




[image: Cover image: One Small Step by Paul Sinton-Hewitt]











One 
Small Step


The Definitive Account of 
a Run That Became a 
Global Movement


PAUL SINTON-HEWITT 
WITH MATT WHYMAN


 


 


[image: Macmillan logo]









This book is dedicated to the thousands of selfless people who embraced the call to deliver social change to their communities, without which parkrun may have never delivered to its true potential.


 


Oh and of course, my incredible wife Joanne. None of this was possible without her backing, support and encouragement.










PART ONE


Bushy Park, Richmond, south-west London


Saturday, 4 October 2004


8.25 a.m.


When all is said and done, we just want to be happy and healthy. No matter what our circumstances, it all comes down to these two simple things. In some ways, they’re closely intertwined. Our mental and physical wellness is the backbone of being human, after all. Sadly, either one can sometimes seem out of reach, as if they can only be found in some exclusive club.


Several times in my life, I have felt shut out in this way. Finding myself on the sidelines again, through nobody’s fault but my own, I set out to get my own club up and running. This one would have no membership, I decided from the outset, and be open to everyone. 


Standing beside the start line for my first event, which is really just the entrance to a small car park inside the grounds, I turn to take in my surroundings. An early morning mist hangs in veils across the park. We’ve had some rain recently, but this early in the autumn the ground is still firm. In the low sun under broken clouds, the oak and chestnut trees dotting the open landscape are cast in silhouette. So too are the deer herds grazing freely at this hour. But for the birdsong, the early risers walking their dogs and the distant sound of a siren that could be a world away, all is quiet and peaceful. 


I check my watch. Even if nobody shows up for nine o’clock, it won’t be the end of the road but the beginning. Should I find myself alone, that’s fine. I’ll be back next Saturday and every Saturday after that in the belief that word will spread. Whatever the weather, and through all four seasons, I intend to be here at this same time and place to host a free, weekly, timed 5K. It’s not a race to find out who is fastest, I should say. Runners will have their own reasons for coming here, should any turn up at all. I just want to give everyone the chance to bring out the best in themselves, whatever that might mean to them. Above all, I would like this to be an opportunity for people to come together before the weekend gets underway and enjoy doing something they love. A run for one and all.


Just then, a squirrel draws my attention. It skitters across the wet grass, freezing briefly as if it’s only just registered my presence.


‘Good morning,’ I say, hoping I sound relaxed and friendly. The squirrel observes me for a second before darting around a puddle and up the trunk of a nearby tree. When it pops out through the foliage on a branch, I can’t help thinking it’s serving as a lookout for me. I turn to scan the pathways that converge on this spot. The mist is thinning, and though I see nobody making their way towards me yet I am so glad just to be here. 


‘Whatever happens next,’ I say, turning to address my new friend, ‘it’s going to be a beautiful day.’
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FIRST LIGHT


From an early age, growing up in South Africa, I learned that small acts could have big consequences. Take the fire I started as a little boy one dry, hot day in the early 1960s. Out of sheer curiosity, all I had done was drop a match into a jerry can that I’d found in our garden. Containing fuel for the lawn mower, and reeking of fumes, it was just there among the sugar cane that grew like a weed in one corner of the plot in front of our house. I jumped back in surprise as the liquid combusted. With a crack, the air seemed to split apart with flames that billowed upwards like some malevolent genie. Then, I had simply watched in awe as the blaze tagged the towering, late August crop.


I would have been no more than four years old. My brother, Timmy, was almost six. Unlike me, he knew how swiftly this could escalate. As the flames spread to the boundary fencing, it alerted the Freemantle family who lived next door and had been relaxing around their swimming pool. Even Mr and Mrs Cairns from the other house that bordered our place came rushing out. Within the space of a minute, I appeared to have sparked quite a drama.


‘We need Dad,’ said Timmy, retreating to the house as I stood there mesmerized by the vivid spectacle. A little later, even when the sound of the fire engine sirens closed in on our property, I remained entirely transfixed by the scene. My father had joined the neighbours in attempting to douse the fire with buckets of water, but I paid no attention to the adults and their panicked voices. It was the smoke plumes and the ribbons of flames with their ever-changing hues that commanded my attention. Even then, I had no sense that I had done anything wrong. I was just bewitched by how the simple act of striking a little match had ignited a transformation in the world around me.


Inevitably, once the fire was out and the fire crew had left, I came to my senses with a hiding from my father. It wasn’t the first time and it wouldn’t be the last. At that time, corporal punishment marked the tramlines of good behaviour at home and school. My family rented a house in Parktown North, a neat and tidy suburb of Johannesburg. We lived on a panhandle street from the main thoroughfare consisting of small, single-storey houses behind picket fencing. Our house was different. It occupied an enclave at the far end of the street, and was largely hidden from view by old oaks and jacaranda trees that bloomed with purple-blue flowers. A former farmhouse before the surrounding land had been sold off for residential purposes, it was an old ranch-style dwelling with tiled floors and a tin roof that amplified the rain.


