At his funeral, Anatole France, the premier playwright in France at that time, spoke: ‘Let us envy him. His destiny and his heart reserved for him the most superb of fates. He was a moment of moral conscience.’

         Alfred Dreyfus was present at his funeral. Within a few weeks, Zola’s widow, Alexandrine, had written to his mistress, Jeanne, and asked her and the children to come to dinner. Alexandrine arranged to send Jeanne 6,000 francs every three months – particularly generous, as the income from Émile’s books was diminishing.

         In 1906 – 12 years after the original verdict and seven years after the re-trial – the Supreme Court overturned the verdict at Rennes and declared that the court martial was ‘in the wrong’. Dreyfus was reinstated in the army as a major and Picquart as a brigadier-general. Subsequently, Picquart served as minister of war from 1906 to 1909.

         In 1908, Zola’s ashes were transferred to the Panthéon to lie next to Victor Hugo. The cortège was nearly blocked by a crowd of 5,000 anti-Dreyfusards. At the ceremony two shots were fired by an extremist, one of them wounding Dreyfus in the arm. Alexandrine, Jeanne and the two children sat together during the service. The extremist, Gregori, was prosecuted for the attack – and acquitted.

         During the First World War, Dreyfus served in the army, ending with the rank of colonel. He died in 1935 at the age of 75.

         The Austro-Hungarian journalist Theodor Herzl, who first lived in Vienna, moved to France, inspired by the events of The Affair. He became the founder of the Zionist movement, with the aim of restoring a Jewish State within the biblical homeland of Israel. Thus the Dreyfus Affair is regarded as a turning-point in Jewish history and as the beginning of the Zionist movement.

         It took real guts for Émile Zola to publish J’Accuse. The trial was over; the defendant had been convicted and sentenced; he had been publicly humiliated and stripped of his rank. He was a Jew. Why would anyone, least of all a celebrated author, put himself at risk of a lengthy sentence of imprisonment and public opprobrium for a man like that? Dreyfus was a has-been traitor. And Zola didn’t just criticise the prosecution; he attacked everyone from the President of France to the Minister of War downwards. This was not a mere essay; it was an all-out attack on French justice and society. When all around him, with the notable exception of Colonel Picquart, were content to look the other way, Émile Zola staked all and, eventually, prevailed.
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            POLITICIAN · SOUTH AFRICAN · 1936–2021
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            ‘History has placed a tremendous responsibility on the shoulders of this country’s leadership, namely the responsibility of moving our country away from the current course of conflict and confrontation…. The hope of millions of South Africans is fixed on us. The future of southern Africa depends on us. We dare not waver or fail.’ 

            F.W. de Klerk in a speech to Parliament, 2 February 1990

            
                

            

            ‘Mr de Klerk is a man of integrity.’

            Nelson Mandela on 11 February 1990, the day of his release from prison

         

         Frederik Willem (‘F.W.’) de Klerk’s ancestors came to South Africa in 1668. One of them, Theunis Christiaan de Klerk, was hanged by the British for insurrection against them in 1815.

         F.W. was born in 1936. In 1948, the National Party won the election (on a whites-only ballot) on the platform of apartheid: the system of separateness or segregation whereby certain areas were reserved for whites, others for Asians and blacks. F.W. went to Potchefstroom University in 1954 to study law. The then President of South Africa, Dr Verwoerd, had recently instigated a policy of home-rule for the homelands, with a view to granting them full independence. This was a policy which F.W. supported. He became the leader of the ASB (the Afrikaans Student Union). He gained an Abe Bailey scholarship, which enabled him to travel to England and to take part in debates at Oxford and Cambridge. In 1959, he married Marike, whom he had met at university. She was the top female student of her year.

         In 1972, F.W. de Klerk was elected to Parliament, and served under P.W. Botha. In 1982, there was a split between the National Party and what was to become the (South African) Conservative Party, led by Dr Treurnicht. The clash took place on 26 February 1982 in the Transvaal, and F.W. beat Dr Treurnicht by 172 votes to 36 to become the leader of the National Party in the Transvaal.

