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Dramatis Personae



KEY TO TITLES AND DECORATIONS USED IN THIS SECTION:






	Bt


	Baronet







	CB


	Companion of the Most Honourable Order of the Bath







	CBE


	Commander of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire







	CMG


	Commander of the Order of St Michael and St George







	CVO


	Commander of the Royal Victorian Order







	DFC


	Distinguished Flying Cross







	DSO


	Distinguished Service Order







	DTD


	Dekoratie voor Trouwe Dienst (Decoration for Devoted Service)







	HE


	His/Her Excellency







	HM


	His/Her Majesty







	Hon


	Honourable







	HRH


	His/Her Royal Highness







	HSH


	His/Her Serene Highness







	KBE


	Knight Commander of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire







	KCB


	Knight Commander of the Most Honourable Order of the Bath







	KCMG


	Knight Commander of the Order of St Michael and St George







	KCVO


	Knight Commander of the Royal Victorian Order







	Kt


	Knight







	MC


	Military Cross







	OM


	Order of Merit







	PC


	Privy Counsellor







	TRH


	Their Royal Highnesses








THE ROYAL FAMILY


HM the King, George VI, second son of George V, Emperor of India and King of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and the British territories beyond the seas*


HM the Queen, formerly Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, daughter of the Earl of Strathmore (Queen Elizabeth in the context of this book)*


HM Queen Mary, the Queen Mother


HRH Princess Elizabeth, the Heiress Presumptive (now Queen Elizabeth II)*


HRH Princess Margaret, her younger sister*


HRH Prince George, the Duke of Kent, the King’s younger brother, killed on wartime service, and his beautiful widow, Marina, the Duchess of Kent, sister of Princess Olga of Greece


The Earl and Countess of Athlone, he HSH Prince Alexander of Teck, brother of Queen Mary, she HRH Princess Alice of Albany, a granddaughter of Queen Victoria; Governor-General of the Union of South Africa 1924–1930 and Canada 1940–1946 (‘Uncle Alge and Aunt Alice’ to the Royal Family)


EUROPEAN ROYALS


HM the King of Greece, wartime refugee in South Africa. Ascended the throne on 1 April 1947, the day of the royal arrival in Johannesburg


HM the Queen of Greece, wartime refugee, as Princess Frederica of Greece, in South Africa, intimate friend of Field-Marshal Smuts


HRH Prince Paul of Yugoslavia, the former Regent of Yugoslavia, living in exile in Johannesburg


HRH Princess Paul of Yugoslavia (Olga), his beautiful wife, daughter of Princess Nicholas of Greece and sister of the Duchess of Kent, living in exile in Johannesburg


HRH Prince Alexander, their son, godson of King George VI


HRH Prince Nicholas, their younger son


HRH Princess Elizabeth, their daughter


THE HOUSEHOLD


Sir Alan Lascelles, PC, KCB, KCVO, CMG, MC, the Chief Private Secretary to the King*


Major Thomas Harvey, DSO, Private Secretary to the Queen


Wing Commander Peter Townsend, DSO, DFC and Bar, Battle of Britain fighter ace, Equerry to the King*


Lieutenant-Commander Peter Ashmore, DSC, RN, Equerry to the King, who attended Stansbury’s (Western Province Prep)


Lady Harlech (née Gascoyne-Cecil), Lady-in-Waiting to the Queen, wife of the former High Commissioner for Southern Africa*


Lady Delia Peel (née Spencer), Lady-in-Waiting to the Queen*


Lady Margaret Egerton, Lady-in-Waiting to the Princesses, subsequently married to Jock Colville, appointed Private Secretary to Princess Elizabeth (and previously Chamberlain’s and Churchill’s wartime Private Secretary)*


Captain [Sir] Lewis Ritchie, CVO, CBE, RN, the King’s Press Secretary, scribe of the Tour Diary, also popular author of maritime stories under the pseudonym ‘Bartameus’


THE PROCONSULS AND THEIR LADIES


HE Gideon Brand van Zyl, the Governor-General of South Africa, the King’s representative in South Africa, and his wife, Marie*


Lady Duncan (Alice), widow of Sir Patrick Duncan, the former Governor-General of South Africa


HE Sir John Kennedy, Governor of Southern Rhodesia, and Lady Kennedy


The Hon Sir Evelyn Baring, KCMG, the High Commissioner and his wife, Lady Mary Baring


Lord Harlech, former High Commissioner and husband of the Queen’s Lady-in-Waiting


HE Lady Moore (Daphne), wife of the Governor of Ceylon, intimate friend of Field-Marshal Smuts


Viscountess Milner, influential widow of Viscount (Alfred) Milner, High Commissioner for Southern Africa and Governor of the Cape colonies and later the Transvaal and Orange River colonies (‘Aunt Violet’ to Lady Harlech), editor of the National Review


Field-Marshal the Rt Hon Jan Christiaan Smuts, OM, Prime Minister of South Africa, Minister of External Affairs and Defence, a former Boer War general, intellectual giant and now an imperialist and internationalist, head of the ruling United Party since 1939


Isie Smuts (née Krige), his wife


The Rt Hon Jan (Jannie) Hofmeyr, Smuts’s wartime deputy, and a great hope among South African liberals; bachelor


Mrs Deborah Hofmeyr, his formidable mother, who kept house for him


Major the Hon Piet van der Byl, MC, Minister of Native Affairs, and Joy, his beautiful, imperious wife


The Hon Harry Lawrence, Minister of Justice, and of Social Welfare and Demobilisation, and Jean, his glamorous wife


Dr the Hon Colin Steyn, Minister of Labour


Mrs Rachel Steyn, his mother, widow of the last president of the Orange Free State


The Rt Hon EF Watermeyer, the Chief Justice, and his wife, Nellie


The Hon JG Carinus, Administrator of the Cape Province, and Mrs Carinus, his wife


Dr the Hon SP Barnard, Administrator of the Orange Free State (United Party)


The Hon DE Mitchell, Administrator of Natal, and Mrs Mitchell (United Party)


General the Hon JJ Pienaar, DTD, Administrator of the Transvaal, and Mrs Pienaar


General the Hon JBM Hertzog, former Boer general, head of the Fusion government of the 1930s, ousted by Smuts in 1939 over the neutrality issue.


Dr the Hon DF Malan, leader of the Gesuiwerde Nasionale Party (Purified National Party), the Official Opposition, and Maria, his second wife


The Hon Nicolaas Havenga, leader of the Afrikaner Party


Margaret Ballinger MP, trenchant liberal member of the white Native Representative Council (NRC) in Parliament


Senator Edgar Brookes, Native Representative for Natal and Zululand


Senator Hyman Basner, co-founder of the African Democratic Party, elected senator to represent the Africans of the Transvaal and Orange Free State


Senator Major the Hon George Richards, Natal senator and éminence grise of various Empire Leagues in South Africa


ARMED FORCES AND POLICE


Vice-Admiral Sir Clement Moody, RN, Commander-in-Chief, the South Atlantic Station, Simon’s Town, and Lady Moody


General Sir Pierre van Ryneveld, KBE, CB, DSO, MC, Chief of the General Staff, Union Defence Force, and Lady Van Ryneveld


Major-General RJ (Bobby) Palmer, DSO, Commissioner of the South African Police


Major G Bestford, DSO, Officer Commanding, Police College, Pretoria


Brigadier HG Willmott, CBE, Officer Commanding, Western Cape Command, and later military attaché at the South African High Commission, London, later still twice Chief of Staff of the South African Air Force (SAAF), and his wife, Alison


Colonel Toby Moll, DSO, Officer Commanding, Air Force Base Ysterplaat


Group Captain Adolph (Sailor) Malan, DSO and Bar, DFC and Bar, South African fighter ace of the Battle of Britain, later leader of the Torch Commando


Mrs Edith O’Connor, impressive National Secretary and Chief Executive of the South African Women’s Auxiliary Services (SAWAS), formerly instrumental in setting up the South African Women’s Agricultural Union, which had similar ideals and aspirations to the Women’s Institute.