I was the youngest of three siblings. Lindsay was three years older. She was quite the independent girl, and didn’t share much in common with my brother in the middle and me. Mostly, this came down to us boys wanting to spend more time outside the house than in it. The plot wasn’t huge, but with the house set back against the perimeter we made the most of the available space. With much practice, Timmy and I discovered that if we threw ourselves back and forth on our wooden rocking horse we could shuffle forwards. While it was always great fun to imagine we were cowboys roaming a wild expanse, I still have a little scar on my forehead from the time the front gate stopped me in my tracks.


It was a time of play, experience and discovery. As well as learning that matches were supposedly kept out of reach on the mantelpiece for good reason, I remember birthday parties and barbeques in the rondavel – a round hut with a conical thatched roof commonplace across the country – that faced our house, and the sweet innocence of childhood that once led Timmy and me to traipse to the local police station to report the theft of his bicycle. The officers had better things to do with their time, of course, but we believed in right and wrong, and so it felt like the proper thing to do. 


For the most part, it seemed to be a happy upbringing. Only when I reflect on those formative years do I see the complete picture. In fact, the first time I sensed that family life was not quite as blissful as I believed occurred when my parents thought I’d gone missing.


My decision to vanish had sprung from a fear of being punished. My father could be calculating in how he disciplined us for any kind of transgression. Often, we’d be sent to our rooms before being summoned to his study for a hiding, and though it was administered with some force the wait was often worse. It all felt so unjust, and effectively just served to instil in me a sensitivity to fairness as much as fear. I grew to know when I had done something that would get me into trouble, but also when it felt undeserved. On this occasion, my father was out when I fell foul of some house rule, like forgetting to brush my teeth or make my bed. My mother warned me that she’d tell my father when he returned, which was why I chose to spirit myself away. I was very small as a boy, and had discovered that if I pressed myself into the corner behind the open kitchen door I could effectively disappear. 


‘He couldn’t have gone far? Could he? When did you realize he was missing?’


It felt like I was there for hours. When my father came home, he found my mum, Timmy and Lindsay all looking for me. With my knees tucked up against my chest, and breathing quietly, I listened to the search grow increasingly frantic. Even the neighbours were alerted and joined in the hunt. At one point, my mother returned to the kitchen to telephone a friend. I could hear her moving around as she asked if they had seen me, and then start to quietly sob. This came as quite a shock. I had never seen my mother cry, in the same way that she didn’t really laugh in my company either. Listening to her weep must’ve tugged at my conscience, because that was when I decided to make my presence known.


‘If you promise not to give me a hiding,’ I said in a whisper, ‘I’ll come out.’


The door swung away from me within a heartbeat. My mother scooped me into her arms and for a moment I sensed how it felt to be loved. She cried onto my shoulder before setting me down, as if reminding herself of some boundary between us, and then called off the search. I still got a hiding from my father, before being marched round to the neighbours and made to apologize for the trouble I’d caused. The punishment stung, but no more than usual and I soon put it behind me. But what I remembered most about the episode was the glimpse of my mother as I had never seen her before.


I was far too young to recognize that emotionally she kept us at arm’s length. With no real understanding that she was more distant than most, it didn’t seem all that odd to me when a work opportunity took her away for a year. She left without a fuss, and for some reason we children were deemed too young to understand. This would have been a momentous event for other households, where a parent engaged with her children, but for us it barely registered. As far back as I can remember, the family maid had raised us. 


Constance lived in small living quarters attached to the house. A Black woman with a warm heart, through my eyes she lived up to her name. Constance provided everything from meals to kindness, and though my father treated her with respect it didn’t occur to me or my siblings that her presence was a symbol of an unjust, segregated society. She had a family of her own, one she provided for but never talked about, and had travelled some 600 kilometres to work and live with our family. I hate to think about how she really felt about us. I have never been able to track her down to talk about those times and apologize for our role in keeping her from her family. All we knew was that Constance showed us warmth and care, and continued to do so when our mother returned twelve months later. Together with Timmy and Lindsay, we were thrilled to have her home. She didn’t seem all that pleased to be back, however, and remained just as disengaged from her children as before. What’s more, in the year she’d been away something had changed between my parents. They were tense and uncomfortable together. Their conversations would fall away whenever they realized they weren’t alone. Sometimes when Timmy and I climbed trees or sat on walls we heard raised voices coming from inside the house. 