         Shortly afterwards, a new constitution was established which led to a Tricameral Parliament, with three chambers: one for the whites, one for the coloureds and one for the Indians (none for the blacks). In 1986, F.W. became Minister for Education, and this involved discussions with the coloureds and the Indians. Gradually F.W. came to believe that there could be no solution to the problems of South Africa without the removal of all forms of racial discrimination.

         At that time, the United Democratic Front, an umbrella organisation of those opposed to apartheid (including the banned African National Congress, the ANC), instigated a policy of total onslaught against the state. The intention was to make the country ungovernable. There was a low-intensity war on the borders of Namibia and southern Angola, where the South Africa Defence Force was brought into conflict with forces from Cuba and Russia. In all 284 black South Africans were killed, 172 by ‘necklaces’, where a tyre is put round the neck of the victim, filled with petrol and set on fire. The State Security Council authorised unconventional methods against the ANC, including torture and murder. F.W. said that he was unaware of this. Botha declared a state of emergency.

         In 1986, a Special Cabinet Committee recommended a fundamental shift away from apartheid in favour of a one-person, one-vote system of government. This was put to the (white) electorate in an election in 1987, which was won by the National Party.

         From the election onwards, P.W. Botha became increasingly erratic, losing his temper during parliamentary sessions. He alienated Reverend Hendrickse, the leader of the coloured Ministers’ Council, who then resigned from the cabinet. In January 1989, Botha suffered a stroke. Shortly afterwards, he resigned as leader of the National Party, but not as State President. F.W. stood to take over as leader and won against Barend du Plessis by 69 votes to 61 in the final round. On 6 September 1989, Botha was persuaded to stand down as State President and F.W. de Klerk was elected.

         On 10 October 1989, F.W. ordered the release of several high-profile political prisoners, including Walter Sisulu. He permitted a march of 70,000 people. In November 1989 came the fall of the Berlin Wall, and the effective break-up of the Soviet Union. After that, the Soviet Union’s influence in Southern Africa was greatly reduced, but at the same time, the call for democracy and the end to apartheid increased.

         On 13 December 1989, F.W. made his first visit to Nelson Mandela. They spoke for some three hours and sized each other up. Mandela by that time had been in prison for 27 years and was already 71. The meeting was friendly, and they parted with a promise from F.W. that they would meet again soon and would discuss Mandela’s release.

         On 2 February 1990, F.W. de Klerk made his famous landmark speech to Parliament. In it, he indicated that Nelson Mandela would be released ‘soon’. He announced the unbanning of the ANC, the South Africa Communist Party and the Pan-African Congress. He released more political prisoners. He committed to lifting the state of emergency which Botha had imposed. He announced the repeal of the Separate Amenities Act (whereby certain amenities, such as beaches, buses and lavatories, had been reserved for whites). And he introduced a moratorium on the death penalty.

         The speech came as a surprise to both South Africans and the international community. It was widely welcomed by all, except for the Conservative Party, which campaigned for the retention of apartheid.

         One week later, on 9 February 1990, F.W. had a further meeting with Nelson Mandela, at which it was agreed that Mandela would be released on 11 February. And that was when he did in fact walk free. At a speech at City Hall, Mandela committed the ANC to continue the armed struggle and urged the international community not to lift sanctions yet. This was disappointing from F.W.’s viewpoint, but perhaps understandable.

         On 21 March, F.W. declared the independence of Namibia.

         On 2 May, there took place the first round of negotiations between the government and the ANC. The latter promised: ‘Efficient channels of communication will be established … in order to curb violence.’

         F.W. set out on a tour of Europe, which was successful. Margaret Thatcher received him ‘in the most cordial manner’. He wrote in his autobiography: ‘She had endured vicious personal attacks from Commonwealth Prime Ministers because of her insistence … in maintaining a balanced approach to the complex problems of South Africa.’

