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To my mother Maria, my sisters Martlie and Gerda, my wife Nikki, and my children Nikki, Carli and Jani.










Glossary


ag: oh


aikona: never (isiZulu and isiXhosa)


boepens: beer belly


boerseun: farm boy


boykie: lad


braai/braaivleis: barbecue


dikbek: sulky


dominee: priest


dompas/se: official document/s black people in South Africa had to carry to prove their identity and where they could live or work. The pass laws were repealed in 1986.


dop/s: drink/s


down-down: drink rapidly in one go


dronkgat: drunkard


fok: fuck


gatvol: had enough


gees: vibe


hartseer: heartsore


hoendervleis: goose bumps


hoërskool: high school


Jik: brand name for bleach


jol/jolling: party/partying


kak: shit


kontiki/’s: post-match fines meeting, usually involving drinking alcohol as a penalty


kouekoors: fever


kuier/kuiering: settle/settled in for a party


k-word: a derogatory word used to insult a black person, considered to be extremely offensive hate speech


laaitie: young boy


lekker/lekkerest: nice/nicest


moering: hitting hard


oom: uncle


opfok: fuck up


ou tannie: old auntie


pap/papper: weak/weaker


plankiesteaks: barbecued steak sliced and served on a board


sokkie/s: dance/s


stoutgat: badly behaved person


takkies: sneakers


tannie(s): auntie(s)


troep(s): soldier(s) with no rank


volkslied: folk song


windgat: a show-off










Preface


PEOPLE THINK THEY KNOW ME. And I understand why. I’ve lived my life in the public eye ever since I started playing rugby for Free State back in 1994. I come from Despatch, an Eastern Cape town with humble beginnings, where my world was incredibly small. And then, as my rugby prowess grew, I was suddenly being featured on the sports pages of newspapers and in rugby magazines and being talked about on the radio and appearing on TV. The matches I played were live in people’s homes.


The public gaze increased dramatically when I became a Springbok and later a coach who won the Currie Cup twice. And when I coached the Boks and won the 2019 World Cup, the scrutiny became almost unbearable.


When social media arrived, I was quick to get on board. I’ve always been slightly ahead of the game when it comes to technology. I used Twitter a lot, sometimes fuelling Twitter storms and Twitter wars, and that simply increased the public’s access to what I was doing and saying. People read and commented on what I had to say and watched videos of me dancing and enjoying life. So many saw that now-infamous video of me criticising a referee. It’s all out there for the public to view and judge.


People think they know me, and so they form their own opinions of me. I’ve got no problem with that. People can and must have their own views. Of course, I would prefer that those views and opinions were based on fact, but I know the facts aren’t always available. So people sometimes make up their minds about me based on something that simply isn’t true.


To be honest, a lot of the public opinion about me is way off the mark. I may come across as a loudmouth, opinionated, arrogant, unrepentant. That I’m not very serious, like I enjoy to jol a little too much. I might appear troubled, complicated and angry. The list of perceptions is long. And while some of this criticism is understandable, even justified, a lot of it is just plain wrong.


People think I’m extroverted, but I’m not. I find social occasions difficult, and I’m uncomfortable engaging with people I don’t know. When I speak at news conferences, I’m nervous and way out of my comfort zone. Of course, I’m used to it by now and try to put on a smile, but that doesn’t mean the situation gets any easier to handle.


I speak my mind when I believe I can make a difference. I express my view when I think people may otherwise misunderstand what’s going on. I put myself out there. But that doesn’t mean I like the limelight. Actually, behind it all, I’m a quiet, uncomplicated person. I can count the number of close friends on one hand. I prefer to be private. I don’t want to be the centre of attention. But that’s not the life I can lead with the career I’ve chosen for myself, and I can live with that.


People think they know me, but they don’t.


You want to know who the real Rassie Erasmus is? Let me tell you . . .
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THE NAME RASSIE CAME LATER. For the first 18 years of my life I was simply Hannie, the shortened version of the name on my birth certificate: Johan. That’s me – simply Johan Erasmus. No other names.


My old school friends and people who knew me as a laaitie still call me Hannie.


Despatch, where I grew up in the Eastern Cape, is a small working-class town, home to 40 000 people, about 30 kilometres from Port Elizabeth (PE; now Gqeberha). I was born on 5 November 1972 in the provincial hospital of the neighbouring town of Uitenhage just across the bridge over the Swartkops River. Despatch didn’t have a hospital. It’s that small.


Most of the people who lived in Despatch worked at the Goodyear factory or at Volkswagen in Uitenhage. They’re proud people and they work hard. Never windgat. You couldn’t be windgat in Despatch, because there was nothing to be windgat about.


I am the youngest of three. My eldest sister is Martlie, eight years older than me. She and her husband Bert and their two children have lived in England for the past 20 years, where she works as a social worker for the National Health Service. Despite the distance between us, we are still very close.


Then there’s my other sister Gerda, three years older than me, who lives with her husband Willie and their two children on a farm in Baviaanskloof. When I was growing up, that farm belonged to my grandparents, and we would go there every single holiday. The tradition continues to this day, and I try as often as I can to go to the farm to get away from the stress of my job. Gerda and I have a wonderful relationship because we are closer in age. When I started high school, she was in Standard 9 (Grade 11).


