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William Paterson is an unusual individual – someone who has an intimate knowledge of both South Africa’s and Ireland’s troubled histories with the insight both of a son of South Africa and of his new home in Ireland. His insight and discernment equip him to draw in this experience into his new novel, which is lively and erudite, fast-moving and filled with high adventure and pathos. The Tatiana File will make its mark in the steadily growing bookshelf of Irish-South African literature.

Today there are, for the first time in the linkage between Ireland and South Africa, more South Africans living in Ireland than Irish in South Africa. In the past, the Irish huddled masses yearning to breathe free did not leave Ireland in great numbers for the highveld or the scrubby thornbush of the Eastern Cape. Most followed their kinfolk across the Atlantic to New England, replacing a miserable rural life with a slum in Boston, Pennsylvania or New York. Only a few followed the route taken by Stout Diaz centuries before and ventured across the equator, south to the end of the African continent, where they made a home. As they said of the old Oregon Trail – the cowards never started and the weak died along the way.

To South Africa came the Irish missionaries of God, the Irish soldiers of the Queen and the adventurous, inquisitive and the foolhardy. A cohort of about 100,000 at its height, who concentrated in specific occupations, creating an impression of far greater impact than their numbers justified. They worked on the railways, which, more than gold, wars or mielies, helped to create a unified South Africa. The Irish were also in the old colonial mounted police forces and militia (the Cape Town Irish Rifles never fired a shot in battle). They founded such household stores as John Orrs, R H Henderson and William Cuthbert’s – and the Irish were on the mines.

Mining was one of those professions which attracted the best and the worst. John MacBride, to be shot by the British in Dublin in 1916, and Arthur Griffith, the founder of the political movement Sinn Fein, were with other Irish lads out in the old Transvaal working on the Langlaagte mine. Others were across in Griqualand West at the diamond diggings, where illicit diamond buying, prominent in this novel, was the order of the day.

Meanwhile, back in Dublin, and stirred up by Griffith, Maud Gonne and W B Yeats pro-Boer excitement swept nationalist Ireland, as fervent as pro-Gaza sentiment today. And being Irish and to complicate matters, Irish Catholic soldiers in the Irish regiments in the British army out in South Africa served heroically as front-line spear-head forces – the Dublin Fusiliers, Connaught Rangers, 5th Royal Lancers – about 30,000 in total. The finest war memorial in Great Britain and Ireland is the triumphal arch at the top of Dublin’s Grafton Street. The names of the dead from the slums of Dublin are engraved on that South African war memorial, a reminder that life is not always convenient for any nationalist narrative.

Belfast’s Harland and Wolfe built Union Castle liners. There were Irish mission stations in the Karoo and Zululand; a host of Irish-South African newspaper founders and editors; and the extraordinary phenomenon in the 1920s of the newly created Irish Free State and General Hertzog’s South Africa hunting as a pack, in a ‘Fellowship of disaffection’, to undermine and destroy the British dominion system and, by extension, the British Empire.

And then arrived formal, structured and illogical apartheid. And slowly but surely a curtain came down between South Africa and the new post-World War II Western world. Soon, Irish governments were happy to airbrush away their old link with which southern Africa had dated back to the 1780s. They cautiously encouraged the Irish Anti-Apartheid Movement, which flourished in intellectual Dublin, and introduced some symbolic sanctions. Slowly but surely the gate slammed shut.

Such is the Irish diasporic background to this extraordinary saga penned by William Paterson, no stranger to either region; one a small green island with five million inhabitants and the other a large arid sub-continent with 65 million people. A salt-of-the-earth, honest, Afrikaner police detective, who could as easily have come from the peat bogs of Ireland; a mysterious young Irish woman found dead atop the train from godforsaken De Aar; the beginnings of forced removals; and lush subtropical and exotic Durban, where the track ends. And bookended between the wide expanses of South Africa is a nuanced Ireland of the late 1940s; poor, under-developed and confined within the structures laid down by the church. There is Wexford, where the Normans first landed in 1169; the timeless White’s Hotel in Wexford, where closing time meant the front door was shut but the spirit still flowed; and the working-class Liberties area of Dublin, where grinding poverty was assuaged by robust talk and sharp observation.

