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Prologue
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Elandsfontein, 29 February 1940 — Dawn

A gold wash of pre-dawn light crept across the Eastern Transvaal veld, brushing low-lying bluebell lilies in the sheep paddock with hope. On the family farm Elandsfontein, the air carried the soft bleat of lambs and the distant caw of a lone crow. A pale mist clung to the dew-slick grass, promising a hot summer day.

The 65 year old Johannes Kunz stood at the kraal gate, shoulders squared beneath his work-worn jacket, the iron calm on his face barely concealing the storm inside.

His eldest son, Andries Johannes, stepped up the gravel drive.

Seven months earlier, Andries had left for Pretoria—telling his wife and parents he was seeking work—then disappeared. No word. No letters. Not even a whisper of where he had gone. The silence stretched like wire through their hearts.

Now, without warning, he was back—wearing the crisp uniform of the Military Police, corporal’s stripes stitched clean on his sleeves, a kitbag in hand.

“I am on my way to North Africa,” he said, voice steady. “We leave in three days.”

His boots crunched over stone and thistle. His cap brim dipped low, hiding the storm in his grey eyes. Behind them, the farmhouse windows glowed in the first rays of sun.

Inside, Maria—his mother—pressed her cheek to the pane, tears already forming.

Anna—his young wife—stood stiff, clutching baby Louisa tightly to her chest. Her lips were bloodless. Her eyes, wide and raw.

Jan, his younger brother, leaned against the stoep post, a flicker of pride wrestling with confusion.

Ella, just eighteen, stepped from the vegetable garden, a bunch of carrots and spinach in her arms. Surprise lit her face—then faded into wary silence as she recognized the man who had vanished without a word.

Johannes’s voice cracked the still morning air.

“You disappear for seven months, son. Seven. Without a letter, a message—without even a blasted telegram. Your wife’s heart nearly tore in half. Your mother cried herself to sleep. We worked this land with worry in our bones. And now you pitch up, wearing the king’s stripes, saying you leave again—in three days?”

His voice dropped to a growl.

“You walk in like a soldier, but you left like a ghost. What am I supposed to do with that?”

Andries didn’t flinch. “I had my reasons.”

Johannes stepped closer. His jaw was clenched tight. “Then tell me. Tell me how a man abandons his wife and newborn daughter and his family to go off in silence—only to come back and say he’s off to war? What are you running from, Andries?”

Andries’s hands curled tighter around the strap of his bag. “You know nothing about my marriage. You don’t know what I carry. There is—there’s doubt, Father. A shadow over who Louisa’s father really is. I couldn't stay, not without sorting out what’s true and what’s not. So I left. And this war—it gives me a chance to clear my head. To do something that still means something.”

The words hit Johannes like a slap.

“She is your wife. That child bears our name. You should be here, fixing what’s broken, not running halfway across the world with a rifle and a chip on your shoulder.” His voice was hoarse now. “You speak of honour, but you leave dishonour behind.”

From the stoep, Anna stepped forward. Her shoulders were square, but her face trembled.

In her hands, she held a small cloth-wrapped parcel.

“Some biscuits... for the train,” she said quietly.

And then, her voice cracked. “You never wrote, Dries. Not once. I didn’t know if you were dead or alive. Do you know what that does to a woman? Do you even care what I’ve lived through here while you... disappeared?”

Tears glistened but didn’t fall. She would not cry—not in front of him.

She lifted the bundle to him. “Just... write this time. Tell me you're alive.”

Andries took it gently. For a moment, his eyes met hers—haunted, unsure. He reached for Louisa’s tiny hand. The baby gurgled, her toes curling against his chest. A fierce ache swept over his face, but he masked it fast.

“Every chance I get,” he said.

Jan stepped forward quickly, the awkward tension thick in his throat.

“Write to me about every battle,” he said. “I want to know everything.”

Andries smiled faintly, placing a hand on Jan’s shoulder. “Keep the farm safe. Look after Mother and Father—and my family. Promise me you’ll guard Elandsfontein while I’m away.”

Jan nodded, nearly choking. “I promise.”

A rooster crowed. The sun split the sky, washing the land in soft orange light. Maria appeared in the doorway, eyes shimmering with pride and sorrow.

“God bless you, my son,” she whispered. She embraced him, her tears quiet now, trailing down worn cheeks.

He held her close. “Your love will carry me, Mother.”

Finally, he turned to his father.

There was no embrace. Only a long, hard look—man to man. Then Andries extended his hand.

“Thank you for raising me, Father.”

Johannes stared at it for a moment. Then he shook it—rough, tight, firm. “Remember who you are. You carry our name. Don’t let it falter.”

Andries gave one last glance at the homestead, the mist lifting from the fields. He slung the kitbag over his shoulder and climbed into the horse-drawn spider where Jan waited.

Johannes’s voice rang across the veld as they pulled away.

“Carry our name well, son. And make sure there’s something left of you to return.”

Andries didn’t look back, but his voice drifted on the wind. “I will.”

He sat tall, staring out at the plains—the land of his birth, the family he left behind, and the ghosts he would soon chase across burning sand.