After Gerda was born in Caledon, my parents moved to Despatch. They moved around a bit before finally settling in a small house at 98 President Reitz Street. I remember that house so well. So many good things happened there. And some bad things.


When I look back on my life in Despatch, I can say I was a happy boy in that small town, with lots of friends; I enjoyed school and was successful playing sport. I had a loving, supportive mother and two wonderful sisters. My father was difficult, but I loved him all the same.


Let me tell you about my complicated father, Abel Hermanus Erasmus. While he did play a bit of rugby at school and at teachers’ training college, he was more artistic and an incredible musician. My sisters inherited those talents. I got my sporting abilities from my mom.


My father came from Sunland, 25 kilometres from Kirkwood and around 45 kilometres from Despatch, in the Sundays River Valley. Abel’s father, my grandfather, had an unusual job. He was known as the waterfiskaal (water-fiscal), the guy who regulated the water flow through the irrigation systems for the citrus farms on the banks of the Sundays River. I used to love visiting him in his office, with its 30-plus large stopwatches – big, silver government-issued nekhorlosies (necklace watches) that were used to time how long the irrigation sluices would be open to irrigate the land. For example, a farmer would get water for two hours, timed to the last second by those big stopwatches the workers wore on a strap around their necks.


My dad’s younger brother, Erik Erasmus, known fondly as Oom Moos, loved to tell the story of how my father arrived home one evening with his clothes torn and covered in blood and mud. He was shaking in fear. Moos, who was about 10 years old at the time, thought it was a monster at the gate and fled. It turned out my father had been hit by a train, which must have either been going very slowly or hit him with no more than a glancing blow. He wasn’t badly hurt, more shaken up by the experience. Even after my dad passed away, Moos was still laughing at the story of the day he thought his older brother was a monster at the gate.


My father could play just about any musical instrument: trekklavier (piano accordion), concertina, electric guitar, banjo, ukelele, you name it. He was so talented. If it was new to him, he would learn to play it within half an hour. He played in a band and was often the master of ceremonies at weddings and dances in the town hall. He was a very clever man; he went to school at the age of four, could play the piano when he was four, and finished school when he was 16.


One of my favourite memories is when my father would gather the family together on a Sunday and play music. It didn’t happen very often, but it was so special when it did. My two sisters are very musical. Martlie can sing, and Gerda can play the organ and piano. My mom and I have no rhythm and we can’t sing, so we would get the tambourine and the shakers, and my dad would be on the electric guitar. We’d then have our own concert. Those were happy times, but sadly they were rare.


My father had his demons, and his main demon was alcohol.


He would come home from work, open a bottle of Mainstay cane spirits, and drink until he passed out. We had a laundry room next to the kitchen where my dad kept his Mainstay, or bloukop-soldaatjies (blue-helmeted soldiers), as my mom called them because of their blue bottle tops. There were so many of those bottles, mainly empty. When my father was sober, he’d joke that he could make a lot of money by returning the empties.


At about six in the evening, he would take a beer glass – the one with a short stem – and half-fill it with cane spirits. No ice, no water, no mixer. Just straight cane. He would down it and then go to the lounge to watch TV. Twenty minutes later, he’d be back in the laundry pouring another.


He would walk around in his underpants, with his boepens sticking out, from the lounge to the laundry room and back, until the bottle was empty or until he was so drunk that he couldn’t get out of his chair, until he couldn’t talk and couldn’t argue.


It was nerve-wracking to have him walking around in his underpants, in case somebody outside of the family saw him. We hid him from visitors, and my sisters never wanted to bring boyfriends back to our house.


He never physically assaulted us, but his drinking scared me. If he wanted to pick an argument when he was drunk, we knew to just walk away. If you want to argue with a drunk, you’re just going to get into an even bigger argument. My parents slept in separate rooms, and the best thing to do was get him into his room.


But he wasn’t completely safe there. When we got him to his room, he would – every night, without exception – lie on his side and start beating himself on his legs. He’d slap himself very hard, over and over again. Then he would rub his legs and repeat the slapping. On and on it would go. It upset me and I tried to stop him. I wanted to protect him, so I would lie next to him and hold his hand to stop him hitting himself. I tried putting some towels over his legs so it wasn’t that hard a slap. I would also lie behind him and hold him, which sometimes worked. All I wanted to do was comfort him because I could see he was in anguish.


I’d have to play mind games too. I’d say, ‘Pa, kan ek hier by Pa lê? Ek voel alleen’ (Dad, can I lie next to you? I feel so alone). I wouldn’t say, ‘Pa, ek wil jou beskerm, (Dad, I want to protect you). I would just lie behind him so that he could feel like it’s a hug.


He wouldn’t let me into the room if I said, ‘Pa, ek wil jou help’ (Dad, I want to help you) or ‘Pa, moet asseblief nie vir Pa so slaan nie’ (Dad, please don’t slap yourself like that). Slapping wasn’t a decision he made. He couldn’t help himself. Some nights you felt he was never going to stop. Many times I just stood and watched.


I remember one night my friend David Malan was visiting and he could hear my father slapping himself in his bedroom. I confided in David and explained what was happening. David tried to lighten the terrible situation by saying, ‘No, no, it’s mosquitoes – your dad is hitting mosquitoes against the wall.’