         On 7 June, the state of emergency was lifted, except in Natal. A further 48 ANC prisoners were freed.

         On 6 August, by the Pretoria Minute, the government committed to further constitutional talks ‘soon’.

         By the end of 1990, the National Party was changed to a non-racial party. F.W. said that one of his regrets was that he did not change its name at the same time.

         On 12 February 1991, at Malan airport, at talks with the government, the ANC agreed to renounce violence, and it was agreed that all political parties should take part in peace talks. This was known as the D.F. Malan Accord. Further peace talks took place in June.

         In July de Klerk discovered that the government had been assisting the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) against the ANC. He appointed a Ministers’ Committee which severely curtailed the operation of secret projects. On 30 July 1991, the Goldstone Commission investigated the violence that was going on. Some of it had been instigated by the Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging (AWB) under Eugene Terre-Blanche.

         On 9 August, F.W. was due to address the National Party in Transvaal. Terre-Blanche advised him to stay away, but F.W. could not agree to a no-go area in one of the main regions of the country. He could not reach by car the place where he was due to speak, so he took a helicopter to get in. There were approximately 2,000 police and the same number of AWB supporters, many of them armed. They wanted to break through the police lines, but were not successful. The AWB fired on two minibuses. The police returned fire, killing one person and wounding another, who died later. A third was killed by the minibus.

         On 14 September, the ANC, IFP and government managed to reach agreement on the terms of a Peace Accord, the intention of which was to establish a Committee of Inquiry to investigate and prevent public violence. F.W. had taken Mandela to task a few days before the signing of the Accord to complain about the level of violence and what he regarded as breaches of the Malan Accord. Mandela gave assurances that the alleged breaches would be investigated, and the agreement was signed.

         Meanwhile, in January 1991, CODESA I (Convention for a Democratic South Africa) had been set up to try and agree a new constitution for the new government. The ANC wanted the government to hand over to a non-elected multi-party government. De Klerk wanted a two-stage process: a new constitution to be agreed by CODESA and then a fully elected multi-racial Parliament. At the beginning of the negotiations, having warned Mandela that he would do so, de Klerk attacked the ANC for failing to comply with the principles of D.F. Malan to end violence. Nelson Mandela attacked F.W. for skulduggery. Despite this inauspicious start, the parties managed to sign a Declaration of Intent for a democratic state based on universal suffrage.

         These were difficult times for the National Party. The economy was suffering and the government was unpopular. At the end of 1991, it lost a by-election in Virginia. On 19 February 1992, there was a by-election at Potchefstroom. The government put everything into it; ministers went down to speak at local events every evening. On the day, a National Party majority of 2,000 was turned into a Conservative Party majority of 2,100. F.W. said that it was ‘like a punch on the chin for the National Party’.

         The following day, F.W. announced to the cabinet that he was going to call a referendum. He said there was a ‘shocked silence’ round the cabinet table. The referendum was for white voters only because ‘only they were divided’. The referendum question was phrased cleverly: ‘Do you support the continuation of the reform process which the State President began on February 2, 1990, and which is aimed at a new constitution through negotiation?’

         F.W. staked all on this referendum. He said he would resign if there was not a majority in favour. Nelson Mandela did not approve of the referendum being for whites only, but he did support continued negotiations. He announced in the run-up to the referendum: ‘Robert Mugabe’s plans to nationalise farmland in Zimbabwe had no bearing on the situation in South Africa.’ All companies and sportsmen supported a Yes vote.

         In the event, the result was clear: 68.7% of the eligible voters voted Yes (1,924,186), against the No vote (875,619). Analysts estimated that 62% of Afrikaners and voted Yes, and 79% of English-speakers. The turnout (of white voters) was 82%. Nelson Mandela, among many others, welcomed the result.

         Following the referendum, CODESA II got under way – and immediately ran into trouble. The principal sticking point was on the issue of a future change to the constitution. The National Party was asking for a minimum requirement of 75% in favour; the ANC wanted two-thirds. Many on the black side were getting frustrated by the delays of CODESA.