By contrast, life next door seemed warmer. The Cairns had two boys of a similar age to Timmy and me. We often spent time together playing, mostly in their garden as they had the most fantastic treehouse. Constructed on broad limbs, with walls and a roof, this stronghold for the imagination was accessed through a trapdoor in the floor. Once inside, it felt like nobody could touch us. We had gathered there one day when somebody decided we should try smoking. We were all under five and drawn to the idea of playing at being grown-ups. So, having found some money in a study drawer, we took ourselves to a store on the main street. There, telling the storekeeper we had been sent on an errand, we bought ourselves a pack of cigarettes. 


Back in the treehouse, in an atmosphere of excitement and trepidation, we shared out our prize. The Cairns boys had a lighter, but just as we prepared to strike it up the sound of someone climbing the ladder from down below caused us all to freeze.


A moment later, Mrs Cairns’s head appeared through the trapdoor. We were up to no good, and I knew it, and so I braced myself for the hiding of a lifetime. But instead, Mrs Cairns just looked around this gang of small children, cigarettes in hands or hanging from mouths, and nodded approvingly.


‘I see you’re going to have a smoke,’ she said.


I felt my cheeks getting hot.


‘Yes, Mrs Cairns,’ I piped up, taking the cigarette from between my lips, confused by her reaction. ‘Just one.’


Had I been facing my father in this moment, the rest of my day would have been spent anxiously awaiting a summons to his study. Instead, our next-door neighbour’s mother considered me quite calmly.


‘Well, that’s great,’ she said, before taking a step back down the ladder. ‘You boys carry on.’ She left just enough time for us to glance at each another uncomfortably, before stopping in her tracks as if she’d just remembered something. ‘Just be careful,’ she said, calling upon subtle but effective parenting skills. ‘After what happened with the sugar cane, you wouldn’t want to burn down the treehouse. Especially not while you’re in it.’


Before Mrs Cairns placed a foot on the ground, no doubt smiling to herself, we had all returned our cigarettes to the carton. 


* * *


When my mother left home for a second time, our father didn’t even attempt to spin it as another work assignment. He offered no explanation whatsoever. Nor did he provide a return date. He just seemed derailed by her departure. In the weeks that followed, it felt as if he was there for us in body only – unwilling or unable to respond fully to the endless questions and chatter that children direct at a parent. In some ways, it felt like our mother wasn’t the only one who had gone. As children, we just worked around it until one day our father asked us each to pack a suitcase. Constance helped, of course, but even she seemed strangely subdued. We had no idea where we were going, or for how long, but through our eyes it was without doubt going to be an adventure. We jumped in the car, sold on the mystery, and looked out of the window with excitement as our father drove us out of the neighbourhood. If we’d expected a long journey, we were surprised when, less than half an hour from the family home, he pulled up outside a big institutional building. Timmy, Lindsay and I looked at one another, none the wiser. Following instructions, we collected our suitcases from the back of the car and filed through the main entrance. Inside, a woman in a matronly uniform stood waiting for us.


Even before she greeted us, kindly but with a formal edge before running through the paperwork as our father committed us into care, I just knew we wouldn’t be going back. 
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JAMES & MARY


My father was an outsider who worked hard to present himself as an establishment figure. James Sinton-Hewitt was born in Melbourne in 1929 to an Australian veteran of the First World War and a Scottish mother who had taken the unusual step of emigrating from a coal-mining village outside Edinburgh in search of a new life. When her husband died from injuries sustained during the war, she returned home with their son. As world events progressed towards another conflict, James grew up and developed an interest in photography. After taking an administrative job at a newspaper publisher, he was keen to learn more about an art that invited attention and respect, and so he persuaded the editor to lend him a box camera.


Shortly afterwards, on 30 October 1939, during a walk in the hills south of Edinburgh, James saw a plane tailspinning from the sky. Camera to hand, he captured a unique moment in history as the first German aircraft in the Second World War was shot down over Britain. He had rushed to the scene, not long after the surviving crew surrendered. The black and white photograph he took shows a crowd of locals gathered around the wreckage of the aircraft. It made the front page of several newspapers the next day, and would go on to be displayed in Edinburgh Castle as a document of the city’s wartime history. It was also a calling card for the young man behind the lens. 


After enrolling with the Royal Air Force, James served throughout the war as an aerial reconnaissance photographer. He was posted to South Africa, and when the conflict ended he stayed and pursued his passion for photography as a civvy profession. For an ambitious young man this was a country with boundless horizons. He established himself within an English-speaking community distinct from the descendants of Dutch, German and French settlers, a dominant presence known as the Afrikaners, though no less complicit in the apartheid regime that enforced strict racial segregation for Black South Africans. Within this bubble, James tried to build both a professional and a personal life. 