When my father drank at functions at which his band was playing, I was always nervous he’d have too much. The band would start up and they would slowly drink more and more. My dad would get tipsy and close his eyes while he was playing. It was like he was in another world, as if the music and the drink took him away from his troubles.


I remember a friend asking, ‘Why does your dad close his eyes when he plays?’ I told him, ‘When you’re really good, you don’t have to look at your instrument.’ But I knew what was really going on, and I would worry that he would get too drunk. I hated that. I didn’t want him to embarrass me. Or embarrass himself.


On some occasions we tried to stop the drinking early so that it wouldn’t spiral out of control. Soon after he started drinking, we would get him into his room and lock the door. But then all hell would break loose. He would bang on the door until we opened it. Then he would walk to the laundry room, fill up his glass and sit back down in front of the TV, and repeat the process until the Mainstay bottle was empty.


Once we had to rush him to hospital because he mistakenly took a big slug from a bottle of Jik. Somebody had put the Jik bottle in the fridge and my father, in his drunken state, thought it was milk and took a huge gulp. He started vomiting. I was 14 years old and had to jump in the car and race, with the hazards on, to my cousin, and they took him to the hospital.


On Sundays, we often visited my grandparents in Kirkwood. I remember an incident when I was about 10 years old. Even though it was a Sunday, my dad was already drunk and wanted to go to Kirkwood, but my sisters and mother refused to go with him. I heard my father say I was the only person who could drive him.


As bizarre as it sounds now, it was much safer that way. For me, it was lekker to drive and be safe with my family alongside me. At the age of about 10, in Standard 4 (Grade 6), I started driving us to my maternal grandparents’ farm in Baviaanskloof or my paternal grandparents’ home in Kirkwood. I had to because my father would be just too drunk. He insisted I drive, not my mother or sisters. We had an automatic Ford Cortina. I would take a big pillow and sit on it so I could see over the steering wheel. My father sat next to me, with my mom and sisters in the back. I know now that it’s insane, but we didn’t think it at the time. I was a good driver. I also learnt to drive the tractor and the lorries on the farm, so driving the Cortina wasn’t a big deal and everyone felt quite safe.


On this particular day, I didn’t want to go with him to Kirkwood. I didn’t want him to find me to ask me, so I hid. But he knew I was somewhere in the house.


My sisters came to warn me. ‘Pa soek jou’ (Dad is looking for you). So I said, ‘Nee, ek gaan nie nou saam met hom ry nie’ (No, I’m not going to ride with him). They told him, ‘Johan is nie hier nie – hy gaan nie saam nie’ (Johan isn’t here – he’s not going with you).


So he went to his room, picked up his .303 rifle and came looking for me. ‘Hy ís hier!’ (He is here!)


My sisters rushed to me. ‘Kruip weg – hy soek jou. Hy’t ’n geweer’ (Hide – he’s looking for you. He’s got a gun). They were clearly very scared, and if they were scared, I was certainly not going to confront him. I remember that I wasn’t afraid. I knew he wouldn’t really shoot me.


I climbed onto the roof of our house and lay there until my sisters told me he had passed out. I remember one of our neighbours spotting me on the roof and asking what was going on. I told them I was looking for my tennis ball. Then I just lay there, bored, waiting for him to pass out on his bed.


My father never physically hurt me, but he would say things to hurt me. My mother also suffered that mental abuse. He knew how big rugby was for me, and after my team lost to Framesby High School, he’d say something like, ‘Ja, jy met jou dun nekkie, jy sal nêrens kom nie – julle kan nie eers vir Framesby wen nie’ (Yes, you with your thin little neck, you’ll never amount to much – your team can’t even beat Framesby).


That hurt me 10 times more than him wanting to shoot me.


I remember when my dad was driving us to Port Elizabeth and he was drunk. My friend David Malan was with me in the back and my mom was in the passenger seat. As he turned onto the N2 highway to PE, he ended up on the wrong side of the road, heading straight into the oncoming traffic. My mom was too afraid to say anything, and David eventually nudged me and said, ‘Jou pa ry nie aan die regte kant van die pad nie’ (Your dad isn’t driving on the correct side of the road).


My dad called me Kwedin (isiXhosa for ‘small boy’). So I said, ‘Pa, kan Kwedin nie bestuur nie?’ (Dad, can’t I drive?) He pulled off the highway, and I got behind the wheel and drove.


Even though he had been a teacher, he didn’t take an interest in my schoolwork. He came to some of my rugby matches when I was in primary school because they started early, around 8am or 9am, but when I was in high school and playing for the first team, the games would start at 11am or 12pm. He would watch for a short while and then drive off to someone’s house to start drinking again.


It was embarrassing when the headmaster and the dominee came to the house to say, ‘Ons is hier vir julle. Ons weet waardeur julle gaan’ (We are here for you. We know what you’re going through). They could come round for a chat, but they would do fuck-all to help us. I was embarrassed for my mom. And my dad. I didn’t want the headmaster and the dominee to know anything about us. Just go away, we’ll be okay. I hate it when somebody says ‘I’m there for you’. Rather say nothing. Just be there. Really be there.


I don’t think people at his work knew my dad was an alcoholic. He woke up every morning at 5.30am, and before he drove off to work, he drank a glass of soda water. Then he would get into his government-sponsored Mazda 323 and head off to Port Elizabeth where he worked for the Department of Bantu Administration (later, with the demise of apartheid, it was abolished and some of its functions shared among various departments). He never missed a day’s work and was never drunk at work.