It is an accepted maxim that imperial Russian jewels are best avoided; bringing doom as they did, and no doubt still do to their current possessors. This is Paterson’s fast-moving chase after them, with the story’s equally exotic end beside a small koppie in the Orange Free State, a million miles away from the avarice brought by diamonds and the greed of men a continent away.  


Donal P. McCracken FLS, FRHistS, Emeritus Professor of History: University of KwaZulu-Natal

Irish books include: Irish Heritage in South Africa, MacBride’s Brigade: Irish Commandos in the Boer War, Ireland & South Africa and the Anglo-Boer War, Teddy Luther’s War, General Nicholson and Irish Threatening Letters.

Editor of Southern African-Irish Studies

Named South African Genealogist of the Year
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​Main Characters
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Manie Marais – Bloemfontein detective 

Rentia Myburgh – Clarens paleo-archaeologist and  Curator of the little Clarens Museum 

Nerene Marais – Manie’s musical sister in De Aar

Jannie van Niekerk – Manie and Nerene’s cousin. He and his family have a farm near Wamakersdrift.

Mavis April – Manie’s mixed-race housekeeper

Sophia Vitali-Kluczynska (“Zosha”) – Polish émigré lepidopterist at the Durban Museum

“Izambane” – nickname of Manie’s stalwart Zulu assistant, Lungelo Myeni

“Biscuit” – Portsmouth Detective George Baker, married to Judy

Theresa O’Brien – Irish postgrad student, seconded to “Zosha”

Anne Butler –  Tern ornithologist. Dwells on Forth Mountain

“Mazawatee” – Anne Butler’s mother

John Scantlebury Blankenheimer – Packard Car  representative. An American

Fiachra Brennan – Detective Inspector at The  Faythe Garda Station

Aleksander Turetsky – Polish refugee

The Potgieters – Pretentious Rhodesian couple

Adam & Alexandria – A couple from Manicaland, friends of Anne Butler
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​Preface
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Our novel is set in a notional 1949, but strays, in places, to compress a string of events, factual and otherwise. Except for a few people, now long gone, any resemblance to persons living is unintentional; and the characters in these pages are figments of my imagination. There is, however, a close echo of events in South Africa, its landscapes, history and prehistory. Some Russian and Irish passages parallel actuality even more closely, but you won’t be able to find that little graveyard in The Faythe, or the Phoenix in Bloemfontein, or the Ou Waenhuis in Clarens, although the NG Kerk clock tower does exist there, near Architect Gerhardt Moerdyk’s Manse.
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​Chapter One
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The girl’s body was wedged between the second and third carriage canopies. It was spotted first by Detective-Sergeant Manie Marais, who was at the Bloemfontein railway station awaiting the arrival of his spinster sister aboard the train from DeAar. 

The day remained hot, as only a Free State late afternoon can be, until a few moments later, there was the crash and tinkle of windows being blown shut all over the town by the sudden arrival of the hot dry highveld wind, which had dust-devilled its way across the Reddersburg livestock and mielie fields half an hour earlier, bringing a fog of fine dust and whirling paper.

It was early October, and no rain had fallen since April. The winter was well over, yet the few clouds that did form would drift away to the Maluti mountains in Lesotho. Most white office workers had gone home behind Naval Hill or had headed for sundowners at the Ramblers Club, a sports club and watering hole reserved for whites, as were all other Bloemfontein amenities. A few would have wandered off to the Mazelspoort riverbank to sip sundowners beneath the weeping willows, and, in time, to watch the usual evening train clatter across the bridge on its way to Brandfort, its lights twinkling. The all-enveloping dust soon arrived there too, exasperating the stargazers, yattering about exo-planets, who had gathered at the observatory. Viewings would be ruined for much of the night. 