It might be said that his haste to create a picture of success led to a first marriage that couldn’t last. But whether too young, naive or hasty, James and the woman he married separated on good terms. Certainly his responsibilities towards a son from that relationship – my half-brother, Noel – added financial pressure as he worked to make his name as a photographer. Over time, his efforts paid off in terms of reputation if not income. With a string of commissions by the South African Tourist Board, he was attached to the 1947 royal tour of South Africa by King George VI. Such work came with social cachet and a source of pride, helping James to become a mainstay of the community that meant so much to him. He gave regular public speeches about his work and served as chairman of the local Rotary club. 


It seemed he had made something of his new life. He drove a car that commanded attention: the oldest Rover in South Africa with ‘suicide doors’ hinged at the rear rather than the front that forced driver and passengers to take their lives into their own hands when climbing out at the side of busy roads. In keeping with his choice of car, James liked to dress smartly. He knew how to make an impression, which was either compensation or a cover for the fact his income fell well short of his aspirations. After the royal tour, commissions from the tourist board dried up. With no platform for his work, he was forced to move into contracted employment, which led to the occasional fashion commission.


Which is how James met a vibrant young runway model called Mary.


The photographs he took at that shoot show just how bewitched he was by her. With a biplane on a rural runway for a backdrop, the focus is entirely on Mary. Slim and toned, with long limbs and hair whipped up into a beehive, her natural, unforced elegance is strikingly captured by the man behind the lens. At the same time, he faced a strong young woman who had understood the measure of the opposite sex from an early age. On the face of it, my parents were made for each other.


Raised with two sisters in the Natal province to the south-east of South Africa, Mary summed up her upbringing as ‘barefoot’. Born to Dutch parents, with little money to their name, she played football in the streets with local boys and was quick to get into fights with them whenever she or her sisters were slighted. In her youth, my mother had a commanding presence, and when that came to the attention of fashion scouts she soon found herself on the catwalk. 


From what I’ve learned about my parents over the years, patched together from conversations with relatives and old photographs, Mary’s career was rising high when she met James. She continued to model after they married and settled down, though motherhood would come to compromise the more glamorous side of her life. With two children in tow, living in a nice house in the suburbs that they could rent but not afford to buy, a sense of dissatisfaction crept into their relationship. As someone who pinned his sense of worth to material success, James could be unsettled when money was tight. It brought out his controlling side, further suffocating the marriage. 


When she fell pregnant with me, at the tail end of the fifties, Mary made a decision that would have long-standing repercussions. One day, without warning, she took off from the family home, left the family behind and fled north-east to Southern Rhodesia.* Given the circumstances, it seems likely she ran away to terminate the pregnancy. Significant barriers to abortion existed in South Africa at the time, and though Southern Rhodesia shared the same attitude she may well have been able to make arrangements there. For reasons only she knew, however, Mary changed her mind. In any case, she chose to stay, which is how I came to be born far from the family home in August 1960.


Six months after the arrival of the son he might have never seen, James tracked down Mary. Somehow, he persuaded her to return and duly drove us back to Johannesburg. At border control, no customs officer asked to see any documentation for the infant in the car with them – which was a stroke of luck for James and Mary, as they hadn’t considered that I was a Rhodesian national who required travel documentation – and waved them through.


My arrival marked a fresh start for my parents. With a daughter and two sons from this marriage already, it offered James the opportunity to at least keep up the appearance of a complete family. Mary may well have tried at first, but somehow it seemed she couldn’t let go of the feeling she’d followed a fork in the path of life that seemed less fulfilling than the alternative. She was still involved in the modelling industry and was an ambassador for a fashion house in Johannesburg. Sometimes, she took me to work with her. As a small boy, I would watch the workforce treating her like a visiting princess; to me she looked like one too, as she tried out new collections for the designers. As a model she was captivating, in demand and under the spotlight. It was in stark contrast to her life back home as a mother, where she became increasingly disengaged. 


Unable to let go of her career, and dissatisfied by the compromise she’d made, Mary entered a nationwide modelling competition. It was an ambitious move, involving a process of arduous rounds, but she could not ignore the prize: an opportunity to become a catwalk model in Paris for two years. As Mary went through to each successive round, the dream crept closer to reality. On winning the crown, which was quite an achievement, there was no question in her mind about her next steps. This was an opportunity she couldn’t ignore. Perhaps James was reminded of the stories of her wildcat years in Natal, and resigned himself to the fact that she was beyond his control. It may even have become apparent to him that he had lost her as a wife. Regardless, he opted to maintain the impression that it was all quite normal, for the sake of their children as much as the world around him. 