The thing that gets me is the way he sobered up after I left home at the age of 18 and was in the army. My mom had made the decision to stay with him for as long as the children were still in the house. Then, after Martlie left to study at the University of Port Elizabeth and Gerda later moved to Bloemfontein, she told herself to hang in there because she knew I didn’t want her to leave my dad. As soon as I left for the army in Bloemfontein, she filed for divorce. My father’s parents took him home to Kirkwood, where they looked after him and helped him manage the withdrawal symptoms. They kept him in his room away from alcohol until he was able to control his addiction and stop drinking.


If only that had happened years earlier. If my father had received proper help in the early 1980s, when he started drinking, he might be alive today. When I was young, alcoholics were seen as bad people who had chosen this life for themselves. No one helped us as the family, and we couldn’t help ourselves because we didn’t know what to do.


My mom is Maria Elizabeth Erasmus (née Terblanche), and she was the sporty one in the family. She was a sprinter and she played netball. I get my sporting abilities from her. She’s in her eighties now. She was my biggest supporter when I played sport at school. She still is my biggest supporter. She would throw a tennis ball for me for hours, not only for me to practise but because we both loved it.


We made up our own games. Our kitchen chairs had metal legs with rubber plugs on the bottom, and I would tilt a chair onto its front legs and bounce-bounce-bounce, balancing on the two legs. My mom would count how many times I could bounce without falling over. We’d count up to 130, and the next day she’d say, ‘Come, let’s go again,’ and I’d bounce, bounce to 140. I loved that game.


My mother worked at the local municipality. She knew every plot number in Despatch. If you showed her where someone lived, she could tell you their plot number and if they paid their rates and taxes on time.


My primary school, Susannah Fourie, was right next door to the municipality. From her office window, my mom could see the school gate and the sports fields. She would watch me playing rugby from her office. She would watch all my games, either through her office window, or standing at the side of the field. She still watches cricket, netball and rugby and has plenty to say about the way the games are played. She has strong views about the tackle laws. She’ll say: ‘Niemand kan sonder sy bene hardloop nie. Jy moet vir daai Springbokspan sê’ (No one can run without their legs. You must tell that Springbok team). And I tell her: ‘Ja, Ma, ek sal vir hulle sê’ (Yes, Mom, I’ll tell them).


My parents met at the teachers’ training college in Graaff-Reinet. My father became a teacher in Port Elizabeth when he was only 18 years old, and, for a brief period when he was 24, he was an acting headmaster at a school in Graaff-Reinet. He, however, eventually gave up teaching because it didn’t pay the bills. Those were the days before he started drinking.


Many of my family went into teaching, including Oom Moos and my father’s sister, Tannie Tilla. My mom’s sister was a teacher and my sister Martlie taught art for a while before moving into social work. I had plans to become a Physical Education teacher, but that didn’t work out.


On my mother’s side, there was my grandfather, Daniel Johannes Terblanche. We called him Oupa Bokkedaat – it has no meaning, it was just a nickname. He and my grandmother, Ouma Marta, had three children: my mom, my Tannie Taniela and my Oom Boetie.


Oupa Bokkedaat was a rich, successful farmer in the Baviaanskloof. His farm was our holiday spot every holiday. It still is. My oupa tried his hand at anything. He farmed goats, cattle and sheep, and grew tobacco, pumpkins and onion seed. He eventually owned four or five farms. He was strict too. He allowed no alcohol in the house. He was even against having a glass of wine with a meal, so my father would sneak a drink behind the barn. I never saw him drunk in front of my oupa.


Let me tell you about my life growing up surrounded by the people of Despatch.


The Human family lived next door. Oom Piet and Tannie Leah and their five children: Gerhard (nicknamed Pote), Dawie, Herman (nicknamed Harry), Siegie and Leah. The boys all played rugby. Pote, who is 13 years older than me, was the most successful. He played over 200 provincial rugby matches for Eastern Province and Free State and coached the Bulls. He now coaches the Houston SaberCats in the USA. In 2006, Pote and I were the opposing coaches of the teams that shared the Currie Cup after the final ended in a 28–all draw. That was an impossible dream to consider when we lived next door to each other in Despatch.


The Humans were a second family for me. They looked after me. A simple fence separated our houses, with a hole that I could crawl through. I spent most of my time with them. Often, when I was in trouble, I would escape to their house and hide. They understood my family and what was going on.


Harry walked me to school on my very first day. It was something he and Siegie did often when I was young because school was close by. I walked to school until the age of 16 when I got a 50cc motorbike.


I used to wear the clothes the Human boys had outgrown, not because my mother couldn’t afford new clothes – it was just what you did in Despatch. If clothes could still be worn and they fit, why not wear them? School uniforms would pass down from successive Human boys to me.


I remember that the Humans had boxing gloves. We would fight each other in their front yard, challenging anyone who walked past to a fight. They would come in, try their luck against the bigger Human boys, maybe get knocked down, and then just carry on walking. Despatch people have a knack for fighting. The town is a tough place. If there’s a brawl, few will stand back. Not because they’re troublemakers, but people don’t just say, ‘Ag, well,’ and walk on. They’d get stuck in.