It was also the time for Sotho labourers to queue for their buses in Power Street, near the abattoir and the ‘winkels vir naturelle’, which would transport them back to a squatter settlement called Kromdraai, with its unlit, stinking and littered paths, well away from the manicured lawns and streetlights of town.

Manie was torn between greeting his sister and responding to the sight of the body. Fortunately, he spotted a railway policeman alighting and rushed to enlist his help in stopping travellers from leaving the platform; after which he raced to the station master’s office to make calls summoning a police photographer, the police doctor and an ambulance. Then he returned to the platform, to hurriedly embrace his sister, asking her to wait inside the station buildings along with all the other alighted passengers so that he and the police might interview everyone from the second and third carriages.

‘Yuss!’ complained his sister. ‘What kind of welcome is this? We’ve brought the Vrystaat dust too!’ 

In time, he left it to the railway policeman to complete the interviews, and returned to the railway carriages, armed with a ladder to supervise the police photographer and examine the body in situ.

The girl was slim and clad in light bush-bashing clothes of cotton blouse and khaki slacks. Her socks were still there, but her shoes or boots were gone and had to be found later by a constable pacing along the track all the way to Wurasoord station, near Reddersburg. The dead girl was aged about twenty-five or so, slim, with wide cheekbones – almost Slavic, or Malaysian, he thought. Her mouth was generously lipsticked but locked in a rictus smile of pain. He searched about for other belongings, but there were none. 

Apologising to his sister, still sitting in the waiting room with her luggage, he arranged for a taxi to drive her to his house, then discussed the reports garnered by the railway policeman, who said that quite a few passengers had noticed a thump on the roof, as the train drew out of Wurasoord platform, near Reddersburg (the railway bypassed the dorp itself).

‘Well, at least we can speculate that the body fell from the Wurasoord railway footbridge. It’s a start,’ he thought. ‘My God, that poor girl! Slowly dying in the burning heat on the railway carriage roof; and what in heaven was she doing there? The only settlement nearby was a mission station. He sighed at the prospect of having to motor to that forlorn spot and decided to put it off until the Monday.

Spectators were kept at bay, except for the engine driver and stoker and stationmaster who pointed out that the delay was disrupting other services all the way down the line, in both directions. Inevitably, a reporter from Die Volksblad arrived just before a cub reporter from The Friend, managing to get through the barrier accompanied by a photographer lugging his Graflex.

‘No bloody photographs!’ shouted Manie.

‘But he’s taking photographs!’

‘He’s the police photographer, you bloody dummkopf – now bugger off, the lot of you, and take your Weegee-man with you, before I arrest all of you. You’ll get a police statement well before your deadline tonight... . You can phone me at home and here’s the number,’ he said handing out cards to both journalists but not the photographers.

The light had faded before the passengers, holed up in the station waiting-room were allowed to leave and before the police doctor had completed his examination. Only then was the girl lowered onto a stretcher and taken away to the police morgue, and only then was the dust-coated train released to proceed. 

Manie was tired of the palaver and was looking forward to catching up with his sister. He hoped that she wouldn’t like the idea of dining out on the first night after all – even though he had booked for dinner at the Bloemfontein Hotel where they put on a good spread. He felt burdened by the thought of having to prepare a statement for the papers. Inevitably the report would find its way through the local press thence to the Press Association and Reuters – and heaven knows where that would land up. He would have to offer his sister a drink and then disappear to write the press statement.

Marais’ wife, Emma, had died several years ago and he missed her terribly, particularly so, with both their sons having moved away, one to the Eastern Cape to farm fruit in Kirkwood, the other to Nottingham Road in Natal, with families and concerns of their own. Thus, it was comforting to have a close womanly relation in the house, with whom he got on very well, to supplement the motherly presence of his Coloured housekeeper, Mavis – who, probably, understood him better than anyone else. ‘Coloured’, is a curious South African nomenclature for a mixed-race person. She was permitted to live in rooms, attached, but separated from the rest of the house, and was not obliged to be out of Bloemfontein by the nightly nine o’clock siren, which would wail from the town’s power station chimneys. 