By rights, my sister, brother and I should have missed our mother madly. It’s just she had grown so detached from us we barely registered the difference. She didn’t write to us and if our father heard anything he chose not to relay it. Whatever strain he might have been under at the time, he had become a master of appearances.


So, when Mary returned from Paris a year early, James didn’t celebrate her return or even seem remotely relieved to have her back. Our father just carried on as normal. Mary seemed flat, but he showed no outward concern that her experience might have fallen far short of her hopes and dreams. I would later learn that my mother in France reached the high life she had craved, and yet her work as a model almost certainly exposed her to the darker side of the industry, rife with drugs and coercive sex. Ultimately, we would never know the precise reason why she cut short her stay. While others in her shoes might have been reminded of the value of family, she came back to us as removed in spirit as when she’d left. As kids, we just didn’t notice any difference.


By then, as James had possibly foreseen and even feared, the marriage was over. They kept up pretences for a year until Mary walked out. This time she left him with no story he could use to cover for her absence. For a man used to staging a performance, it must have felt as though the house lights had come on to reveal the set for what it was. My father’s success story in South Africa was a fiction. He was broke, with a faltering career, two failed marriages under his belt and a total of four children who depended on him. 


With nobody to turn to, and quite unable to talk about the immense pressure he was under, James Sinton-Hewitt made a decision that he must have believed was in the best interests of everyone involved. Experiencing what today we would call a ‘breakdown’, he applied to make the three children in his care ‘wards of court’, before then checking himself into a psychiatric hospital. 


Like Lindsay and Timmy, I had no understanding of our parents’ story at the time. As a five-year-old boy, I just experienced the consequences as we found ourselves uprooted from our lives and placed into a children’s home.
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SONS OF ENGLAND


The Sons of England Children’s Home sheltered twenty-four boys and twenty-four girls. It was an institutional building tucked behind a suburban shopping mall, and worlds apart from each other. While one showed off alluring displays of the latest TVs and three-piece suites, the other was defined by two long and austere single-sex dormitories. The adults came in the form of matrons, cooks and caretakers, and all enforced strict rules to keep the place functioning. We could be kids, of course, but there were limits. Taking in children up to the age of twelve, I was the youngest at five. I was also small and slight. Faced with this strange, new environment, I felt vulnerable but also scared to show it.


Lindsay and Timmy must have been just as unsettled. From the moment we arrived, however, it felt like I had lost them, too. The girls were largely separated from the boys, and Timmy had just started attending a local primary school. Some of the children from the home were in his class, and so he quickly made friends with them. Before long, he was joining them in sneaking out to roam the shopping centre. It always seemed like a big adventure to me, but not one that I could share with him. Alone, I didn’t know how to settle into this new life beyond just following the routine that structured each day. As a pre-schooler, that meant killing time playing on the trampoline with any other child who happened to be around, eating our meals at a set time in a big dining hall, and then learning to sleep in a collective space. It was by no means a generous, warm or loving environment. We were looked after by a matron and her supporting staff, but really they were just there to shepherd us through each day. Good behaviour was expected but not rewarded. Any transgression would be met with discipline, including corporal punishment, and so I quickly learned to do as I was told.


Being so young, I only saw the best in the other children. I just trusted them instinctively, and never thought that anyone would see me as an easy target. So the first betrayal hit me hard. It happened in the early weeks of our new lives. Lights out had plunged the boys’ dormitory into darkness some hours earlier. With a matron at large, any early whispering had soon trailed away. Our beds were lined up in rows, with just enough space in between for each boy to have a locker to store his things. Having spent all day playing outside, I had fallen asleep straight away. Sometimes I would dream, which felt like a welcome escape. That night, there was nothing. At some point, I awoke with a start and immediately began to choke. In the gloom, I could make out a group of boys surrounding my bed. They were laughing. Some sounded gleeful. One was urinating into my mouth. 


‘Stop it! Stop!’


In shock and revulsion, I scrambled to sit up. The boys responded by laughing wildly. I began to scream, dragged from sleep into this nightmare, which was when I noticed that Timmy was among them. 


‘Boys! Cease this racket now!’


The dormitory lights came on to reveal Matron at the door. At once, Timmy and the other boys melted away to their beds. I was sobbing hysterically. My pyjamas and sheets were soaked. I was in shock, but not just from the humiliation. Above all, I realised that I could no longer rely on my own brother to protect me. 


‘Paul! Enough of this noise!’