Our garden fights were proper. We would box against each other for three rounds, really moering each other – but with boxing gloves on. Even Pote, so much older than me, would fight me. And he wouldn’t just come out and flatten me, even though he could. It was never vicious, but it was hard.


On the corner lived Willie and Gerhard Meyer. Willie, who is five years older than me, would later become a Springbok teammate and play 26 Test matches.


Rugby was our favourite sport. To get a game going, all I had to do was walk into the street and whistle to call my friends. Nobody ever phoned each other. We just had to whistle loudly. I would whistle and then the Humans would whistle, the Meyers would whistle, and my friends Conrad Fouche and Pieter O’Neill (who later played SA Schools and for Boland) and his brother Paul would whistle. And Riaan Scholtz and Werner Terblanche. The whole street would be filled with whistles. We’re in, we’re in, we’re in – and very quickly a group of players had formed.


Sometimes we played in someone’s yard until it got dark. Most often we would head to an open piece of land, a barely used park, about 800 metres from my house and close to the church, where we would measure out a rugby field and play.


Right across from Susannah Fourie Primary School is Despatch High School, also known as Hoërskool Despatch, and further along is the main rugby field. That’s where I played my first-ever game of rugby, not counting the private social games in the park. These days, alongside that field is the Rassie Erasmus Pavilion. Every time I go to Despatch, I visit the field. I feel very proud and quite overwhelmed that the pavilion is named after me. It’s lekker to show my kids the pavilion, but when my name was unveiled I wasn’t sure if I deserved the honour for doing something I loved and for which I got paid.


Pote and Siegie were my first rugby heroes because they played for Despatch Rugby Club as well as Eastern Province. But my main hero was another Despatch local, the Springbok legend Danie Gerber. The sports complex at Despatch High is named after him.


I didn’t have to go too far to see him. His grandmother lived up the road and I would see him when he came to visit her. Danie was a superstar. He’s still regarded as one of the best centres in the world ever to play Test rugby. He scored 19 tries for South Africa in 24 Test matches and played 179 provincial games for Eastern Province, Western Province and Free State. I was seven years old when he made his international debut. In my small world, the fact that he played for Despatch Rugby Club was a very big deal. I never missed a single home game.


Danie and Pote went on training runs through the streets of Despatch. They were incredibly tough. They would load their floppy green rucksacks with a couple of bricks and then go for an eight-kilometre run, carrying the rucksacks on their backs. Afterwards, when they took the rucksacks off, they would show us the chafe marks. That impressed us so much.


My friends and I would ride our bikes alongside them or run with them, just to be near them. They would run through the cemetery and on the outskirts of the township. I was shit-scared of that cemetery, but the township intrigued me. At that young age, I didn’t question why black people lived there. It was just the way things were.


I played a lot of sports, both for my school and for the Despatch Sports Club – rugby in winter, cricket in summer. Tennis as well. My friends and I would play rugby and afterwards we would switch on the lights at the club’s tennis courts and play until late into the evening.


I won my age group in Standard 7 (Grade 9) and then gave up tennis. But two years later I decided to have another go and won my age group without any training and using an old tennis racket. I remember that my opponent in the semifinal was a boy called Morne Mostert. He went on to have a hugely successful career. Not as a tennis player, but as an academic. That came as no surprise because, while I was academically quite bright, averaging around 75%, Morne would be getting 95%. He is now Dr Morne Mostert, serves on the National Planning Commission, and is Director of the Institute for Futures Research at Stellenbosch University. He teaches us how to think about things that haven’t happened yet. We always knew Morne would go places with his way of thinking. He is incredibly smart, but he remains a down-to-earth, lekker guy today. He comes from Despatch, after all.


In summer I played cricket. From primary school to high school, I was often the opening batsman and opening bowler. Oom Moos, my father’s brother, lived with us, and he and I played cricket in the backyard. We placed various objects, like a bin, in the garden to be the fielders. If you hit the object, you were caught. The wicket stretched the length of the driveway, with the house wall on one side and the neighbour’s wall on the other. If you hit the wall, or hit the ball back past the bowler, it was a four. I had to bowl one over spin, one over fast, one over medium, until I got 10 wickets. Tannie Tilla kept score.


I was good enough to play Nuffield Week trials in matric but didn’t make the Eastern Province team. I didn’t enjoy cricket as much as rugby. It didn’t feel like a team sport to me. Whether you were batting, bowling or fielding, I always felt you were on your own.


I also tried my luck with cycling. In my final year at primary school, I decided to enter a cycle race sponsored by the Oosterlig newspaper. I can’t remember how far it was – I think it was 45 to 65 kilometres. I had skinny legs and I didn’t really have a proper racing bicycle. The route took us through Uitenhage, out towards Jeffreys Bay, and back to Port Elizabeth. There are quite a few hills just before you get to St Albans Prison (which is where Charles Wessels, our current Springbok team manager, was detained as a political activist in the 1980s).


A photo appeared in the Oosterlig of me on one of those long hills, wearing tracksuit pants my mom had made for me. I didn’t give her time to buy any of the proper kit my friends were wearing. Those pants were made from wool, which chafed me and made me very hot. I think I wore my school shoes. The caption read: ‘Sjoe, hierdie bult is steil, dink Johan Erasmus’ (Shew, this hill is steep, thinks Johan Erasmus), and there’s another photo of me pushing my bike while a female competitor – a young girl – rides past me.