AFRICAN REGENTS, NATIONALIST LEADERS AND CIVIC AND OTHER PERSONALITIES


Mr Abe Bloomberg, Mayor of Cape Town, and Miriam, his wife


Councillor Ahmed Ismail, Cape Town City Council


YM Dadoo, President of the South African Indian Congress


Mahatma Gandhi, leader of the Indian independence movement against British rule


Mrs Vijaya Pandit, Jawaharlal Nehru’s formidable sister


AB Xuma, President-General of the African National Congress (ANC), and his wife, Madie Hall, an African American


Albert Luthuli, Representative Chief of the Zulu at the Ngoma Nkosi, later ANC leader and Nobel Peace Prize winner


Tshekedi Khama, Regent of Bechuanaland


Prince Cyprian Bhekuzulu ka Solomon ka Dinuzulu, heir to the Zulu Royal House


Mr Howard Glover, Mayor of Queenstown, and his wife, Edith


Mr JG Benadé, Mayor of Bloemfontein, and Mrs Benadé


Mr Rupert Ellis Brown, Mayor of Durban, and his impressive wife, Clare


AI Kajee, Chairman of the Durban Indian Reception Committee


Mr DP van Heerden, Mayor of Pretoria


Mr James Gray, Mayor of Johannesburg, and his wife, Ethel


Sir De Villiers (Div) Graaff, Bt, future leader of the United Party, and Lady Graaff


Sir Ernest Oppenheimer, Kt, financial genius, who controlled Anglo American Corporation and De Beers, and Lady Oppenheimer, his second wife


Sir Alfred Hennessy, Kt, Chairman of the Colonial Orphan Chamber, Chairman of the Cableway Company, and Lady Hennessy


Lady Jones, wife of Sir Roderick Jones, Chairman of Reuters, and better known as Enid Bagnold, the popular English novelist; visitor to South Africa during the tour and correspondent of Lady Diana Cooper


Frank Gillard, CBE, in charge of the BBC coverage of the royal tour of southern Africa


Elsa Joubert, Paarl-born, teenage niece of SP Barnard, Administrator of the Orange Free State, later a celebrated author


Note: For a fuller description of entries marked with an asterisk (*) the reader is encouraged to visit www.1947royaltourdp.com.
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Introduction



This is a tale of long ago now. Almost all the players have left the stage although, phenomenally, one of the leads, Queen Elizabeth II, still survives in the central, pivotal role for which the tour must surely have been a partial preparation and a formative experience. The Empire has vanished and Britain and the Commonwealth have changed out of all recognition.


The South Africa it describes has gone too. Physically, a little remains, often much altered, brutalised or neglected, but the photographs, documents and above all newsreels provide a window on the setting of these extraordinary and momentous months and the events that played out within them. Added to this there are contemporary accounts – like gold dust for the researcher – and there survive too the memories of old people: some vivid, others also vivid but alas not always supported by the evidence of hard fact. They record a world that was essentially middle class in its values, and a deferential one at that.


But images, memories and manners are not enough. They do not generate the authentic whiffs and stenches of an age, and the reader is asked to conjure up the pervading smells of heat and dust, of acrid railway-engine smoke and cinders, of eucalyptus and pepper trees, of Yardley’s Lavender and the friendly tang of the Indian Ocean on a summer’s morning; of human sweat and horse sweat and saddle leather; of well-watered English annuals and rain on the parched African veld; of Scotch and Dutch baking, African beer, braaied meat and coffee with scalded milk; of wicker and stoep polish and teatime silver in the sunshine, of African thatch and drinks trays in the evenings; of Drakensberg and Highveld air alike like wine, and the uniquely pungently scented Bushveld night, as a background to it all.


This book attempts to place the royal tour in its post-war context of the history of South Africa and the Commonwealth. The Union of South Africa then was an autonomous Dominion in what was still called the British Commonwealth, and Jan Smuts, by far its most celebrated prime minister and internationalist, clearly saw it best served and best able to serve the wider international community in this status. At that date, therefore, despite being made up of many tribes and races, the country bore the unmistakable imprint of Pax Britannica. Aside from what G Ward Price, a senior journalist following the tour, euphemistically described as ‘minority politics’, the social character of white South Africa was, he considered, the closest possible overseas reproduction of English provincial life. ‘The average Englishman,’ he wrote, ‘[when] asked where he feels most at home in the Empire, says South Africa.’1


English-speaking South Africa gave a decided flavour to the era; with hindsight, some Afrikaans-speakers who grew up then will also now admit this. Its history has subsequently tended to be swept under the carpet. For, in spite of its immediate success, the tour would be the swan song of that age in this land. In attempting to reinforce the concept of a constitutional monarchy as the binding force of the British Commonwealth, it could not fail to focus attention on the issue of a revitalised and aggressive Afrikaner ascendancy with an emotive aim to transform the Union back into the Boer republic out of which its supporters felt they had been cheated in 1910. And although their proposed boycotts mostly failed, it was hardly surprising that emerging black and Indian politicians attempted to use the tour to highlight the issue of inequality and racial segregation.


This issue now hovered, unresolved and incrementally resented, like a storm cloud on the horizon of a seemingly endlessly sunny land. DF Malan, the leader of the Nationalist opposition, knew his predominantly white electorate well. If the success of the royal tour had succeeded in significantly neutralising the urgency felt among his followers to break with the imperial connection, he had up his sleeve another far more potent neurosis to appeal to. This was race and their fear of being swamped by a black majority.
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Royal Garden Party, Westbrooke, Rondebosch. In the foreground is Queen Elizabeth, with Governor-General Gideon Brand van Zyl to her left, and the King and the Princesses behind. IAN SHAPIRO COLLECTION


The telling moment would come a year hence at the general election. For now, from February to April 1947, much of the Union, together with its neighbouring territories, gave itself over to participate in, and follow avidly through the media, the royal progress: ‘The King and Queen’s every breath and movement’, as the visiting novelist Enid Bagnold put it in a letter home, was being ‘blown through Africa at all hours on the wireless’.2


In spite of a background of a Britain diminished by the crippling cost of the war and the welfare state experiment, coupled with enduring a catastrophic winter, the heraldry, the mounted police escorts, the triumphal arches, the great military march pasts, the glittering balls and garden parties, the aSozizwe-ing and ululating tribes and township dwellers, the gloved salutes and curtsying ladies all combined to provide a spectacle South Africa has never seen before or since. It was brilliantly staged and enacted by the leads with grace and glamour, and the majority of South Africans, of all races, enjoyed themselves thoroughly and cheered, as a bemused American reporter from Life magazine felt constrained to put it afterwards, ‘as if the parade of Empire was just beginning’3 and not, in fact, just beginning to fade.


In a racially torn country, no single event will ever be the cause of national pride, celebration and joy. Nevertheless, despite its detractors among the various nationalist politicians with their respective agendas – Afrikaner, Indian and black – this event, uniquely, seems to have come the closest to being just that in the long and disputatious history of South Africa.


Many of the ideals, mores and manners of that era seem foreign in today’s world. Some may even be construed as offensive. Certainly it is a mistake to over-romanticise times gone by. In the middle of the twentieth century, LP Hartley began his celebrated novel The Go-Between with a sentence that stands as one of the most loved opening lines of twentieth-century fiction. It is at once highly evocative, distancing and very telling. ‘The past,’ he wrote, ‘is like a foreign country; they do things differently there.’ By this light we should try and judge it, as we peer through history’s telescope, not blind to its shortcomings but trying to understand what is now, after all, not one but two South Africas ago. And what followed it.





CHAPTER 1
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Arrival


Cape Town, 17 February 1947


The southeaster, which seemed to have blown all summer, singeing the oaks and hydrangeas, flattening the wheat before the harvest, spoiling the crayfish catch, the surf riding and the holiday season at Muizenberg, spoiling the opening day of the cricket at Newlands, spoiling much of the racing season at Kenilworth and Milnerton, and spoiling, really – as the Cape ladies remarked to one another, in tones not entirely devoid of satisfaction – spoiling, really, the Centlivres–Warr-King wedding1 – blew itself out on the evening of 16 February. A great calm suddenly fell across the land and even the pounding waves of the two great oceans that surrounded it seemed suddenly stilled.


It was the break in the Cape weather patterns for which those who lived there held their very breath, for when it came they knew for certain they lived in an Eden. Of course they wanted the Royal Family to think so too. Only twenty-four hours before, everything planned for the big day would have been ruined. The arrival at the docks, the State Entry into the city, the flags and bunting, the planned garden party at Westbrooke the day after, the floodlighting of the mountain and the fireworks – all would have been seriously jeopardised by the gale; it was even doubtful if the great battleship would have been able to enter the harbour.2
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HMS Vanguard approaches the newly completed Duncan Dock. The caption is Queen Elizabeth’s; the photograph was used as the Royal Family’s Christmas card for 1947.
IAN SHAPIRO COLLECTION


Everyone had dreaded such an eventuality; now, their prayers seemed to have been answered. All over the Cape Peninsula and the Boland men stared up into the still, bright, starry heavens surrounding the Southern Cross,3 and said to their wives: ‘They’ll have a fine day of it tomorrow.’ ‘King’s weather!’ came the happy replies, for in those days the Cape, or at least the Anglo-Cape, was well versed in such royal lore, handed down by oral tradition and kept alive in the popular imagination by the daily papers, the cinema and the historical novel.4


And so it was, after all, a perfect summer’s day. The sun, the great, hot, Cape February sun, rose on the dazzling set-piece that nature had devised: the tremendous triumvirate of mountains beneath which nestled a city that could still just be called beautiful – proudly though erroneously held by its citizens to be the second oldest in the Empire. That morning, freed at last from the lashing wind and invested in the Cape’s as yet unpolluted, ivory, Mediterranean light, the setting presented a sight that reminded more than one observer of a Canaletto. Before the city lay the glassy, blue bay, covered in a fine morning mist. ‘It’ll burn off,’ said everyone (weather bores all to a man), and so it did and just before nine 9 am HMS Vanguard hove majestically into sight over the Eastern Mole – or so at any rate The Cape Argus put it that evening, employing centuries-old English maritime jargon, and knowing full well that in such a context their readers would expect it.