As he entered the house he heard music, and discovered his sister on the veranda, the French doors flung open, reclining on a wicker couch. She was holding a drink, which she held up in greeting and said, ‘SHhhh!’ At that moment the record changer, the latest thing, plopped the last disc onto the turntable. Then sounded the opening bars of the last movement of Liszt’s First Piano Concerto, with its bewitched exchange between the triangle, the plucked strings and the piano.

Manie quietly poured himself an Opsaal brandy and ginger ale, then stretched down beside her.

They remained silent long after the triumphal ending, until Manie said, 

‘Nerene, I am so pleased to see you but I am sorry that events made a “gemors” of my welcome. I had planned to take you out to dinner but now I must write a report immediately after supper –otherwise I will be in trouble with the newspapers – you know what they’re like.’

‘I am relieved we are not going out – in fact I am going to crash immediately after supper.’

The detective’s house was at the end of a short cul-de-sac which petered out into scrub at the foot of Naval Hill, a feature on the edge of the town, in a terrain where hills and koppies were few and far between, in a land where mirage-haunted roads ran straight from horizon to horizon.

The only other house in in their Kruis Street cul-de-sac was owned by an Eskenazi Jew, Cecil Bing and his Dutch artist wife, Beatrix. Cecil was a sub-editor at The Friend newspaper, which fought a noble but losing battle against the Afrikaans language newspaper, Die Volksblad. He whiled away his leisure hours writing occasional articles for overseas newspapers under a nom-de-plume and sailing his dinghy with their daughter Hannah on a farm dam. His wife stayed at home, made koeksisters, tended her flowerbeds with the garden boy, and painted large canvases with a great deal of art-school-trained talent. She pursued a form of stylised realism in portraying the deprived Sotho people all around her, their faces undernourished and exophthalmic. Manie professed to know ‘nothing about art’ but was drawn to her pictures. Hannah was in her first year, reading History. All were avid readers and competed in discovering unexpected novels at the modest municipal Library. Hannah’s current discovery was The Naked Moment set in Reykjavik, of all places. 

The Bings were cordial neighbours, and Manie had developed a friendship with Cecil, on the understanding that they possessed different views on religion and politics. Thus, on some Sundays, while the world was still bedewed, it would find them setting off to jog up and over Naval Hill, even while distant church bells sounded, barely disturbing the zebras which merely lifted their heads and left off grazing as they passed. The men’s exertions would end with a plunge in the municipal swimming pool at the southern foot of the hill.

At breakfast the next morning, Manie and his sister had just commenced to spoon up helpings of maas, sweetened with sugar and a squeeze of lemon, when the phone rang. It was Corporal van Heerden who said, ‘That body that came in late yesterday, in the morgue...’

‘Ja, well?’

‘The pathologist is grumbling about having to come in on Saturday, but he’s here now and insists that you come down to the station immediately – we’ve discovered something in her clothing.’

‘I wish you’d called me after breakfast. Okay, I’ll get down there,’ he said, putting down the receiver and, returning to the patio, said, ‘Sussie, I have to go down to the police station immediately. Tell Mavis I’ll have breakfast when I get back. It shouldn’t take too long, but not my idea of a free weekend that I had set aside to spend with you.’

Down at the station, the pathologist and his assistant were sitting in Marais’ office, smoking cigarettes.

‘Before we go through, I want you to look at these,’ the pathologist said, nodding to five unusually large gems the size of big walnut shells on the desk, one bright purple. ‘We found them in the lining of her bush trousers. In one of the pockets was this train ticket and a small notepad crammed with sundry notes about figures and images – take this example, “Schaaplaats Therianthropes part-human, part-animal / altered state / eland and a rhebuck hunt. Fossil footprints * Hoekfontein / Clocolan 14 dancing. 6 infibulated / palettes /7 steenbok 1 eland /Mfecane refuge” and then there’s this which she has underlined twice: “Ndedema. Cathedral Peak. Falling antelope Bethlehem also Clarens cave. Compare SA engravings rock art Blackstairs Leinster?” and on the next page “Doda Yegolide” doubly underlined – obviously very important – and a lot of gibberish. See, pages, and pages.’