Matron marched towards me in a way that stole the oxygen from the room. By now the other boys had squeezed their eyes shut, pretending to be asleep. I was beyond consoling. Matron approached my bed, her eyes narrowed, nostrils flared, clutching some kind of bat with a leather strap attached to it. Throughout my time in the home, the mere sight of that instrument struck me with fear. Somehow, she had decided I was solely responsible for the commotion, and by breaking the rules I was now in line to be punished. Bent over her knee a moment later, that strap stung my buttocks so hard it stunned me into silence. There would be no fresh sheets that night. Nor any sense that I was in a safe place. 


Alone in the dark, lying in that soiled bed, I struggled to make sense of what had just happened. Whenever my father had given me a hiding, he had first spent some time explaining why I deserved it. That had been normalized for me, but this felt completely undeserved. Traumatized, I tried hard not to cry in case it drew more attention. The whole episode felt so unjust, and it steered me towards a lasting belief in the importance of fairness in life.


I wanted to find Lindsay and tell her what had happened. It’s just she was just that little bit too old and independent for me to feel like I could ask for her help. She had a close set of girlfriends, and might as well have been on a different planet. As for Timmy and me, we never talked about the incident. I was scared that if I mentioned it that might drive him further away from me. I never stopped loving him. I just wished I could have relied on him for a sense of protection. I was too young to understand at the time that my brother was also struggling. He was just another little boy in survival mode. While I watched him with envy, as he headed off to primary school each morning, Timmy had his own challenges to face. Literacy was a struggle for my brother, despite his best efforts. It also singled him out for all the wrong reasons. Thrust into this new life, far from the safety of a family fold, he just wanted to be accepted. Unfortunately for me, the simplest way for him to do that was by joining the pack who picked on the easy target. 


When I followed Timmy to primary school our relationship changed again. My brother had fared so badly in his first year that he was kept back and found himself in the same class as me. Even though my brother was dark-haired while I was blonde, other kids still thought we were twins and I loved that. Timmy, on the other hand, responded to finding himself boxed in with his little brother by firing up a competitive streak. If we played football or cricket at break time, he would insist on being on the opposing side to me. I was wary of him in the home when other boys were around, but in a team sport on the field we were equals. Even though he was frequently on the winning side, I just liked the fact that we were doing something together.


Despite the distance between us, we found an opportunity about a year after going into care to seek out something we all missed. Sunday school took place at the Methodist church beyond the shopping centre, and all the children from the home were compelled to attend. 


The religious lessons sailed over my head, unlike the discovery that our mother had moved into a flat nearby. 


* * *


Since leaving us at The Sons of England, our father had driven away from our lives completely. We had no idea he was in psychiatric care. For a long time, when Lindsay, Timmy and I talked about our parents we did so in the past tense. I don’t know how Lindsay learned about our mother’s whereabouts. Maybe as the eldest child, Mum had written to her. Having left the family home in Parktown North, she had resurfaced by moving into a small ground-floor apartment in the same Johannesburg district as the children’s home. Her choice to locate there had nothing to do with the fact it was just a few blocks away from the church. It was just a coincidence we couldn’t ignore.


On Sunday mornings, all the children from the home would be marched to the church as a formal group. After class, we were allowed to make our own way back. We knew we wouldn’t be missed for a while, so we decided to make a short detour. As we slipped away from the group, my sister, brother and I were too young to feel anything but excitement. Our lives had become very complicated through no fault of our own. The last thing we wanted to do on seeing the woman who had walked out on us was make it harder for ourselves. Having learned that our mother had moved so close by, however, we just assumed she would want to be a part of our lives again.


Being the eldest, Lindsay was in charge. She led us to a communal building, and ran a finger down the nameplates beside each buzzer until she found the right one. When nobody responded, Timmy and I dutifully followed our sister to a side entrance and into a back yard.


‘Well, hello!’ Our mother was lying on a sunlounger. She was wearing nothing but the tan lines from a swimsuit and a pair of dark glasses, which she removed to greet us. ‘You’ve grown!’


For someone responsible for starting a train of events that had led to us going into care, she seemed very casual about seeing us again. She was also completely relaxed about being naked. The yard was overlooked by several flats, but she didn’t appear to care. None of us remarked on it, and I didn’t think it was strange. As she was the only maternal figure we knew, I assumed it was all quite normal.


‘I’ve just started school!’ I said, eager to share my news. ‘I’m in the same class as Timmy!’


My mother was smoking a cigarette, which she inhaled absently as if her thoughts lay elsewhere. Then, finishing a glass of red wine that sat on the table beside her, she rose to her feet and smiled. 


‘Who’s hungry?’ she asked, reaching for the gown draped over the back of her lounger. ‘I’ll make lunch.’