At 52 250 long tons (deep load), with a complement of 1 975, it was, at that date, the biggest battleship ever built.5 In the still morning air, the Royal Standard barely fluttered from the masthead, and as the great warship slowly moved forward towards the newly completed Duncan Dock, its bugles sounded out across the water. It was a magnificent sight.


All central Cape Town had been closed to traffic since 9 pm the previous evening and was to remain so until midnight that night. Since 4.30 am that morning, with the street lamps still burning, special trains had poured into its main station, at times at barely two-minute intervals. This terminus was still a marvellous Victorian edifice, all teak ticket booths and arched iron girders and glass, with a Renaissance façade on Adderley Street. From Simon’s Town, Stellenbosch, Paarl and Touwsrivier the trains steamed in; from Caledon, Worcester and Somerset West still they came, teak-shuttered and green-leathered, on time, clean and segregated, disgorging their expectant passengers into an already crowded town. That night, an extra 14 trains were added to the already well augmented service to take Capetonians back to the suburbs. By the time the Royal Family departed five days later, the station had handled an unprecedented 1 500 000 passengers.6


A great tide of motor traffic had inched towards the city from the outlying suburbs and dorps (villages). Those with priority passes displayed were waved forward by the specially deployed traffic constables; policemen, still dressed identically to London bobbies, directed the streams of pedestrians to vantage points along the route. Some, like the Vintcent family, who had happily set out ‘to be there to welcome them’, got no further than De Waal Drive and, giving up, parked their car alongside hundreds of others for a bird’s-eye view of the proceedings.7


A similar view greeted two thousand schoolchildren clad in white from all the schools in Sea Point who, on the initiative of Cape Town’s Joint School Board, now stood up to attention along 100-foot (30-metre) paths specially cut into the Cape heath on Signal Hill; for those on the decks of Vanguard these spelt out WELCOME. By command of the King, the ship at once signalled a response that was relayed up to the children and WELCOME erupted, suddenly acquiring a life of its own as they waved and cheered back delightedly as loudly as they could.8


Excitement on board was apparently just as great, or so reported the special South African Press Association (SAPA) correspondent covering the outward voyage, in a technically advanced ship-to-shore phone call made as the battleship finally swung to starboard to pass through the harbour’s narrow entrance, leaving the three South African frigates – their local naval escorts – behind. Overhead, Venturas and Sunderlands of the South African Air Force did a fly-past in close formation.9


‘It was a wonderful day as we approached Cape Town,’ wrote Princess Elizabeth later to her grandmother, Queen Mary, ‘and when I caught my first glimpse of Table Mountain I could hardly believe that anything could be so beautiful.’10


Every window on the processional route was given over to the fortunate and well connected, and many a favour had been called in to secure these. The balconies of the department stores and the handsome buildings of the financial district – gay with flags, bunting, crowns and loyal greetings – were jammed. The remaining third of the unallotted seats on the specially erected grandstands along the half mile (0.8-kilometre) of road that linked the docks to the foot of Adderley Street – crossing the wasteland that was still the newly reclaimed Foreshore and now proudly named Kingsway by the Cape Town City Council – had changed hands for £8. The rest had been given out free to municipalities as far afield as Namaqualand, where they were awarded by ballot, often with greatly reduced train tickets. Interestingly, in that pre-apartheid age, both Europeans and Non-Europeans were eligible for these.11


Before J Berth a specially built, giant reception arena had been erected – a triumphal arch (‘The Gateway to Africa’), flanked by crown-topped masts, sweeping stands and a royal pavilion, all executed in that curious synthesis of a medieval tournament and British post-war modern design. A new age had dawned, and no one – whether courtier or member of the Palace Advance Party,12 Admiralty, Dominion Office or the Central Committee coordinating the visit in South Africa, all of whom had had a hand in this – wished to be seen to be behind the times.
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The King greets the Governor-General, while Mrs Van Zyl curtsies in front of Jan Smuts and General Sir Pierre van Ryneveld salutes. At right is the triumphal arch leading to Kingsway. IAN SHAPIRO COLLECTION


As Vanguard approached yet nearer, a cry went up from among the tens of thousands who lined the docks: ‘There they are!’ And there indeed, on the specially built saluting platform that had replaced the anti-aircraft mount on top of ‘B’ turret as part of the battleship’s temporary conversion into the royal yacht, stood the Royal Family – the King with his tall, athletic build in the white uniform of Admiral of the Fleet surveying the scene through a pair of field glasses, the Queen and Princesses deliberately still in simple day dresses. Nervously, a smattering of applause broke out, for the reality of royal occasions was unknown to the crowd, except for newsreels shown in cinemas. The Queen at once responded with the charming, twirling royal wave that was her trademark, and responsive cheers seemed to spread like wildfire along the quays.
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The State Entry into Cape Town, seen from Garlicks department store. The procession moves up Kingsway towards Adderley Street. In the background is HMS Vanguard.
THE CITY OF CAPE TOWN MAYORAL MINUTES 1947


The order to ‘dress ship overall’ was given. Up, as in the age of Nelson, went the line of flags and the crowd gasped audibly in approval of this stylish piece of Royal Navy spectacle. Vanguard was made secure and the gangplank lowered to meet the waiting red carpet and potted palms. Striding up it went the Prime Minister, Field-Marshal Smuts, once Boer guerrilla leader, now the great imperial statesman of the age – friend of kings and queens, presidents and prime ministers, accompanied by His Excellency, Gideon Brand van Zyl, the rather less distinguished-looking Governor-General. Both were dressed in morning coats and black silk top hats.


Minutes later the King descended, to the accompaniment of a twenty-one-gun royal salute from the 1/5 Heavy Battery of the South African Artillery on Signal Hill. The King wore the breast star and sash of the Order of the Garter and was followed by the Queen, now magnificent in her feathers, pearls and diamonds and a powder-blue robe de style by Norman Hartnell; the two Princesses followed, dressed by Captain Edward Molyneux, the English-born Parisian couturier, in more fashionable frocks, though clearly designed with the upper-class Anglo-Saxon (rather than Parisian) market in mind.


Princess Elizabeth, whose looks seemed almost to belong to an earlier age, had a stiff formality about her, especially when her face was in repose – ‘pretty too … if there only wasn’t so much Queen Mary promise about her’, as Lady Diana Cooper put it at the time.13 She was just short of her 21st birthday; Princess Margaret, at 16 and a half and barely out of the schoolroom, was on the cusp of becoming a ravishing beauty.


Immediately, the Royal Standard broke on the flagpole alongside the Union Jack and the South African flag, which had joined it, in equal status and in the teeth of bitter controversy, in 1927. The Governor-General bowed, the barrel-shaped Mrs Van Zyl was seen to curtsy, repeatedly – ‘Oh! up and down, constantly,’ as Jean Lawrence recalled, years later, waving her hand in mock slow motion, ‘just like a buoy in the Hermanus swell.’14 In the now soaring February temperatures – ‘real Bombay weather’, as Sir Alan Lascelles, the King’s Private Secretary, described it to his wife – two members of the South African Naval Forces Guard of Honour, lined up for inspection by the King, fainted while standing stiffly to attention, one breaking his jaw in the process.15


The band played both national anthems – ‘God Save the King’ and the official alternative, ‘Die Stem van Suid-Afrika’ – and the party moved up onto the circular royal pavilion where Sir Evelyn Baring, the High Commissioner for Southern Africa, and Lady Mary (Molly) Baring; General Sir Pierre van Ryneveld, Chief of the General Staff, and Lady Van Ryneveld; the members of the Diplomatic Corps and their wives; Vice-Admiral Sir Clement Moody, RN, Commander-in-Chief, the South Atlantic Station, and Lady Moody; the Administrator of the Cape and Mrs JG Carinus; the mayor of Cape Town and Mrs Bloomberg; and finally the Cabinet ministers and their wives were presented.