‘The train ticket is made out to Miss Theresa O’Brien, 3B Coupe, 2nd Class for the train from Durban to Bloemfontein, thirty-five days ago, and those gemstones. She had no wallet, so no other means of identification. The purse contained a £10 note and there’s another £80 hidden in her brassiere, which has a small sachet to hide such things – oh, and loose change in her purse comprising a florin – look how it’s twisted right out of shape, funny, that – three shillings, a sixpence, and three tickeys. We noticed that the lining of her trousers had been cut close to the other gemstones, and then clumsily restitched, as if some gems had been removed. One more thing – this tiny shaped stone. It’s been flaked and chipped away as if to form a cutting tool.’

‘I know what that is – you find a lot of them on farms near Kathu, about three hours away in the Northern Cape. They were left behind by the Stone Age people forty thousand – maybe a million – years or so ago. I saw a collection of them in the McGregor Museum at Kimberley when I was visiting. Interesting that she was holding on to one. Kathu...that’s a long way away. What was she doing wandering around there – or perhaps a friend just gave it to her, as a keepsake?’ 

‘What about the shoes?’

‘We found them on the line near Reddersburg. Strange they came off. They’re hiking boots, mightily scuffed – lots of wear – they were bought from Cuthbert’s in Durban, according to the labels. But why were they found further down the track? And where are her socks? But something else, her clothes were both labelled, Hikers’ Haven, Wexford.’

‘Wexford? Where the hell’s that?’

‘Buggered if I know. Have you got an atlas? Or try the newspaper or the library.’

‘Well, there’s nothing we can do until Monday, so I’ll make out a list in front of you and then lock them in the safe for the weekend. As for the post-mortem, I’ll leave you to that sickening prospect and see you on Monday morning. That is, unless you find something else untoward – if so, feel free to phone me at home over the weekend.’

He was on the point of leaving the police station when he was called back by Corporal van Heerden, explaining that the station commander had left him in charge for an hour, during which he had to deal with a family of Indians who were caught travelling through the Orange Free State without a permit. The corporal appealed to him for his help as he was the most senior person present.

‘Where are they?’

‘Their car’s outside. I had to lock them into a spare cell. They’ve two young children with them, sir.’

Arriving at the cell, he saw a frightened family sitting on the floor. The parents looked prosperous enough, the wife swathed in a sari, he in a suit. There was a grandmother, similarly, clad in a nine-yard sari, and a boy and a girl aged about five or six. One of them, the boy, cried when Manie appeared.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, travelling to the Free State without registration...where are your identification papers?’

‘Your policeman took them, sir. Sir, it is an emergency. We live in Ladysmith and got a call from our Cape Town cousins in the Bo-Kaap, in Dorp Street, sir, to say that our grandfather was dying and that we should come quickly. That was last night, sir. When we got to the Ladysmith police station last night, we found it closed, so were unable to get our papers in order. We decided to travel from four o’clock this morning to Bloemfontein and report to the nearest police station – which we have done, hoping that the police will understand that we were not trying to break the law, sir.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Abdel Fattah and this is my wife, Jawaria,’ he said, going on to reel off the other names. 

‘You had better come with me to your car. Corporal!’ he shouted, and when the latter appeared, said, ‘Take this family through to the European waiting room and let the ladies use the toilet, if they wish. I am taking the driver to the car so that I can inspect it. Hand me his keys, please.’

‘But Sir...the European waiting room and toilet.’

‘You kept these people in a cell without any facilities, no food and I’m sure that the ladies will want to use the toilet. If you can’t bear the idea, just look away... . Get one of the kaffirs to wash out the lavatory with Jeyes Fluid after they’ve gone.’