         On 17 June 1992, the IFP killed 48 (black) people at Boipatong. F.W. repudiated the killings, but the ANC blamed the government. F.W. visited the scene of the killings, but was driven back by a crowd shouting ‘Kill the Boers!’ The general in charge of de Klerk’s convoy was heard to say: ‘Now he can see what his f***ing South Africa looks like!’ Nelson Mandela wrote: ‘De Klerk said nothing.’ (Later, in June 1994, six leaders of the IFP were imprisoned for their part in the killings for 18 years and a further 19 others received sentences of between 10 and 15 years.)

         On 20 June, Nelson Mandela issued a statement to say that the National Party were like the Nazis. The ANC withdrew from CODESA II, and started their own campaign of mass action in August.

         They organised a big demonstration in Bisho, the capital of Ciskei, one of the ‘independent’ homelands. 70,000 people marched, and a section of the crowd broke off and ran amok; 28 people were killed and 200 injured.

         This event marked a turning point for the ANC, and talks resumed on 26 September 1992. There was a summit, and F.W. and Mandela signed a Record of Understanding. The agreement was for an interim constitution with a Bill of Rights. There would be a Government of National Unity, leading to a final constitution on pre-agreed principles. Several hundred more political prisoners were freed, including right-wing extremists.

         Chief Minister Buthelezi, of the IFP and the Zulus, did not agree with the Record of Understanding, regarding it as a back-room deal between the National Party and the ANC from which he was excluded. Several thousand Zulus marched through Johannesburg, armed with assegais and knobkerries.

         In October 1992, to de Klerk’s surprise, Joe Slovo, of the South Africa Communist Party, proposed a ‘sunset clause’ to the negotiations, whereby there would be a maximum of five years for the Government of National Unity and the first multi-racial elections would take place by March/April 1994. This proposal was accepted by the National Party.

         In November 1992, the Goldstone Commission told de Klerk that there was a group called the Directorate of Covert Collection (DCC) based in Pretoria. Goldstone said that they were taking part in ‘unacceptable activities’. De Klerk appointed General Steyn, the Chief of the Defence Force Staff, to investigate. He found that activities had been entered into by members of the South Africa Defence Force, including stockpiling of arms and supplying arms and other assistance to the IFP. These activities were clearly designed to discredit and upset the peace process, and so 16 members of the South Africa Defence Force were ‘compulsorily retired’. Was this action sufficient? F.W. thought it was.

         On 10 April 1993, Chris Hani, the secretary-general of the Communist Party, was shot by an extremist. F.W. realised that this could derail the negotiations, and reached out to Mandela so that the ANC and the National Party could jointly denounce the action, and say that they were both fully committed to the peace process. Initially Mandela was statesmanlike, but later condemned the government for the killing.

         After an interval, the temperature cooled and negotiations began to make real progress. On 2 July 1993, a definite date was set for the election: 27 April 1994. The IFP and other fringe parties said that they would boycott the election. They formed themselves into the Freedom Alliance, but talks continued between the Freedom Alliance and the government.

         However, some killings continued through the next months, and by the year end, 3,706 people had been killed in political violence.

         But the talking continued and, although the terms of the amnesty were not agreed, accord was reached on the basis on which the constitution could be changed: it would be by a majority consensus without any two-thirds rule. On 18 November 1993, the constitution was agreed between the negotiating parties: the Government of National Unity (GNU) would run for five years until 1999. On 22 December, Parliament approved this.

         On 15 October 1993, F.W. de Klerk and Nelson Mandela were jointly awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. On 7 December 1993, F.W. flew to Oslo to receive the prize, but stopped off en route in London, where he met The Queen.

         Nelson Mandela was of course in Oslo too, and F.W. writes that Mandela appeared irritated that he, F.W., had been included. But at the ceremony, Mandela was conciliatory:

         
            He had the courage to admit that a terrible wrong had been done to our country and people through the imposition of the system of apartheid. He had the foresight to understand and accept that all the people of South Africa must, through negotiations and as equal partners, together determine what they want to make of their future.