Rugby was my main sport. I started playing at pre-primary school, Despatch Voorbereidingskool, where Frikkie Meyer – a legend in the town – was our coach. I still remember our little green jerseys with brown collars when I was in the under-9 A team. I carried on playing when I went to Susannah Fourie Primary School and was one of the fastest runners so I played flyhalf. At Despatch High, you had no choice – if you were a boy, you played rugby. We had to bring a certificate from the doctor if we missed practice. I was quite chubby at first, until about Standard 5 (Grade 7). In high school I became tall and thin and played flyhalf up to the age of 16 because I was quite fast, but as I got older and taller, my coaches realised I was better suited to being a fast loose forward. I was also the captain of the team.


From a young age, I could instinctively analyse a rugby game and played better when I relied on those instincts. The moment I had time to think about the situation, I’d overdo it. If I knew we were doing a particular move from a lineout, but play was delayed by an injury, I would overthink the move and end up cancelling it because I knew I would mess it up.


Tennis was always a challenge because I had time to overthink the situation between games. I was good at rallies, though, because then everything happened fast and instinctively.


At that age, I didn’t really know that I was good at rugby. But then one day in primary school one of the coaches, Pypie van Vuuren, was dividing us into groups and said to me: ‘Okay, Tiger, staan daar’ (stand there). I wasn’t sure what he meant and thought he was teasing me. I said, ‘Wie is jou Tiger?’ (Who’s your Tiger?) He said he meant I was tough, that I never stopped running, and I tackled everyone. I was delighted and wanted to stay Tiger, but the nickname didn’t stick. I was still Hannie to everyone.


Our main rivals were Uitenhage’s Hoërskool Brandwag, which we always beat, and Hoërskool Daniel Pienaar, which were much tougher opponents. When I was in matric and captain of the first team, Pote Human was playing for Free State and he organised for Despatch High to play against the country’s premier rugby school, Grey College in Bloemfontein. I knew nothing about them.


I was amazed at the size of their players, the size of the school, the traditions and the war cries. Just before we ran out, I had to go to the toilet. I didn’t like to use the change-room toilets so I went and found the normal school toilets. As I was having a pee, I could hear someone locking the door to the toilet block. I tried calling out, but the person just kept on walking.


These were the days before cellphones. I knew the teams were about to run on to the field and they’d be waiting for me to lead Despatch out. But I was locked in. The windows were too high and too small for me to crawl through. I shouted and shouted for help, but there was nobody in the school buildings. They were all at the rugby field. I got quite desperate and kept yelling.


Finally, a teacher heard me. I shouted that I was captain of Despatch and was needed on the field. The rather-surprised teacher had to find the caretaker and I was eventually freed. I sprinted to the field where the impatient players were waiting, and we ran out with the match slightly delayed by the visiting captain’s pee.


Grey College has the most amazing home record in rugby. Since 1855, they have won 91% of their home games. But then they came up against little Despatch High. At halftime we were ahead 7–4 (in the days when a try counted for four points). People were starting to get excited. Could Despatch do the unthinkable and beat the mighty Grey College? I would love to tell you that the story has a great fairy-tale ending of triumph against all odds. But it doesn’t. Back then, I didn’t know Grey College has a reputation for coming back in the second half. They ran riot over us. We didn’t score another point and lost 7–50.


In 1990, my matric year, I played in the Eastern Province trials for Craven Week, the premier interprovincial schools rugby competition. The trials were held in Uitenhage, and I had a good tournament. The team to represent Eastern Province at Craven Week in Durban was to be announced in the Oosterlig newspaper, so when the paper hit the streets just after midnight, my mom slipped out without me knowing to get a copy. She was so keen for me to make the team that she couldn’t wait until morning when it would be delivered to our front door.


It wasn’t a big deal for me to make Craven Week. Because my world was small and I was happy in that world, I wasn’t ready to travel to Durban. Apart from visiting Bloemfontein and Baviaanskloof, I’d barely been out of the Eastern Cape. I didn’t have an adventurous streak that made me want to travel. I hate embarrassment and I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to cope. If I didn’t make the side, I knew life would just go on. Craven Week wasn’t an obsession.


But it was a big deal for my mom. It made me nervous because she was so nervous. The Oosterlig was produced and printed in PE, but she found out where it would be dropped off for distribution in Despatch and went to get a copy just after midnight. When I woke up the next morning, she played it cool and asked me to get the newspaper from the front door. She already knew I had made the team, selected as eighthman. She was unbelievably happy and proud – and so was I.


I can’t remember my father’s reaction. I don’t recall him saying anything to me, but he must have been proud because they both drove up from Despatch to Durban to watch the tournament while I flew to Durban with the team. At the age of 17, it was the first time I had ever been on an airplane. I was nervous about playing Craven Week, but my anxiety was not about the rugby. I was anxious about embarrassing myself. There were so many things I didn’t know. What’s it like in a hotel? I’d never stayed in one. When I went on tour, we always stayed at other people’s homes. I’d never been in a team where you shower after the game and get dressed in the change rooms. I always showered at home. Do I take my own soap or is the soap there? Do I take a towel, or do they give us towels? I was worried about which knife and fork to use at functions. These small things bothered me. The outside world was nerve-wracking.