Even for that age, the last-mentioned were a fairly remarkable group. There was the unmarried Jan (Jannie) Hofmeyr, child genius, a Rhodes Scholar at 15, Chancellor of Wits University at 25 and, after the outbreak of war, Smuts’s invaluable and hard-working lieutenant. Only 53, but overweight and unhealthy-looking, he was, as always, accompanied by his old mother, Deborah, known to everyone – even her son – as Mrs Hofmeyr. Strong-willed and unpleasant, and with a stammer she employed to devastating effect, you didn’t want to mess with her. There too, in his element, and as if born in his morning coat, was Major Piet van der Byl, Minister of Native Affairs and, together with his beautiful, imperious wife, Joy, perhaps the beau idéal of the anglicised Cape landed gentry. Yet the patrician face the couple showed the world was, in part at least, false: in private, they led very separate lives.


Alongside him was Sidney Waterson, the tall, distinguished-looking former High Commissioner in London, with his wife Betty, another ‘burra mem’ well known to South Africans for her broadcasts from London during the Blitz, encouraging them to send money and food and clothing parcels, in the old Empire spirit of hands-across-the-sea, to the beleaguered people of Britain. There too was Harry Lawrence, Minister of Justice and Welfare and also responsible for the demobilisation of South African forces since the war, and his glamorous wife, Jean (privately loathed by Betty Waterson, a sentiment returned with interest), all flashing blue smiles and veilings and draped crêpe to match, who, in her much-admired cork-soled platform shoes towered above the royal ladies and was in stylish contrast to the more frumpy parliamentary wives.


And there were others too, among them Sturrock, Minister of Railways and Harbours, and Steyn, son of the last President of the Orange Free State and now Minister of Labour. All, all were of consequence in that moment and many were shortly to come to dust.


There was some studiedly informal chat and then the public procession formed up. Now it was the Queen who subtly took centre stage. Before the fascinated gaze of the onlookers, she regally adjusted one of the feather-trimmed panels that fell from her shoulders and purposefully left the platform with the King. As one, and seemingly choreographed, the distinguished guests and their ladies remaining there bowed and curtsied in unison and were rewarded with a gracious, gloved royal gesture of acknowledgement. In the shimmering heat across the asphalt they walked, toward the vast new eight-cylinder Daimler, 18½ feet (almost 6 metres) in length, an open tourer that was one of a total of 11 ordered the year before from Hoopers, the famous coach builders in England, to convey the royal party and provincial administrators during the tour.16


These vehicles, as Pathé News was quick to point out, were intended as impressive examples of British workmanship and to show that postwar Britain was back in business. The Queen climbed into the specially designed flat-based back of the car and, thus elevated, waved to the stands before her. Then, taking her seat, she gave a backward wave to the crowd and the naval ratings who lined the decks of the Vanguard towering above the arena. These gestures were received with roars of approval by the crowds: this now was royal theatre, and this is what they had come for.


Even with the temperature reaching 102 degrees (39°C), car rugs were, as customary, arranged across the royal knees, and, as the Daimler moved forward, Major Bestford, Officer Commanding of the Mounted Police Escort, summoned up his men on their gleaming bays to ride ahead. The waving Princesses, excited to be out of England for the first time in their lives, followed in the second Daimler, getting a similar but smaller escort riding behind.


The Queen’s Lady-in Waiting, Lady Harlech – ‘Mima’ to her intimates, wife of Sir Evelyn’s predecessor – was assigned to the car immediately behind them. This also carried Sir Alan Lascelles and the prime minister who, she observed, got a ‘tremendous greeting from the crowd who cheered and cheered and kept on shouting ‘Onser [sic] Jannie’. ‘I think he was pleased,’ she noted, perceptively, ‘but just gave some rather absentminded smiles and waves.’17 Smuts, who could enchant anyone from kings and queens to strangers climbing Table Mountain by discoursing on subjects ranging from Cape flora to philosophy, was not at his best in such circumstances.


Up Kingsway they drove and clattered, past Tweed’s statue of Jan van Riebeeck, past Herbert Baker’s cenotaph to the South African fallen of two world wars, and on up Adderley Street past the then famous department stores that lined it – Garlicks, Markhams, Cleghorn & Harris, Fletcher & Cartwright and Stuttafords – past the columned Standard Bank with Britannia on its roof, Barclays Bank with its vast banking hall in the New Delhi imperial style, right into Wale Street past the newer Anglican cathedral (again Baker-designed) and the older one of 1832 – a copy of St Pancras Church in London – whose columned portico and spire still terminated the civic axis of St George’s Street. Eastwards, down into the canyon of that once-handsome thoroughfare, they turned again, the Queen delighting the crowds by opening her blue silk sunshade against the glare.


By now the cheers of the biggest crowds Cape Town had ever known18 had become deafening. These were described by the local coloured press as being mixed and happy;19 sourly, in an effort to further disenchant its readership, the Afrikaans Nationalist press swiftly described them in scandalised terms as gemeng (unsegregated). In the mounting excitement, when the procession turned once more into Adderley Street, the police had to link arms to contain the surging masses. This continued uninterrupted until the motorcade reached and traversed the Grand Parade, where 5 000 ex-servicemen, including 500 ex-members of the Cape (Coloured) Corps,20 all wearing their campaign medals, on being given the order ‘hats off’ by their commander, Brigadier Hearn, gave out three thunderous cheers that rose above the general roar.


To the consternation of the police, their cordon had by then been breached and there were youths running after the cars. Officialdom looked on aghast, but they had reckoned without the Queen. With characteristic perfect timing, she was seen to turn to smile and wave at them, almost encouragingly, and such by then were the scenes of wild enthusiasm that the lady commentator on the SABC, losing her head in the excitement of the moment, cried out to her listeners-in on their wirelesses all over the Union, the Protectorates of Basutoland, Swaziland and Bechuanaland and the Rhodesias to the north: ‘But she’s lovely. Oh … she’s lovely … lovely … Oh the princesses! Oh they’re lovely! lovely! What lovely English girls … Oh! … Oh! …’ etc, exactly, it was thought later, rather sniffily, like someone at a football match.21


The Grand Parade witnessed the only ‘untoward’ reported incident of the State Entry. As the car bearing General Smuts and the members of the Household travelling with him passed by, there was some booing from a group of coloureds and Indians, separate from the ex-servicemen.22 This was a general political statement from non-moderates within these groups, and does not appear to have been repeated during the tour. Almost all calls from non-white bodies for boycotting the tour for political reasons carried with them the caveat that no disrespect was intended for the King and the Royal Family.


It was a day packed with events. To Government House they drove, where they were to stay. As at Government House, Pretoria and Bloemfontein, and King’s House in Durban, an elaborate programme of refurbishment had been put in hand. Naturally, it was put out that this was due anyway after six years of wartime austerity and parsimony. To this end, Mr Terry, the state decorator,23 had been dispatched to England in 1946 by Mrs Van Zyl. While the Afrikaans press grumbled about the expense, English papers all over the country waxed lyrical to their avid female readership with mouth-watering descriptions of his finds and commissions placed there – Donegal rugs and close carpeting woven in Ireland and Scotland, chintzes printed from blocks not used since the outbreak of war, even a hand-blocked linen from Scotland featuring an image in repeat of Glamis Castle, intended by Mrs Van Zyl and Mr Terry to make the Queen feel at home.


Indeed, homeliness was a recurring theme in all this. Ruth Prowse, the celebrated Cape artist and Keeper of the Michaelis Collection, had been asked to hang a selection of pictures by South African artists in the private quarters: a Bowler, a Gwelo Goodman and a Francois Krige in the King’s bedroom, and a Bowler, a Naudé and a Leng Dixon in the Queen’s. Her study had an Irma Stern. ‘I hung the pictures to make it look like a home,’ Prowse told the press. Maybe. But on a stifling February day, the Queen’s bedroom, with its old-fashioned built-in fittings executed by Herbert Baker for the visit of the Duke and Duchess of York in 1901 and a monstrously ugly new ball-and-claw stinkwood bed,24 the mosquito net, electric fan and Mrs Van Zyl’s welcoming bowl of gladioli,25 must have seemed a long way indeed from the Royal Lodge in Windsor Great Park.


As far as the Household were concerned, Mrs Van Zyl’s domestic arrangements were evidently not up to much either. ‘This is one of those incredibly uncomfortable Government Houses, with some good rooms but lacking all the essentials like writing tables and tooth glasses, etc,’ wrote Lascelles, testily, to his wife, ‘and staffed by a scratch lot of servants who don’t know if it’s Christmas or Easter.’26


No additional pictures were needed in the white and gold ballroom, which was hung with the massive state portraits of Edward VII and Queen Alexandra, though new and sumptuous red and gold brocatelle curtains, made from 120 yards (110 metres) ordered from the Gainsborough Silk Weaving Co in Carlisle, had been installed as a foil to the white and gold décor that survived from the 1840s. Here it was, half an hour after their arrival, that the King received a Loyal Address from both Houses of Parliament. Margaret Ballinger, one of the three Native Representatives in Parliament, was given a prominent seat in the front row of the House of Assembly members, between two ministers. Edgar Brookes, one of the four whites elected as senators to represent the black population, was likewise placed in the front row of the Senate body.27


Not a single Nationalist senator was present, however. Although the wording of the Loyal Address had been agreed by all parties in advance, it was noted, too, that despite all the efforts to present the King as a nonpartisan, constitutional monarch, of the 46 members of the opposition pro-republican National Party, only 11 had put in an appearance. Dr DF Malan, leader of the party, was conspicuous by his absence.