‘Fattah, open the boot and a car door. I want to look inside.’ Manie lifted out the suitcases and peered about inside the car with a detective’s eye; then satisfied, after inspecting the contents of the cases said, ‘All right, you can go. I’ll get the corporal to hand back your passes. You must exit the Free State today and report to the Colesburg police station. I’ll phone ahead and tell them to expect your car. All you have to do is to go in and get the release paper signed, which we will get from the corporal. They won’t delay you. Where are you stopping overnight? If you get as far as Beaufort West, contact a Dominee Barnard who looks after the Coloured folk. He’ll find a place for you to stay overnight. Do you need food? Your children must be hungry, even if you grown-ups are not. I’ll drive ahead of you to the nearest café and come with you inside, just to make sure they don’t kick up a fuss about serving you.’

‘Officer, sir, may you be blessed for your kindness. Salam-u-’Alaikum.’

Manie stood outside the café and watched the Indian’s vehicle disappear into the distance, the children waving. Driving back to breakfast and his sister, his tummy rumbling, his mind continued to dwell on the circumstances surrounding the mysterious death of Theresa O’Brien. Who was Julius Nkoko and why was she carrying a florin so twisted out of shape that it was useless as a coin – and that stone...? Were the latter just keepsakes, or did they have a greater significance, he wondered?

You could see a family resemblance between Manie and his sister, although she was slightly freckled and a few inches shorter. She had been engaged to a dashing South African Air Force officer attached to the meteorological department just before the Second World War until she discovered that he was carrying on an affair with another girl. She broke off the engagement with such disillusionment that she remained a spinster, from that time on devoting herself to teaching at the girls’ school. With the effluxion of time, she took up the post of Assistant Principal. She encouraged a love of classical music among her pupils with the dream that no girl would complete an education at the school without being able to read musical notation and to play an instrument. The De Aar School duly gained a reputation for such endeavours and many a girl distinguished herself in the national Eisteddfods. 

She was taking the holiday break to visit her brother, and a cousin who owned a sheep farm at Wamakersdrift, near Koffiefontein. When their cousin, Jannie van Niekerk, was not preoccupied by the farm, his wife and their children, he pursued the study of termites whose anthills were a feature of the landscape.

Manie, her brother was content with his lot of rising to detective inspector, hoping that he would have reached Captain, or perhaps even Lieutenant-Colonel by the time of his retirement. Of late, he developed a nervous twitch in his right eye which caused him to be nicknamed ‘Winker Marais’. The nervous tic was occasionally misconstrued by prisoners during interviews and a few women. During the war years he had been posted (as a Key Worker and thus excused from joining up) to Jagersfontein, about an hour and a half away, on an untarred and dusty road. Here, his time was taken up with the usual commotions associated with the Italian prisoners-of-war camp and the 500 South African detainees. The latter were considered to be dangerously active in the extreme right-wing organisation called Ossewa Brandwag (Ox wagon-Burning Watch / Sentinal). One of the detainees, a Hendrik Verwoerd, was to rise to prominence after the war by becoming a Senator when the right-wing Nationalist party swept into power in 1948. It was a matter of continuing amusement that Jagersfontein was the source of the enormous Jubilee Diamond, presented to Queen Victoria on her Jubilee and the prisoner of a Senator bitterly committed to ridding South Africa of British influence. It was now 1949 and Manie was proud that predominantly the Nationalists were now in power, even though his interest in politics did not burn brightly.

It was early closing day, and he humoured his sister by driving her into town to shop at Fichardt’s and Sonop. Shopping was his least favourite chore but, because it was his sister, he persevered. The last port of call was Ivan Haarburger’s in a high, pressed-steel ceilinged, musical instrument shop where she bought viola strings and tried out the new uprights which, mysteriously, had found their way from Leipzig, behind the Iron Curtain. Tucked away, in a far corner, was a celeste, slumbering in its cobweb heaven, until awoken by Nerene’s fingers.