Had we returned as adults, the course of that visit would have gone very differently. As children, however, we were somewhat in thrall to this mysterious and somewhat magical figure. Mum fed us in her little kitchen as if it was something she did all the time, and then saw us out of her front door as if we were attending school for the day. She gave us each a hug and told us we could visit any Sunday if it didn’t get us into trouble. 


We deserved so much more from her as a mother. It’s just our experience of life had left us none the wiser that her detachment from us bordered on cruelty. None of us picked over the visit on our way back to the home. We didn’t comment on her lack of clothing or our wellbeing, nor the fact that she had refilled her wine glass several times during our visit. We didn’t question anything, in fact. Slipping back into The Sons of England building we called home, before anyone noticed our absence, Lindsay, Timmy and I just fell into the routine expected of us. By then, we’d been wards of the state for well over a year. In that system, we couldn’t make decisions for ourselves. Nor did we question anything. We accepted that most of our classmates were met in the playground after school by their parents, while we made the short walk back to the care home unaccompanied. We made friends at school, of course. It’s just we could never be expected to be invited back for tea because we were different. All three of us lived regimented lives with no voice and especially no concept of what family could mean. There was little privacy, warmth or sense of belonging, but in those formative years we also didn’t know what we were missing.


Without really realizing it, we had become completely institutionalized.
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APPLES IN THE ORCHARD


Lindsay, Timmy and I remained in care for three years. As time ticked by, visits to see our mother became baked into our weekly routine. Over time, it went from a covert drop-in after Sunday school to a more formalized visit with consent from the home. Mostly we’d be there for an hour. Sometimes we would stay for the afternoon.


Mum continued to make us feel welcome. If she knew we were coming, we’d find her preparing lunch. Whatever had gone on during her year in Paris, the culture had influenced her cooking. A roast chicken was served as poussin, with new potatoes and salad, which became a firm favourite. I can still picture her at the worktop with a glass of wine and a cigarette on the go, which she always managed with some elegance. We became such frequent visitors to that flat every other weekend or so that Lindsay, Timmy and I even made friends with the kids in the same block. Some of the boys had gained access to a service room and refashioned it into a space for themselves. They were a lot older, but friendly and relaxed with us. One of them had wired up a record player and would play singles by The Beatles and The Rolling Stones. 


It was my first introduction to music, and I loved it. Songs like ‘Hey Jude’ and ‘Ruby Tuesday’ transported me from my surroundings. That was invaluable to a boy like me. For the space of a song, I would close my eyes and feel completely free. Along with spending time with our mother, it was one more reason why that visit to her flat would be a high point in our strange, detached childhood. She never once talked about why she abandoned us, which is how we all came to see it later in life. When she mentioned our father, it confirmed he was alive and refusing to agree to a divorce, but nothing more. Despite what had happened to the family, somehow she presented herself as being the kind and loving one. Maybe it was sincere when we visited her, but ultimately when it was time to go back it marked the end of her responsibility as a parent. At Christmas time and other holidays each year, even if she was at home, we remained at The Sons of England.


While our mother’s modelling career was on the wane, she never once lost her poise. That could make her hard to read. After so long in the care system, my siblings and I didn’t question what lay beneath. We just took her at face value and behaved in a way that would please her. Conditioned not to challenge authority, we considered adults to be a law unto themselves. We didn’t make decisions. They were made for us. 


So, the day our father came to the care home to collect us, three years after dropping us off, he was met by children who must have seemed strangely subdued and compliant. In the time since we had watched him drive away, he had overcome the crisis that had hospitalized him. We didn’t learn this from him until we were much older. Even without any explanation as to why he had abandoned us in the first place, we just packed our bags and climbed into his car without question.


Even though we were in the dark over the circumstances of his disappearance, our father had worked hard to restore some stability to his life for him to reach this point. Now he had returned to play a role in our upbringing. Dad had come to take us away from the care home, though the system decreed that we would remain wards of the state until adulthood. 


Our father looked as well-presented as ever. In the three years since we’d last seen him, however, a great deal had changed. Perhaps recognizing that freelance photography could not provide him with a stable income, he had found work in the regional PR office with the agricultural machinery manufacturer, Massey Ferguson. His role involved editorial work for an internal magazine, which included taking photographs to accompany the content, so he was happy. He had also ended the tenancy on the family house in Parktown North. In doing so, he had left the suburbs behind by moving twenty miles south of Johannesburg and into the countryside. It didn’t take us long to travel there by car, but to kids with limited life experience it felt like we were entering a new world. As we left the city behind for what had once been a prosperous gold mining region, the transformation in our surroundings gripped our attention. The roads turned from tarmac to red dirt track, while the landscape opened up to reveal a scattering of farms. 