After the address, the King, sitting on a throne placed beneath the orchestra, conferred on his prime minister the Order of Merit – restricted to 24 living recipients and in the monarch’s personal gift. It was a singular honour.


That evening, there was a State Banquet for 504 guests in the City Hall. This imperial Edwardian baroque edifice had been gallantly outlined with fairy lights. The royal cypher and the city’s coat of arms blazed on its façade, and the building, like many others in the city, was floodlit. The coveted invitation read ‘White Tie and Decorations’. The King, like his guests, wore his miniatures;28 across his chest was the sash and star of the Order of the Garter. The ladies were décolleté in their evening dresses, with long white gloves up to their armpits. As Major Piet van der Byl recalled, an audible murmur was heard as the Queen arrived wearing one of Hartnell’s famous crinolines29 – cyclamen satin flounced with lace and heavily boned to accommodate her decided tendency since the war towards embonpoint (‘Alas, the silhouette not all it should be,’ as Clementine Churchill put it, carefully, at the time30) – created to augment her ostensibly austerity-era wardrobe.
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The State Banquet in the Cape Town City Hall. The Chief Justice and Mrs Watermeyer flank the King and Queen; Smuts stands in the middle.
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None of this in any way detracted from her remarkable appeal. Ablaze with the crown jewels, the famous fringe tiara, the diamond and pearl necklace and earrings given by Edward VII to his beautiful Danish bride 90-odd years before, the cascade brooch across her sash and the Garter on her upper arm, she looked every inch a Queen. She had a dazzlingly flawless complexion and blue eyes. These she had passed on to her daughters, who were similarly gowned in evening dresses embroidered with sequins, and looked, as everyone excitedly said to one another, exactly like Princesses from a fairy tale.31


By now royal fever had gripped the entire city. There were dances arranged by the South African Women’s Auxiliary Service (SAWAS)32 for the officers and ship’s company of HMS Vanguard at the Bohemian Club and the New Drill Hall, respectively. As the Civic Fireworks Display began on Green Point Common, Table Mountain was dramatically floodlit as never before by military searchlights that only two years previously had been deployed to sweep the surrounding seas at night in search of German and Japanese warships and submarines.


The good-natured – ‘ebullient’ was the term most often employed by the overseas journalists – Cape coloured population of District Six and the Muslim citizens from the Bo-Kaap poured down to the Grand Parade to join the throng of citizens who were reluctant to leave the city that was so spectacularly en fête. Indeed, the Grand Parade would be packed for all five nights with crowds who had waited patiently for hours for a sight of the sovereigns.33 They watched the well-dressed guests alight with fascination. Among the onlookers were friends of Matilda, the Lawrences’ cook, who, thrilled to catch sight of their friend’s ‘medem’ in a glamorous Evangilides gown with orchids in her hair, pronounced her to all they spoke to afterwards as ‘the Belly of the Ball’.


Breaking away from the programme, the King and Queen appeared on the floodlit balcony to acknowledge the delighted cheers from the crowd. Presently, they went inside. The main auditorium had been cleared and set with dining tables. Yards of curtaining of a modernist design (cost £390)34 had been employed to help soften the daunting civic atmosphere, and it ‘looked really lovely and in such good taste’, thought Betty Waterson, the stage massed with potted palms and ferns and Cape heaths and proteas. The great coup, however, was the ugly, gold wrought-iron chandeliers overhead, which had, with a master stroke, been rendered glamorous with cascades of ostrich feathers, supplied by the farmers of Oudtshoorn.35


The Royal Family and the prime minister sat at the top table. Curiously, as he was openly a republican, Dr Malan attended this event, ‘with his sour face’ as Smuts put it,36 after his pointed absenteeism that morning, and sitting, as Grahamstown’s Grocott’s Mail reported in slightly shocked terms to its English readership in Upper and Lower Albany, no more than ‘a dozen feet from the Queen’.37 He was, however, badly placed between two United Party wives who, to Lady Mary Baring’s consternation, addressed not one word to him throughout the dinner.38 This to her would have seemed bad-mannered and antagonistic; she also saw it as a missed opportunity.


Menacing looks had been directed at him for only joining in the singing of ‘Die Stem’ and not ‘God Save the King’, as Molly Baring, sitting opposite him, later reported to her friend, Mima Harlech.39 And there would certainly have been more menacing looks in his direction when, in his speech, the King firmly thanked all South Africans who had answered the bugle call in 1939, many of them now wearing their medals before him, together with their wives and families who had contributed so energetically to the war effort. Malan had bitterly opposed South Africa’s participation in the war.


‘Thank God victory was won and that I can at last tell my South African people, in person, how deeply I honour them for the splendid contribution they made … When peace at length returned,’ he continued, ‘I counted very high among its blessings the freedom that it brought me to travel in the Commonwealth and pay you a visit.’40


Malan, the early architect of apartheid, can surely have been less than enchanted by the rest of what Inkundla Ya Bantu, the normally hard-hitting black newspaper, described as the King’s ‘inspiring speech’, referring to where he made ‘special and sympathetic reference’ to the need for finding solutions and ways of life which would produce greater harmony among the many different races and colours that made up the Union.41


There was more to follow. With reference to the challenges facing the country, the King expressed his confidence in Smuts’s statesmanship to guide (the Union) ‘steadily towards a just and contented relationship between all dwellers in your many-peopled land’. Finally there followed what must have been hoped would be a sweetener for the less enthusiastic believers in this Utopia, if such it could be described: success in this would show a troubled world how peoples of different race and colour may live and work together for the common good.


In between courses, the Cape Town Municipal Orchestra played in the gallery (Mozart’s Overture from Figaro, Bach’s Gavotte in D, Scotch airs arranged in honour of the Queen, The Fairy Tarapatapoum by John Foulds and something, now forgotten, called An Evening on the Veld by William Pickerill). The eight-course menu, chosen by Mrs Van Zyl and a gastronomic feat of endurance in the February heat (‘went on and on’, thought Princess Elizabeth42), was typical South African banquet food of the day:






	WINES


	MENU







	Sherry/Fruit Cup


	
Hors d’oeuvres


Clear Soup








	La Gratitude


	Grilled Salmon







	Nederberg Riesling


	Babootie and Rice (Cucumber Sambal and Chutney)







	 


	Iced asparagus and Mayonnaise







	
Alphen Burgundy 1937


Chateau Libertas 1940



	
Roast Stuffed Turkey


Green Peas


Roast Potatoes Salads








	Pommery 1937


	Ice Cream







	
Port Liqueurs


Cigars cigarettes



	
Fruit


Coffee









The fourth item, a popular Malay supper dish, served with Mrs Ball’s celebrated chutney (even at that date stocked by Fortnum & Mason, the royal grocers in Piccadilly), and intended to give a local flavour, was eyed suspiciously by the King. ‘What is it?’ he asked his neighbour, Nellie Watermeyer, wife of the Chief Justice, dubiously. ‘Left-overs, sir!’ came the prompt reply and everyone guffawed appreciatively at this piece of royal banquet repartee.43 The City Hall chairs were cruelly hard, the salmon was of course Cape geelbek, the asparagus would have been tinned, the mayonnaise almost certainly Crosse & Blackwell. The turkey, apparently, was well cooked and carved, its gravy handed separately. The ice cream, however, looked astonishing. It was in the design and colours of the Union flag, with a large springbok head shaped in coloured biscuit surmounting it.44


The fruit cup was served in deference to the many teetotallers then found in all levels of society; the wines were the best that the then relatively unsophisticated Cape wine industry could produce, although the Alphen Burgundy (not a true Burgundy, but an amalgam of several different varieties: Hermitage (Cinsaut), Shiraz, Gamay, Malbec, Pontac, Petit Verdot and one other) was excellent and ordered by discerning palates in England.45 It, and the vintage champagne ordered from a recently liberated France, can only really have pleased the sovereigns’ palates, loyal though they were to Empire products. The Cape February fruit, set in silver trophies on the tables, and including the celebrated Hanepoot grapes, was of course world class. And it would have been the Queen’s first taste of Van der Hum, the sweet South African liqueur made from naartjie peel by the Bertram family.