He broke the news that he had to drive to Wurasoord on the Monday before they went across the road to the Bings, who had invited them for dinner that evening. He was relieved when she said, ‘Well, perhaps I should come with you after which you can drive me to the van Niekerks – if they agree; I could visit them first and then come back and visit you for second week. Good idea?’

There was a bowl of orange river lilies on the dining table. The Bings liked their food and Cecil always took over from the Coloured maid when it came to the preparation and roasting of the beef and potatoes. He claimed that few knew how to make gravy properly – and that Bing was one of them. This he shouted to his guests from the kitchen during the critical roasting process, meanwhile quaffing a fair portion of the glass of cabernet sauvignon intended for the gravy. Cecil would grumble that it really should have been mature Bordeaux, but beggars could not be choosers.

Their other guest was a Father Jacobus, an extraordinary Flemish priest who had driven his careworn bakkie from his parish near the border of Lesotho and would stay overnight with the Bings, departing early in the morning to arrive at dawn in time to administer communion to his indigenous flock. The main purpose of his Bloemfontein visit was to collect donated food supplies from Fichardt’s and some other stores. He was an enthusiastic painter though some Free State cognoscenti disparaged his fauve de Vlaminck-like pictures of donkeys, farm labourers and sunflowers as ‘daubs’. His hosts would switch to Afrikaans to deter him from attempting to speak what the priest imagined to be English. Even to understand his almost incomprehensible guttural Flemish was difficult, despite the fact that both languages – Afrikaans and Flemish – are akin.

Sales from his paintings went towards supporting the poorest of his Tswana flock at his little school near the border.

‘So the Russkies now have the bomb too,’ said Cecil. ‘Now we’ve got both the Yanks and the Soviets able to blow us all to smithereens – mind you, it could turn out to be a Mexican stand-off...enemies with hands on their six-shooters, wondering who’s going to fire first. A pity about the Russians – great music, great literature, great art, but ghastly leaders. I read that their bomb was tested secretly somewhere in the Kazakh region, wherever that is, of middle eastern Europe. It was only discovered by American surveillance aircraft reporting a surge in radioactivity. There’s much agitation in the airwaves as well...Bill Thatcher, a sub on the paper is a ham radio enthusiast. He invited us around to his house the other day to listen to the first broadcast of Radio Free Europe, transmitted on shortwave from Munich, and aimed at Soviet-controlled countries. Interesting – but a bit too much brazenly anti-Communist rhetoric.’

‘Agree, let’s talk about something else. Sussie, that was an awful return to Bloemfontein you had – Manie, you too, although I suppose you’ve been hardened to such sights. Who was the girl?’

‘I can’t tell you more than you’ve read in the papers today, as you realise that we’re still investigating...I believe you have travelled always from Thaba Nchu, Mr – er – Father,’ Manie said, changing the subject. ‘Now our Nationalist Party is in power, I was told privately of the intention to create a self-governing territory there and in other places where the Twana peoples predominate. There’s even talk of developing a casino resort to generate income when independence is established. What do think of the idea, Father?’

‘All that is news to me. What is your source?’ he asked, as Cecil, the journalist, became all ears.

‘This is just talk behind closed doors,’ Manie said, ‘but it seems reliable...’

Gutturally, Fr Jacobus exploded into Flemish: ‘It would be the end of innocence, and attract corruption and prostitution and probably a wave of illicit drug-taking as well. It’s the worst idea I have ever heard. Surely, if your new government wants to implement a divide and rule principle, there are far better ways of creating wealth for the new principality. If what you describe does come about, I will pack up and go home to a saner society in Belgium.’

‘But surely, the idea of separate development is worth considering? Here we have eleven different tribes of indigenous peoples proudly struggling to retain their identity against a flood of the worst evidence of westernisation which is destroying their culture – sacrificed for rattletrap motorcars, tin cans and alcohol – you name it – to join the other two tribes of South Africa, the Afrikaans and the English, who – even they – are struggling to come to terms with the elements that divide them? Would it not be better to implement separate development, gradually easing the tribes into the twentieth century?’