Thus begins the story of a brother’s courage, a family’s fracture, and a world forever changed by war.
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Chapter 1 – Farm Shadows
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Elandsfontein, March 1940

A month after Andries left, Elandsfontein felt half-empty. The dawn sun still rose over the red ridges, but its warmth seemed slower to reach the homestead. Maria Kunz moved through the yard like a ghost, her arms folded over her chest. Jan and Ella set about chores with a quiet urgency, as if the whole farm could crumble if they paused.

Anna rose each morning to tend Louisa, rocking the baby in a creaking chair on the veranda. The oak tree’s blossoms fell like pale rain across her apron. She read Andries’s first letter over and over—every “My dearest Anna”, every promise, every description of drill and desert—her heart a fragile vessel.

By mid-morning, Jan hitched the mules to the plough, transforming the corn field into furrows of promise. His muscles ached, but he welcomed the pain—it reminded him he was alive, and that his brother needed him to keep the land growing. Ella moved among the vegetable rows, humming old German folk songs their grandmother taught her. Her song trailed into the breeze, a slender thread tying her to happier days.

At noon, Maria summoned them all for bread, cheese, biltong and pig brittle (kiangs) beneath the gumtree shade. The table also displayed, freshly baked bread, and homemade apricot jam. Conversation was about Andries without naming him—chatter of the weather, beef prices, and the arrival of two new calves.

Only Johannes, Andries father, dared speak the truth.

He cleared his throat. “We received another letter this week.” He lifted Andries’s third dispatch: careful handwriting, tidied margins. “He writes of desert heat. Of comrade losses. Of longing for rain.”

Anna’s hand trembled on her cup. “He’ll stay safe, father. He promised.”

Johannes’s face hardened. “Promises are wind. He fights Germans. Against men whose fathers spoke his grandparents’ tongue.” He stabbed the air with the letter. “He will see horrors I never want to see.”

Jan met his father’s eye. “He fights for us, father. For this farm. For home.”

Johannes closed his eyes. The afternoon cicadas rose in chorus, a brittle lament.

A rumble on the horizon cracked open the moment. Farmhands cried out as a Ford truck sputtered in, dust spiralling in its wake. Anna and Ella rushed forward.

The truck’s rear door slammed open. Out jumped Colonel Stephan Kotze—retired, silver moustache, uniform still neatly pressed. He carried a leather satchel and was an urgency around his demeanour.  

He straightened. “Johannes Kunz?”

Johannes stepped forward. “I am.”

Kotze opened his satchel. “My boy served with your Andries. I bring news—from the war front.”

Maria gasped. Louisa stirred, sensing the tension.

Kotze met their gaze. “He’s missing in action, Mrs. Kunz. They do not know if he is alive or dead. Maybe and hopefully he is a prisoner  of war. You all must trust that the Red Cross will find him a prisoner.

The Kunz family held their breaths. Maria clutched match the tablecloth with both hands. Johannes forgot to lite his pipe and only came to his senses when the match started to burn his fingers.

Jan leaned back in his chair, completely oblivious that he just took a bite of fresh white bread with thick butter and a generous spread of jam. 

Anna covered her mouth. Tears broke free.

Johannes stood and took the telegram and read it himself, as if he did not trust the Colonel to read the truth.

Kotze closed the satchel. “The moment we get more news we will let you know.”

As the truck’s engine coughed and faded, the Kunz family gathered close. Johannes asked his family to hold hands and started praying. “Our father in heaven we bow before you. We are dependant on your Grace and love. We can only ask that Andries will be safe and still alive. Lord help our rebellious son wherever he is in a foreign land. The prayer brought hope and expectation to the Kunz family. Spring will come again to Elandsfontein.
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Chapter 2 – Anna and Louisa’s Burden
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Elandsfontein, Eastern Transvaal – June 1942

The days turned heavy after the battle of Tobruk. They listened to the news daily to try and follow the war in North Africa.  Anna had been in the kitchen, rinsing baby bottles in the zinc basin, when Jan burst in, his face pale beneath the dust and sweat.

“A telegram,” he said hoarsely, holding the envelope as if it might explode.

Maria stepped forward, drying her hands on her apron. “Give it here, Jan.”

“No,” Anna whispered. “It’s mine. It’s from Dries.”

Her hands trembled as she took it, the wax seal already cracked, the fold softened by Jan’s clumsy grip. She opened it slowly, dreading what the thin strip of official paper might say.

It was the official telegram regarding Andries being MIA 

REGRET TO INFORM YOU CORPORAL ANDRIES J.J. VAN STADEN REPORTED MISSING IN ACTION AFTER ENEMY ENGAGEMENT TOBRUK STOP FURTHER INFORMATION WILL FOLLOW WHEN AVAILABLE STOP

The room dropped into silence as if they have heard the news for the first time. The tick of the longcase clock in the hallway was suddenly unbearable. Baby Louisa stirred in the cot, sensing the sudden stillness, the sorrow too large for words.

“Oh No! They still do not know what happened to Dries.” Anna said softly, her knees buckling.

Maria caught her just in time, lowering her into the chair. Johannes stood in the doorway. He hadn’t said a word, but his face was thundercloud dark, eyes fixed far beyond the kitchen walls—on a desert battlefield none of them could see.
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