Despite all the effort and trouble, the occasion did not find unqualified approval. Lascelles wrote home the next day describing ‘a terribly slow and dreary dinner … on very hard little chairs’ and that although the Royal Family appeared to enjoy themselves, ‘in thirty years of public dinners I can’t recall one which caused me greater misery’.46


Maybe for him. But when the party finally left, the royal Daimlers had to inch their way through an undispersed, cheering crowd, and so dense and demonstrative was it that, instead of taking the normal five minutes, the journey back to Government House took almost half an hour. It had been Cape Town’s supreme day of joy.


In London the next morning Queen Mary, anxiously waiting for news back at Marlborough House, was relieved to find a cypher telegram in response to one she had sent to wish the family good luck at the start of their tour: ‘Many thanks for the telegram. We are delighted with our reception which was friendly and enthusiastic in a temperature of 105 [sic] in the shade. Everyone is most kind. Fear you must be very cold. Best love Bertie.’47


The following day the Administrator of the Cape and Mrs Carinus, and the mayor, Abe Bloomberg and his chic wife, a former ballet dancer,48 again received the family outside the City Hall for the official civic welcome. Another royal pavilion had been erected, its modernist design this time closely inspired by that built for the great Victory Parade in London the previous year, and with a similar public address system, it was proudly said. The Council had voted £2 000 to have it built.49 It was cream-coloured and blue-carpeted and banked with flowers. Before it in radiating circles were arranged 2 750 seats; some were for invited dignitaries and mayors and mayoresses from the surrounding countryside, and the rest sold by the Council to defray expenses. Beyond these were packed more than 20 000 of the diverse citizens of Cape Town, looking on.


Again the sun blazed down, and again, miraculously, the wind did not blow. The Administrator, an upcountry farmer and well known to be a Nationalist, spoke first, briefly, in unaccustomed English. Anxious ears were tuned to detect disloyalty, but his address was gracious and correct enough, even if slightly unenthusiastic, considering Cape Town’s tumultuous welcome the previous day. It included what would nowadays be regarded as somewhat disingenuous historicism and ended wishing the visitors an enjoyable and happy journey.50


Bloomberg, the mayor, spoke next. There was no such holding back here: the Jewish community in South Africa had thoroughly identified with South Africa’s war effort and Britain’s standalone position against the Nazis. Since the uncovering of the horrors of the concentration camps in 1945, this admiration had only multiplied. The fact that many Afrikaners had openly sided with the Nazis and remained unrepentant51 cannot but have helped.


The Jewish Board of Deputies had wired an unequivocal greeting to the Royal Family on their arrival in Cape Town ‘as [the] representative body of the Jewish community of the Union with assurances of profound loyalty [and] with warm wishes for a successful tour’. All affiliated synagogues held special services on the first Sabbath of the visit, with special prayers composed by the Chief Rabbi: ‘Now that the day hath come for which we had waited and hoped, the day of the visit of our Sovereign … to our beloved land. And we the children of Israel who dwell in safety under his shadow take part in the national rejoicing and greet them [the Royal Family] with praise and thanksgiving.’52


Bloomberg’s speech was ‘absolutely first class’, thought Lady Harlech.53 With well-rounded vowels (the product of elocution lessons, it was uncharitably said by the fashionable Cape), he piled it on: ‘It is my honour and high privilege to welcome …’ etc. And when he mentioned how the King and Queen had bravely stayed on in London during the Blitz, a great cheer interrupted him. This was the very stiff-upper-lip, backs-to-the-wall sort of heroism that was expected of the British sovereigns in their darkest hour and the crowd burst spontaneously into ‘For They Are Jolly Good Fellows’. The mentioning of this, and the cheering in response, was to be a leitmotif in the addresses of welcome in all the predominantly English-speaking towns of South Africa,54 and also in the welcomes from tribal chiefs. Even SP Barnard, the Administrator of the mostly pro-republican Orange Free State, chose to mention this in his speech of welcome in Bloemfontein.55


The Loyal Address, in beautiful calligraphy on parchment, was handed to Lascelles. Now the King rose to speak. Everyone braced themselves, for his stammer was well known through rumour and broadcast; even the Queen was seen to tense herself. However, it went perfectly. In his beautiful speaking voice, he delivered his thanks ‘on behalf of the Queen, myself and my daughters to the people of the Cape Province and the beautiful city of Cape Town’. Such was the relief that when the Town Clerk, Mervyn Williams, called for three cheers for the Royal Family, the spectators roared themselves hoarse and the cheers and applause continued as the royal party left the dais.


What was it, then, that these thousands upon thousands of such diverse people who made up the population of Cape Town, and indeed of every city of South Africa, were cheering? For the English-speaking population, the reasons for the cheers were unequivocal. Primarily, it was essentially a matter of tribe-ism and the reinforcement of a sense of belonging – ‘a King was necessary if we have an empire’, as even a prickly commentator like Nancy Mitford put it.56 Stalin too, as Churchill told his doctor, Lord Moran, thought the monarchy bound the Empire together.57 Tribe-ism extrapolated easily into an espoused political reality. As Victor Norton, the editor of the (locally) very influential Cape Times, saw it: ‘For the first time in our history South Africa will welcome her reigning sovereign … to-day … the long, slow process of South Africa’s national evolution is complete … The King and the Royal Family are no longer over the water; they are here amongst us. When they are sustained by South African soil … and above all when the King opens his South African Parliament, the sacrament of the kingship of South Africa will have been fulfilled.’58


Norton was not beating about the bush here, and the great majority of his readers would have unquestionably warmed to such sentiments. And this was not all. In his leader the next day, referring to the welcome the Royal Family had received, he trusted that it had given them the assurance that they had not landed on strange soil, nor come among people British only by constitutional title, but ‘that they are here among their own kinsfolk, that they have come home’.59


A love of continuity and stability, almost amounting to Shintoism, played a part too. Decades on from the perceived excesses (to Anglo-Saxon eyes) of the French Revolution, much English literature of the nineteenth century helped to foster chivalrous sentiments such as Norton’s, from Sir Walter Scott’s novels to the many works that drew on the Arthurian legends for inspiration. Most notable among the latter was Tennyson’s hugely popular Idylls of the King; in addition, there were the many new editions of Malory’s equally loved Le Morte d’Arthur, expunged of lewdness for that age and given an essentially English touchstone. Together, these gave rise to a vivid, almost quasi-religious myth: an ordered world of a hereditary monarchy, with a strong, honourable king at its head and a beautiful queen at his side. They in turn were surrounded by courtiers with romantic-sounding titles together with gallant and noble knights and their lovely, resourceful ladies, these being finally positioned above loyal subjects with whom they were on benevolently familiar terms.


This mythology had entered into the psyche of English-speaking peoples around the globe and remained there for generations to come, only to be finally tarmacked over, it is suggested (though this can hardly have been her intention), by Mrs Thatcher’s era of politics. In the immediate post-war world, however, it remained a potent force.


For most English-speaking South Africans in that era then, the Royal Family stood as an ideal – something apart from and above criticism. The quasi-religious aspect was not played down by commentators. ‘The Royal Family,’ thought ‘The Pilgrim’, who wrote a regular and rather impressive column in the Johannesburg Star, ‘represent a standard of grace which we gain by knowing, even if it is only by virtue of a fleeting glimpse.’60 To this end, their Christian family values, skilfully portrayed by design in newsreel and film footage and verbally espoused in her speeches and radio broadcasts by Queen Elizabeth, had provided an additionally strong and compelling message in the Bagehot ideal, both in the aftermath of the abdication crisis of 1936 and in the lead-up to war. Hitler had been quick to spot this, and not for nothing had he described the Queen as ‘the most dangerous woman in Europe’.


The values the Royal Family represented found a broad appeal across the Empire and even resonated in the still mostly Anglophile, middle-class United States both in peacetime and in war (where they were vividly depicted by Hollywood in hugely popular films such as the Oscar-winning Mrs Miniver), among what is nowadays termed by some historians as the Respectable Tendency, that is, family men and their wives who lived or aspired to live decent lives and thereby subscribed to the values that the sovereign represented.


But what made this ideal all the more potent was that the Royal Family were clearly such a happy family unit. In his memoirs, Peter Townsend skilfully analysed this particular aspect of the Royal Family’s appeal, and set down for the record the astonishing affection that such a small family was able to generate, and the effect it had on the general public: ‘Perpetual currents of it [affection] flowed between them, between father and mother, between sister and sister, between parents and their daughters and back again. Then it radiated outwards to the ends of the world, touching thousands of millions of hearts who sent, rolling back, a massive wave of love to the Royal Family.’61


There was undoubtedly, too, a strong element of prestige, for however friendly and in however homely a light the Royal Family were portrayed, they were never to be seen as ordinary. Indeed, in an age where the majority still aspired upwards, they represented the last word in ‘pukka’, that is, how things were properly (as opposed to flashily or vulgarly) done. English people of all classes at home and in the Empire saw this at once; those from other nationalities and races saw this too, sometimes despite themselves. In this regard, it was gratifying to Smuts’s supporters to see the ease with which the humbly though respectably born prime minister, who had carried South Africa’s name with such honour to the highest levels on the international stage, mixed with them, in a very real sense fulfilling one of the credos of Kipling’s then still often-recited poem, ‘If’.