Our father had reinvented himself to fit in by renting a smallholding. He came with no experience of looking after the land, and so it came as a surprise to find he’d taken on a place with a hundred fruit trees. They were laden with apples and peaches, all of which ripened beautifully but were never harvested. Throughout the time he lived there, he just enjoyed the sight of a bountiful crop and seemed content to just let them drop and return to the soil. 


‘What do you think of your new home?’ he asked with great pride after we finished exploring. ‘You’re going to love living here during the school holidays.’


And that was the catch to what had seemed to be a day when everything would change. Our father had stepped up to reclaim responsibility for his children. He had addressed his personal issues and made a career change in order to provide for us. It was just that it had extended to securing places for Lindsay, Timmy and I to continue our education as boarders. 


As my sister was at high-school age, our father had organized for her to start at a high school in a nearby town that housed and educated girls and boys separately. Timmy and I had been enrolled at the primary school just outside the grounds. Ostensibly a day school, here my father must have felt he’d secured an arrangement that would keep his three children together.


‘You’ll be boarding with the high-school boys,’ he announced to Timmy and me. 


As he painted a picture of this new chapter, no doubt with the best of intentions, the three of us absorbed the details in silence. We showed no reluctance or enthusiasm. Our lives were such that our feelings weren’t a factor in the decisions made on our behalf.


I was eight years old when I moved to our new primary school, with my older brother in the same class. He was about to turn ten, but even that seemed like a generation apart compared to the high-school boys in the boarding house we joined. They weren’t just much older. They were also more boisterous and extreme in how they expressed it. What was just banter to them seemed like a mean streak to a little boy, and it scared me. Even though I was used to communal living arrangements, this dormitory felt very different to the one at The Sons of England. Here, a long hall linked facing rows of bedrooms. Each room housed up to six beds, and seemed to go on for ever. From the moment I arrived, the layout meant it felt like I was being watched all the time. It also seemed very crowded, and I was constantly apologizing for walking into people. I’m sure it was designed to bring everyone together. I just found it hard to breathe. If there was little privacy in the children’s home, there was none at all here. The girls occupied a similar set-up on the other side of the building. Apart from the dining area that linked the two, we rarely had contact with them. In fact, from the moment we moved in I barely saw my sister. 


Timmy and I got along, but I knew that I couldn’t rely on him for any kind of help or support if I needed it. We were facing the same situation, and no doubt felt as vulnerable as each other. By rights, we simply shouldn’t have been there. As the youngest in the boarding house by a long way, and still short and slight for my age, I stood out for all the wrong reasons. The older boys treated me with a mixture of curiosity and derision, all of which I just tried to take in my stride so I didn’t make things worse for myself. But as time passed, the mean streak I had picked up on crept into their attitude towards me. Then it became cruel. The jokes turned into jabs and shoves, and the laughter at my expense grew louder. I tried hard to keep out of trouble. After school – where I had at least been among kids my own age – it was only a short walk across playing fields back to the boarding house. Even so, I would take my time. I felt safe out there, alone with my thoughts. Sometimes my attention would turn to the skies. There was an air force base nearby, and so I often saw parachutists tumbling out of planes from high above. Watching them drop was mesmerizing. They looked completely free from the kind of worries that went through my mind. And having found the courage to take the plunge, their canopies would always open to deliver them safely back to earth. 


OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






			Cover



			Title page



			Dedication page



			Contents



		PART ONE



		1  FIRST LIGHT



		2  JAMES & MARY



		3  SONS OF ENGLAND



		4  APPLES IN THE ORCHARD



		5  ON TRUST



		6  THE LAST TO KNOW



		7  THE BALANCE OF POWER



		8  GIRLS AND CARS



		9  ON INJUSTICE



		10  THE WORLD AROUND



		11  THE GREAT ESCAPE









		PART TWO



		12  LIFELINES



		13  ON RUNNING



		14  ROCKY ROAD



		15  FOOTPRINTS



		16  DOG DAYS



		17  DANCE LIKE NOBODY’S WATCHING



		18  STUMBLE AND FALL



		19  ONE SMALL STEP









		PART THREE



		20  SPREAD THE WORD



		21  FINDING OUR FEET



		22  A DOG WITH A BONE



		23  IT’LL ALL COME GOOD IN THE END



		24  LEAP OF FAITH



		25  BEYOND BORDERS



		26  CHANGES & CHALLENGES



		27  A LITTLE BIT OF SUNSHINE



		28  PEOPLE ARE GOOD









		FOOTNOTE



		PICTURE SECTION



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author



		Copyright page











Guide





			Cover



			Title page



			Contents



			Start













		iii



		v



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		iv











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
<& o = und@»

;)ogf\run

The definitive account of a run that
became a global movement

PAUL SINTON HEWITT |

£ M WS Ay