But on the field I was not nervous for one second. I just played to enjoy the game. I didn’t worry about making the SA Schools team, which is selected at the end of Craven Week. I didn’t even know such a team got selected. That’s how narrow my world was. I thought there would be a grand final, but there isn’t one at Craven Week. I don’t remember much about the games, but I think we lost to Northern Transvaal. I remember that some of my teammates did really well for themselves. Michael Catt, from Grey High in PE, went on to have a successful career with England, playing 75 Test matches. Our flyhalf, Greg Miller, eventually played for Border.


From the opposition, I remember Western Province’s eighthman, Dion O’Cuinneagain. He was from Rondebosch Boys’ High and an incredible sportsman. At the end of Craven Week, he was selected for the SA Schools team as eighthman, not me. I wasn’t disappointed, though, because I didn’t really expect to make the Schools team as Dion was certainly the better player.


I would come up against Dion in Currie Cup games when I played for Free State and he represented Western Province. Later we met in a Test match when Dion made his debut for Ireland (his dad was Irish) against South Africa in a vicious encounter at the Free State Stadium in Bloemfontein. We were both on the flank, and the Springboks won 37–13.


Rugby was a very big deal in Despatch. The sport and the town were intertwined. You couldn’t avoid it, and there was nothing to beat it. Sometimes you could get over a thousand people going to watch the Despatch first team training. About 2 000 would watch the Saturday club game. We idolised the players. I didn’t miss a training session or a match. It took me five minutes to run from my house to the rugby club, and I’d be the ball boy and take sand out for the kickers.


When I got my 50cc motorbike at 16, I used to ride to the stadium on a Saturday for a big match, with the school mascot, a huge teddy bear, on the back of my bike. I would ride down the main street, resting my back against the bear. For me, it was the lekkerest ride.


I had close connections with some of Despatch Rugby Club’s first team. My high-school headmaster, Jan Hurter, was the coach there; my school rugby coach and maths and accounts teacher, Koenie Strumpher, played hooker, Oom Moos played prop and my sister’s best friend’s boyfriend, Hennie Bezuidenhout, played fullback. Also in the team were some of the big names in Eastern Province rugby, like Elandré van der Bergh and Frans Erasmus (both Springboks), Mynhardt le Roux, Giepie van Zyl, Neels Lombard, and the big winger Kallie Grobler.


The player who had the biggest impact on my life was the Despatch first-team captain Gideon van Rensburg, leading the team when Despatch twice won the National Club Championships. His day job was working for the municipality, where he knew my mother. Gideon made sure the municipality ran efficiently and was the go-to guy when things went wrong if there was a power outage or a water leak. And, because he was the captain of Despatch, he was a big deal in town. Certainly not a windgat, though.


He had seen me playing at school in my matric year and one day he told me I needed to get stronger if I wanted to be more successful with my game. Without me asking, he started to come to my house every morning at 5am to take me to the local gym to train with him. There was only one gym in town and Gideon had the key. It was quite a primitive set-up compared to the facilities I have access to today.


I never found out why he decided to help me. At first, I was worried that my mom had asked him to help because of my dad’s situation, but I like to think he did it because he saw something in me and believed I could play for Despatch one day if I trained properly. I never asked my mom and I never asked Gideon. I don’t want to know the truth if it wasn’t that. All I know is that he did it for a whole year and it made a big difference because that was the year I made the Craven Week side. To this day I find it the most selfless thing for him to have done. Why would the Despatch captain drive to the house of a 17-year-old laaitie, take him to gym, teach him strength exercises and then drop him off again – and tell no one about it? It’s unbelievable for me to think he would make such an effort. At the time, I thought he would maybe do it once or twice, but he did it for the whole bloody year. I remain so grateful.


A few of the Despatch first-team players got some money from a local lawyer, Piet Hancke, who helped fund the Despatch Rugby Club. To be a Despatch rugby player and get a little bit of extra money was unbelievable.


When I was 12 years old, Despatch won the prestigious National Club Championships in Durban for the first time, beating some highly fancied clubs that had better resources. It was the biggest thing to happen to Despatch – until they won it again three years later, and then two years after that.


One of my longest excursions out of Despatch was to the club champs in 1985 with one of my best friends Murto Loots and his father. I had known Murto from Grade 1, and his family would sometimes come on holiday with us to Baviaanskloof. They were probably the only friends my dad had. Tragically, Murto died of a heart attack when he was just 19 years old. It was shattering for me. He had battled with heart problems and during one operation something went wrong and he was never really the same. He had to go to a special school just outside Port Elizabeth, but we stayed as close as we could.


I will never forget that adventure to the club champs, made more special because Despatch won. I knew all the players. Danie Gerber was the captain, Siegie Human was my next-door neighbour, Gerhard Meyer lived up the road, Koenie Strumpher was my accounts teacher, Frans Erasmus owned the local garage.


At that young age, my dream was to play for Despatch Rugby Club. I never dreamt of playing for the Springboks. Despite what I was able to achieve in my career as a rugby player, I only managed to play one game for Despatch. It happened when I was in the army in 1992 and was in Despatch on a weekend pass. In those days there was a first team, a first reserve team, then a second and third team. There were no reserves for the first team. No Bomb Squad. Instead, the first reserve-team players would play against the opposition reserves and then sit on the sidelines for the main game in case someone was injured. My army pass coincided with a Despatch home game and I finally got to play fullback for the reserve team. At the time I was playing Free State under-20, but I never got to play for the Despatch first team.