Allied to this, of course, was a strong element of local pride, right across the board – at a national, provincial, city, town and even district level. This, in the context of the tour, pertained particularly to English-speaking South Africans, although undoubtedly Indians, Africans and even Afrikaners must all at times have felt moved by it. This pride manifested itself through a particularly strong English characteristic that, much later in her life, Queen Elizabeth II explained when describing the minutiae of preparations for a state visit to England: ‘We like to put on a good show.’ This was countered, for the benefit of modern viewers, with ‘of course, we don’t live like this all the time’.


A royal visit in the post-war years was undoubtedly an occasion for putting on a good show: the arrangements made – sometimes almost amounting to stage direction and choreography – in conjunction with the Palace Advance Party and the Central Committee, the military parades and indabas, the decorations in the cities and dorps, the food baked and tables set for morning tea parties, right down to a railway sidings painted and gardened – everyone seemed keen to put their best foot forward for the royal visitors and to show their corner of the country at its best.


And there was something more to it: the element of giving and deriving joy. In a colonial, just as in a provincial, world where a social high point in the calendar was a local wedding or a New Year’s Eve ball at the country club or town hall, rare royal occasions such as this represented a day of great happiness to participants and onlookers alike, to be remembered for a lifetime. Those who deprecated such sentiments as what would nowadays be called ‘uncool’ were generally held to be curmudgeonly.


Additionally, for United Party supporters everywhere, of whom since the ‘khaki’ election of 1943 technically at least a third were Afrikaans – the so-called Bloedsappe, with additional wartime adherents – and who had thereby endorsed Smuts’s execution of the South African war effort, there was here an undoubted element of a deferred Victory Parade – We Have Won the War!62 For the first three years of the war, when the fortunes of the Allies were at their nadir, this had seemed far from certain. Nationalist politicians had taunted Smuts and his party across the floor of the House of Assembly, and their supporters made no secret of the pleasure that news of any Allied reverse or deaths provided.63 The fall of Tobruk and the capture of 10 722 South African troops was a case in point. Now, with victory two years behind them and with the King in whose name they had gone off to fight in person before them, they let loose their pent-up feelings.


This aspect of the visit was to be subtly underscored again and again during the tour by impressive military parades, reviews of ex-servicemen, and investitures at which South Africans received awards earned during the war from the King. Again and again, the King and Queen were to thank South Africans for their contribution to the war effort. It was a message that was spelt out in a spirit of togetherness and camaraderie. And in those days this went further still. Preserved at Windsor Castle are letters from ex-servicemen in England, writing to the King as he prepared to embark, asking him to thank South Africans ‘for the welcome and many kindnesses shown to us troops during our stay there [which] made us glad and proud to belong to such a Christian Empire’.64


For the Cape coloureds and Muslims, who numbered 928 484 (mostly in the Cape, and 54 000 of them still on the electoral and municipal voters’ roll),65 there must have been, apart from the cheerful, happy-go-lucky delight in all festivities that set the Cape in a party mood, a vaguely held notion that the imperial connection was their last bulwark against the rampant racism and separatism then being espoused by the Nationalist Opposition. If so, this was a hollow belief, for since the Statute of Westminster of 1931, the Union had been thoroughly independent of London, even though a rarely used right of criminal appeal to the Privy Council in London was retained until its abolition in 1950.


And although coloureds and Malays still lived in pockets among whites in the various electoral wards in Cape Town, and although a robed official from the Muslim community was invited onto the dais on the Grand Parade, it would be hard to describe the celebrations even in the more liberal-minded Cape as being unsegregated as we understand the term today. The neatly marshalled schoolchildren lining the long drive south to Simon’s Town on the third day were separated by colour, as indeed were their schools.


The Civic Ball held in the City Hall on day two was an all-white affair; on the third night there was a Coloured Ball – at least held in the same venue – that began with ‘prominent members of the Non-European community being presented in the mayor’s parlour’.66 The ball itself included the old-fashioned State Quadrille, the Lancers and what Princess Elizabeth and the London press described as old-fashioned Barn Dances. The latter was in fact the old Cape ‘tiekiedraai’ (threepenny turn); these were watched with delight by the Royal Family from the royal box. This separate event was not generally regarded as offensive at the time.67 Having loudly cheered the Royal Family standing above them (the Queen now in a gold sequin-encrusted crinoline and her diamonds), the coloured community, a significant body of ex-servicemen among them, acknowledged both the man who had defied Hertzog in 1939 and the man who had made the civic gesture the ball must have represented to them. They called for Smuts and Bloomberg; the King motioned them forward and they were cheered vigorously.


‘The main thing,’ wrote The Sun (a newspaper with a generally conservative coloured readership), ‘is that the Coloured people are still intensely loyal as they ever have been and full of the old tradition that cannot be rooted out, as witness the fact that in wars they are ever ready to offer their services wherever these may be required.’68


Between four and five thousand members of the coloured and Muslim communities attended the ball in force, among them the Van der Byls’ five housemaids,69 whose tickets had been secured for them by their employers, and who, after hours of preparation, were sent off in the ministerial car ‘mad with excitement’.70 To cope with the numbers, the City Hall – itself ‘packed to suffocation’71 – was linked to the Drill Hall. Peter Townsend later recalled ‘a dense throng, gaudily dressed, [who] swung with frenzied enjoyment’, typically greeting the amused royal guests with unabashed, shrill cries of ‘Hello, you darlings!’ and ‘Oh, you’re so pretty!’72


There were coloureds and Malays on the Cape Town City Council in those pre-apartheid days. The Queen, having met Councillor Ahmed Ismail, had adroitly expressed her wish to see and hear the Cape Malays singing their traditional airs and songs; this was arranged at the last minute as a surprise for the Royal Family. The City Hall presented ‘a remarkable study for the ethnologist’, thought Captain Lewis Ritchie, RN, the Royal Press Secretary, who nightly wrote up the official Tour Diary.73 Ismail and the other non-white councillors attending the ball were given their own box or bay in the City Hall; other white officials attending were merely allotted seats in a roped-off section of the gallery. Of course, many of the dancers, like the Van der Byls’ maids, are unlikely to have been very politically minded; Cissie Gool and her activist colleagues of the National Liberation League had probably not, at this date, greatly impinged on the minds of the generality of such people.


Ismail, anyway, had sent a very dampening telegram to Yusuf Dadoo, the more radical President of the South African Indian Congress, saying that in view of the immediate and widespread response of loyalty from every quarter, ‘my advice to my people is not to drag politics and grievances we suffer from into the royal visit’.74 This, as we shall see on pp 167–176, is not what Dadoo wanted to hear. The threat of boycott and disturbances remained, for the time being, a real one. The more politically prescient among these communities had drawn hope from how, at the first session of the United Nations, a few months previously, the prime minister, who had actually rewritten the preamble to its charter, had been hoist with his own petard by Vijaya Pandit, Nehru’s sister, who had successfully censured South Africa for its policies of segregation of its Indian population.


Being arraigned by Indians before the newly formed international body with which their prime minister had been centrally involved had sent shockwaves through much of white political post-war South Africa, where a majority of the electorate still felt comfortable with the norms and ways of a Commonwealth composed of white-run Dominions. Many of them regarded it as a double treachery.


First, that the (local) Indians, who had prospered so nicely under the South African sun, had taken a matter of domestic politics to uppity politicians from a not-yet-independent India in order that they might raise it, not in Commonwealth conclaves in Whitehall, but at the United Nations, was considered bad enough. It smacked of washing one’s dirty linen in public. Second, that that new body, where the prime minister had seemed, until recently, to be such a revered figure, could criticise a member state on a matter of internal policy and then, with the support of the United States (until recently, too, an ally in war), successfully pass censure on their country, was nothing short of shocking. They thought the whole business deplorable.


White liberals did not agree; others saw it for what it was. Smuts, as we shall see in Chapter 5, was far too intelligent not to spot the apparent dichotomy which had raised its head so ominously, between his role as an internationalist at the United Nations and his domestic role as prime minister of a segregated South Africa. And yet if few of his supporters in South Africa had as yet grappled with this conundrum, particularly fraught as it was to them in the developing new world order, it has also to be said that many of the technically oppressed were evidently happily swept along by the heady presence of royalty, rather than showing any great willingness to obey their political leaders’ wishes to make the occasion of the visit one for voicing their dissatisfaction.


The cheers of the black population are still less easy to understand. Their number in Cape Town then was small – 34 408 in all, although up from a mere 14 317 before the war,75 for Smuts had relaxed the statutory influx control in order to man the factories as part of the war effort.