         

         The next day, they both flew to Sweden, where Mandela attacked de Klerk personally, which greatly offended him.

         On 20 February 1994 Judge Goldstone disclosed to de Klerk the existence of a plot within the Vlakplaas Unit (which had been disbanded two years earlier), which had been fomenting violence and destabilising the new constitution. The informant alleged that the unit, under the command of Colonel de Kock, had been involved in train and hostel violence and in channelling arms to the IFP. F.W. authorised a full investigation and, a month later, Judge Goldstone announced his findings, which also involved complicity among three generals in the illegal activity. The commissioner of the police, General van der Merwe, was upset at the inclusion of the three generals in the report, and dragged his feet when F.W. ordered that they be suspended. But they were when he threatened to bring in the Minister of Justice to effect the suspensions. Was this sanction sufficient? It seems light, but of course the events were close to the election.

         In March, just a month before the election, the Freedom Alliance collapsed, and one of its leading members, General Viljoen, formed the Freedom Front. He had previously tried to establish independence in Bophuthatswana, but had been ambushed by the AWB, who then withdrew from the Alliance.

         On 28 March, the IFP were still not participating in the election, and organised a march on the ANC headquarters in Johannesburg. The ANC opened fire on the marchers and 50 were killed.

         On 19 April – just eight days before the election – the IFP came on board the election process. Part of the agreement was that the position of the King of the Zulus and the separate existence of the Kingdom of Kwa-Zulu were recognised.

         On 14 April, there was a televised debate between de Klerk and Mandela. F.W. felt that he was ‘building up a reasonably good points advantage’ until, just before the end, Mandela addressed him directly: ‘Sir, you are one of those that I rely on … I am proud to hold your hand for us to go forward.’ It was a remarkable gesture and, F.W. felt, swung a substantial number of voters towards the ANC.

         The result of the election was as follows: 19.5 million people voted, of whom roughly 14 million were black, 5 million Asian, 3 million white and 2 million coloureds. The ANC succeeded in getting 62.6% of the vote, the National Party 20.6% and the IFP 10.5%. The other four parties received 2.2% or less. The majority of the National Party vote was non-white. On 10 May 1994 Mandela was inaugurated as President.

         The first few months of the GNU worked surprisingly well. But cracks began to appear when the ANC majority took decisions of which the minority National Party disapproved, and said so. It was awkward that there was a coalition government, but the main opposition was the National Party, who were part of the government. In January 1995 during a cabinet meeting, there was an attack on de Klerk and the National Party for criticising government policy. De Klerk took it badly and threatened to resign. He was persuaded to remain in government, but it was an uneasy relationship.

         There was violence in Kwa-Zulu in 1994. Mandela refused to go to international arbitration, which he had earlier agreed to do at the time of the election.

         The final constitution was to be agreed within two years of setting up the GNU – 10 May 1996. After some fractious negotiations, it was agreed on 8 May that year.

         In June 1996, de Klerk left the GNU and his part in government. On 26 August 1997, he resigned as leader of the National Party. Mandela resigned as leader of the ANC in December 1997 and as President in 1999.

         In July 1994, the Ministry of Justice had set up the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, chaired by Archbishop Tutu. F.W. respected the Archbishop, but had problems with the vice-chairman, Dr Boraine, who clearly took against him. The Commission summoned de Klerk to give evidence and cross-examined him on documents which he had not seen before. Archbishop Tutu and Dr Boraine made press statements implying he was guilty. Initially the Commission found de Klerk guilty of gross violations of human rights. De Klerk challenged it on these findings, and it backed down. When the final report was released in 2002, it made a more limited finding that de Klerk had failed to make full disclosure to the Commission and his statement that none of his colleagues had authorised gross human rights abuses was ‘indefensible’.

         At the end of 1997, de Klerk’s marriage to Marike broke down. They were divorced in 1999 and shortly afterwards he married Elita. In December 2001 Marike was murdered. A man was subsequently arrested, charged with her murder and sentenced to life imprisonment.