‘This is social engineering in too small a country,’ said Cecil, mindful of the Pogroms his parents suffered from in Lithuania where the Jewish quarter was regularly invaded by Gentiles, at Easter, shouting, ‘You murdered Christ, so you must die!’ His grandparents had lost their lives in one of those episodes. ‘Development might work to preserve the tribes in the Amazon, on the other hand, but here they lived in giant and remote regions, barely penetrated by “civilising” elements. That might work, even though ecotourism will ruin them in the end. No, South Africa can do without a vision of Brave New World, developed by a Stellenbosch pro-Nazi professor in an ivory tower; and again, it is mad logic to plonk a “sin resort” right in the middle of a tribe you’re hoping to keep separate to protect their endangered culture. It’s bonkers.’ 

Spotting the dangerous direction the conversation was heading (Manie was bristling to retort), Bing’s wife said, ‘I think we artists are an endangered species too. What can we do to protect us struggling artists, I wonder? Manie, would you like another helping? Just hand me your plate,’ and this was enough to head off a political argument, with Cecil saying, ‘As the zebras on Naval Hill might tell you, there is protection and strength in numbers – so why don’t you form a group of enlightened artists and writers here – I can think of a few more – like that writer near Koffiefontein – and see who could be found to help promote your interests? There’s much talk about the furtherance of Afrikaanse Kultuur, at the moment, so I’m sure that a person of influence could be found to support the idea. Perhaps you could call yourselves “The Zebra Group”, or something.’ 

‘Ag Ja, well, now fine. It’s a good idea but it might start with hubris and end in a muddle – you know how independent artists are – we all even squabble among ourselves. Incidentally, Father, have you had the opportunity of visiting Basutoland recently? I hear a Chinese couple have opened a new restaurant in Maseru and their speciality is sweet-and-sour fish sticks!’ which made everyone laugh, the capital of the mountain kingdom being so very far from the sea, fish would have seemed to be the most unlikely pièce de résistance on the menu.

‘On Maseru visits we used to enjoy lunch at Boccaccio’s, owned by an Italian in Half Moon Street. Amazing how Italians can make any restaurant they open a roaring success, no matter how remote it is. Maseru’s hardly a metropolis. Delicious food, until it was burnt down.’

By the time the dessert of home-made ice cream was served in a bowl of scooped-out pawpaw, the conversation had moved back to the Cold War in Europe and speculations about the future, blurred in a haze of good wine and cigarette smoke. Beatrix had fallen asleep where she sat – she always nodded off after a glass of wine or two.

‘Yuss,’ exclaimed Nerene, as they pushed open the garden gate at Manie’s house. ‘You certainly trod on the priest’s toes when you talked about a casino! He is certainly revolted by the idea of forced separate development, too, isn’t he?!’

‘Well what else does he think we can do with all these Kaffirs? Thank God Bloemfontein has a solution by getting them out of town by nine o’clock at night – less chance of our being murdered in our beds. When I hear a nine o’clock sound I’m comforted that the town is secure. About tomorrow...I’ll get up early and phone Bethany Mission station about our visit.’

While, by 1949 it was possible to make direct-dialling telephone calls within city limits, this was not so to rural settlements. For Manie to call the mission station near Reddersburg, he had to book a trunk call through the Bloemfontein municipal switchboard. Voice quality was poor and callers had to bellow to be heard.

‘Is that Pastor Roentsch?’ he howled down the line.

‘Yes, who’s calling?’

‘It is the Detective Inspector Marais, of the Bloemfontein police station. I wish to call on you today to make enquiries.’

‘Is it about the dead girl? Terrible business. Yes, she stayed here for one night several weeks ago, but I know nothing much more, though you are welcome to visit. We will have a lunch ready for you. Goodbye,’ then he heard a rattling click as the receiver was put down.
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