Yet elsewhere, of course, they were by far the largest sector of the Union’s total population. And elsewhere too they were to turn out in great numbers to cheer, making the tour the last occasion for an outpouring of black loyalty in South Africa.76 Again, there was a belief that the Crown was a last bulwark against racist policy, and the general democratisation process resulting from the war years had certainly raised expectations for a more egalitarian future. For the time being, however, blacks remained dispossessed. Fully disenfranchised like the Indians in 1936, their respective political arms – the African National Congress and its Youth League and the South African Indian Congress, buoyed up by the great events at the United Nations and the plans for independence being rolled out by the King’s cousin in India itself – sought to boycott the tour for political gain, while insisting (for form’s sake) that this was not intended as disrespect to Their Majesties.
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The King invests Prime Minister Jan Smuts with the Order of Merit in the ballroom at Government House.
TRANSNET HERITAGE LIBRARY PHOTO COLLECTION


In the event, as we shall see, it is clear these boycotts failed to spoil the tour significantly; Indians and Africans were there in their tens of thousands, both at the planned indabas, arguably intended in part to reinforce the relationship between tribal chiefs and the House of Windsor, but also in the urban areas, where no such political agenda could possibly be suggested. Since the days of Victoria, the Crown had been generally perceived as a beneficent and colour-blind power, and, despite a patent (constitutional) inability to act as such, a protector against white rapacity. The Crown generated a remarkable amount of black loyalism during the war and up to and beyond 1947. In terms of the tour itself, it had its less abstract appeal – not only because of the edifying family values it embodied, but also through pageantry, glitter and, it must be said, social consequence then not routinely available in an already very segregated society.


For many die-hard Afrikaner Nationalists, however – conservative and inward-looking by nature, bitter through years of being politically out-manoeuvred by the English, and who comprised just over half the white population – the tour was a deep affront. Indeed, in some quarters, it could be said that it came close to waving the proverbial red flag at a bull.


Smuts to them had long been seen as a hensopper (hands-upper, or defeatist) at the end of the Anglo-Boer War, and subsequently as a lackey of their long-standing foe, the British. Appearing too clever by half to the insular and poorly educated – Slim Jannie (Clever Jannie, but also by implication tricky and manipulative77), as his Afrikaner opponents and detractors sneeringly called him – they despised his formidable intellect and his ability to walk the international stage as a great man.


Having narrowly led the country into a war they opposed and many hoped would end in Britain’s defeat and sever the imperial connection forever, he had emerged from it seemingly triumphant and temporarily, at least, on a high moral ground, with his international reputation greater than ever before. It must have been galling in the extreme. Now, with an election approaching in 1948 and facing, as his opposition, a revitalised Afrikaner Ascendancy with a strong republican sentiment, his welcoming of the Royal Family was seen as political manoeuvring to gain electoral support.


It was the last straw. The right-wing Nationalist press inflamed this opinion, at times waxing catatonic, as Evelyn Baring put it,78 in their unrelenting hatred of the British connection. They either ignored or downplayed the tour or wrote unobliging and uncomplimentary articles about it, doubtless goaded further by the enthusiasms of the English-speaking press.


There was, however, in the mid-1940s, no general cohesion among Afrikaans-speaking South Africans on the issue of a republic, and the royal tour was to throw this vividly into relief. Many Afrikaner officials and their wives readily accepted the gilt-edged invitations to gala events, bowing and curtsying to the sovereigns, and many others flocked to road and railway to stare in fascination in a pre-celebrity, pre-television age. Yet this did not necessarily correspond to vote changing. Indeed, as Baring declared flatly at the end of the visit, ‘The royal tour will not change any votes.’79


Nor did it, significantly. But the royal tour, with its royal banquets and garden parties, its gloved waves and handshakes, its military parades and its undoubted celebration of Englishness and the imperial connection in a colonial setting, was and remained for many South Africans of that generation, a defining moment in their lives. For many Anglo-South Africans too, as we shall see, it was to be a last hurrah before they were eclipsed, in political terms at least, for ever.





CHAPTER 2



[image: image]


The State Opening of Parliament and the Question of the Imperial Connection


21 February 1947


Four days after the State Entry into Cape Town, on 21 February, the King was scheduled to perform his most important engagement of the tour. This was the opening of the South African Parliament, in which all laws were promulgated in his name as constitutional monarch of South Africa. The South Africa Act of 1909 specifically stated that ‘the legislative power of the Union is vested in the Parliament of the Union and that Parliament consists of the King, the Senate and the House of Assembly’. In some ways, the Statute of Westminster of 1931 made this more immediate; in 1937 George VI had been crowned at Westminster Abbey not only King of England, but King of the Union of South Africa too.


The King’s state portrait in oils by Sir Gerald Kelly was destined to hang in the House of Assembly; in photograph his image hung everywhere – in government buildings, in men’s clubs, sports clubs, scout halls and schools. It appeared in profile on coins and medals, and in full face on bank notes and commemorative stamps; his cypher G VI RI appeared on everything from government documents to pillar boxes on street corners.


As in matters temporal, so in matters spiritual. This was still a churchgoing age. Every Sunday, prayers were offered up across the Union during Anglican matins (then a more popular service than communion) for the King’s Majesty from the Book of Common Prayer, whose beautiful and, to many, reassuring words and phrases had echoed unchanged down the generations:




Almighty and everliving God … We beseech thee also to lead all nations in the way of righteousness and peace; and so to direct all kings and rulers, that under them thy people may be godly and quietly governed. And grant unto thy servant GEORGE, our King, and to all that are put in authority under him, that they may truly and impartially minister justice, to the punishment of wickedness and vice, and to the maintenance of thy true religion, and virtue.





Prayers were also said for the Royal Family: ‘Elizabeth, Our Queen, Mary, the Queen Mother.’ It was not only Anglicans but also Methodists and some other Nonconformist sects who prayed thus; similarly, the various mission churches who all used the same prayer books. Jewish congregations, too, used words that were very similar – and equally beautiful – in their morning service for sabbaths and festivals, calling on God to bless:




… Our Sovereign Lord, George, Our Gracious Queen, Elizabeth, Mary the Queen Mother, The Princess Elizabeth, and all the Royal Family. May the supreme King of kings in his mercy preserve the King in life, guard and deliver him from all trouble and sorrow. May he put the spirit of wisdom and understanding into his heart and into the hearts of all his counsellors, that they may uphold the peace of the realm, advance the welfare of the nation and deal kindly and truly with all Israel. In his day and ours, may our Heavenly Father spread the tabernacle of peace over all the dwellers on earth; and may the redeemer come unto Zion.1





No such prayer pertained in the Dutch Reformed Church congregations, although the Cape branches had, in the nineteenth century, matched their loyalism to Queen Victoria with prayers for Her Majesty on important occasions. When, during the tour, the Royal Family attended the Dutch Reformed Church service in Pretoria, prayers were said for the guidance of the King as head of state.2 Notwithstanding this, out of a total population of 11 418 349 in 1946, at least 70 per cent of South Africans and possibly more, if questioned at that date, would have unhesitatingly recognised the King as their head of state.


Although the Royal Family emerged from the war more popular than ever, and the King’s enemies were indeed scattered and fallen, their politics ‘confounded’ and their ‘knavish tricks frustrated’ (in the words of the rarely sung second verse of the national anthem),3 the Empire looked rather less invincible. Where possible, therefore, a subtle reaffirmation of the imperial order of things was seen as essential post-1945.


After the defeats and the loss of face in the first years of the war – Hong Kong and Crete, for example, and most especially Singapore – the voyage out on the Vanguard had been orchestrated by the Admiralty to trumpet, via newsreel, the all-important issue of imperial defence through the continued strength and benefits of the Royal Navy. This was showcased by the ceremonial departure from Portsmouth, the escorts from England impressively handing over to those of the South Atlantic Station off Freetown, mid-Atlantic visits to inspect the escorts and other passing Royal Naval vessels,4 and so on. Even the weekly mailboat and passenger service, the Cape Town Castle of the Union-Castle Line, passed Vanguard in the South Atlantic with its flags flying, its crew and passengers all lining the decks and cheering, and receiving a royal salute in return.


In a similar vein, the royal opening of Parliament was designed to underscore, unambiguously, the issue of the imperial connection, which, since the outbreak of war, had become openly divisive within the Union. Republican noises were a cause for alarm among several other countries in the post-war Commonwealth and Empire, too. Pathé News was at this time shown weekly around the world as a curtain-raiser to the public of the great cinema-going age; at a more popular level, its commentaries were regarded almost as influential as the leader page of the London Times. A list of the then board members of the Pathé News company – Lord Rothermere among them – provides a useful clue to its Reithian, calming and pro-establishment reporting.
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