         In the final chapter of his autobiography, ‘with the advantage of hindsight’, de Klerk expressed no regrets and would not have done things differently. However, he said that should have interfered more during the Botha era. He acknowledged that he should have exercised ‘greater vigilance’. He also said that he ‘should have started to install a more reformist leadership within the SADF and the police’. He felt that there should have been more power-sharing mechanisms post the free election in 1994. Is that realistic?

         He ends the book, published in 1998, by saying: ‘The reality is … that we are in a far better position now than we would have been had we failed to act as we did…. We … confronted those realities and dismantled the laager of apartheid…. We have completed a great spiritual trek. We are ready for a new beginning.’

         In 2004 he said in an interview:

         
            There are a number of imperfections in the new South Africa where I would have hoped that things would be better, but on balance I think we have basically achieved what we set out to achieve. And if I were to draw balance sheets on where South Africa stands now, I would say that the positive outweighs the negative by far.

         

         F.W. de Klerk continued to live in South Africa until he died in November 2021.

         
            [image: ]

         

         There is no doubt that, when weighing up the comparative virtues of F.W. de Klerk and Nelson Mandela, the plaudits go to Mandela. To have spent 27 years in prison and to emerge largely unbitter and statesmanlike was by any reckoning amazing. Mandela will rightly go down as one of the towering figures of the century.

         However, Mandela could not have achieved what he did without F.W. de Klerk. The Nobel Peace Prize was rightly, in my view, given to them jointly. No one should underestimate how difficult it was for de Klerk to set out on his path away from apartheid and towards majority rule in 1989. There was nothing inevitable about it. De Klerk’s personal and political history was all in favour of retaining and bolstering the system that obtained when he became President. There would have been tremendous peer pressure for him to resist change. To maintain the status quo was the easy option.

         Reading the autobiographies of de Klerk and Mandela, we can see the pressures from all sides – certainly from the ANC and the international community, but also from the Conservative Party, the AWB, the Zulus and from within the National Party. There were not just marches and demonstrations. There were shootings and murders from multiple sources: the AWB (white extremists), the IFP (from Kwa-Zulu), the ANC (during the march on their HQ by the IFP in March 1994) and by rogue elements of the security services (the Vlakplaas Unit and the DCC).

         The figure of 3,706 dead by the end of 1992 is not a small one, but pales into insignificance compared with the 500,000 killed in the Angolan civil war or the one million who died after the independence of India and the separation of Pakistan and India.

         De Klerk’s relationship with Mandela was fractious and uneven. There were certainly times when they drove each other mad. De Klerk was strangely sensitive to personal attacks on him by Mandela, after the Boipatong killings in June 1992, when Chris Hani was killed, during the Nobel Peace Prize celebrations and some ten months into the Government of National Unity.

         Mandela, for the most part, was magnanimous about de Klerk. He made a point of praising him in February 1990 after de Klerk’s big speech, at the start of CODESA, at the Nobel Peace Prize (to start with) and at the TV debate before the election. Many times, the negotiations between the government and the ANC were unblocked or re-started because of direct private talks between the two men. Given the history and backgrounds of each of them, it was inevitable that there would be tensions.

         F.W. de Klerk was not warm and cuddly. He was dogged and cussed. If he were not, he would not have got to the top in South African politics, nor seen the negotiations through to a (broadly) successful outcome. To dismantle the system of apartheid required the personality of a man who swam against the tide.

      

   


   
      
         
            Thomas, Lord Cochrane

            10TH EARL OF DUNDONALD SAILOR AND POLITICIAN · BRITISH · 1775–1860
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            ‘He was the swashbuckling commander whose triumphs were half the result of tactical genius, and half the outcome of a practical joke played on his enemies.’ 

            Donald Thomas in his biography Cochrane: Britannia’s Sea Wolf

            
                

            

            ‘Cochrane was everything which a man in office would dislike.’ 

            The Times in his obituary
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