For the first 12 years of my life, my universe was very small – Despatch and Baviaanskloof. We’d never go to Port Elizabeth, which was just 30 kilometres away, to visit a restaurant or go to the beach. Sometimes I would catch a lift or hitchhike with my friends to Boet Erasmus Stadium to watch my heroes play rugby for Eastern Province, or to St George’s Park to watch Benson & Hedges one-day cricket. When we were older, my buddies and I went there on our motorbikes.


Everything important happened in Despatch, particularly in the hall next to the rugby club. When I think of that hall, I see many things – church bazaars, wrestling matches, judo and karate competitions, matric dances, sokkies, functions after every Despatch rugby match – if you were lucky enough to be able to sneak in. For a lot of people in Despatch, their lives revolved around that hall.










2


AT SCHOOL, I HAD A GROUP OF SIX FRIENDS and we called ourselves ‘The Boys’. During break time, we played hard contact rugby in the quad, ending up all sweaty and with shirts torn. The teachers complained and insisted we stop 10 minutes before break time ended to shower before going back to class. The headmaster loved rugby so much that he allowed us to play on and get to class a little late.


All of us could have had girlfriends, but there was no time for that. All we were interested in was rugby and being boys. There were social events with the girls, like roller-skating evenings where you paid R10 and skated around the school quad holding a girl’s hand.


I remember I wasn’t interested in going to my matric dance, but my mother persuaded me to ask Liesl van Eeden, the girl across the road. I walked over to her house and said, ‘If no one else’s asked you, do you want to go to the dance?’ And she said, ‘Ja, sure.’


That’s the way we did it in Despatch. Simple and innocent. We didn’t plan our outfits, there were no pre-drinks nor huge after-party. Not like my kids today. It’s crazy. You hire cars. It’s like the grandest wedding ever.


Despatch people don’t pronounce rugby properly. They say ‘ruppy’, never ‘rugby’. We don’t talk about wasgoedpennetjies or washing pegs. We say ‘pecks’. If you put a Despatch person in a room with 10 other people speaking Afrikaans, I’ll tell you which one is from Despatch.


There was a side to my father that understood what was really going on in Despatch, and in South Africa, beyond our whites-only borders. He told me about his work at Bantu Administration issuing dompasse. I remember how upset he became talking about issuing these documents so hated by black people. I sometimes wonder if this work played a part in his drinking. He told us the system was wrong, but I couldn’t understand it because I would play with black and coloured children on my grandparents’ farm. I slept alongside them. I didn’t understand that in the towns and cities black people had to leave the white area by nightfall, and that only those with the correct dompas got to stay. The pass law system messed with his mind.


He hadn’t started drinking that day, but he got quite emotional about an incident when a group of people had gathered outside his office building in Port Elizabeth, expecting to receive money that had been promised to them. I’ve kept a newspaper article about the incident, which ended violently after police fired rubber bullets to disperse the crowd. My father said the people were very calm and weren’t trying to cause any trouble. He had told the people they would get their money and they’d accepted his word, so there was no need for aggression from the police. He was very angry at the way the whole incident was handled.


I was so naïve politically. Only later in my life did I realise how we were kept away from the harsh realities of life outside our little whites-only town in the 1970s and 1980s. The township of Khayamnandi was only a few kilometres outside of Uitenhage, but it might as well have been in another country because I never went there and knew nothing about what happened there. We had three domestic workers at different stages of my childhood. First there was Maina, followed later by Dorothy and then Gladys, who worked in the house and looked after me when my parents were at work. They lived in the township, but I never thought to find out what life was like there.


The language we used to refer to black people was incredibly derogatory. When I was growing up, the terms were so common that it seemed normal. I don’t for one second suggest this justified its use. I’m just pointing out the realities of growing up in a town like Despatch and the racism that was part of society in those days. I didn’t know how demeaning it was to call a black adult a ‘boy’ or ‘girl’. Or, even worse, to use the k-word.


The first time I realised the hurt caused by the k-word I was 10 years old and used it to address an elderly black man. I was riding my bike and the chain came off. I saw the man across the road and recognised him from occasions when he had helped in the garden. I didn’t know his name, so I did what I had heard so many adults do – I called him by the k-word. I will never forget his face. It haunts me to this day. It was almost like he said, ‘Fuck you, little white boy.’ But he still came over, helped me put the chain on and left. I felt terrible. I realised I had said something wrong, but I didn’t know why. He didn’t have to say, ‘Hey, don’t call me that.’ I just knew.


I went home and told my parents what had happened. They were horrified. I said, ‘Maar almal praat so’ (But everybody talks like that). My mother was very stern with me and told me it was the ugliest of words. My father was angry – ‘Moet dit nie weer doen nie!’ (Don’t do it again!)


I was upset that I had insulted and embarrassed that man. I could see it in his eyes. I’ve never forgotten that moment when I realised how my words could cause so much harm. Maybe because I knew what it was like to feel terrible as a result of someone else’s words – my father’s words had hurt me many times. But this was far worse, and I was the cause of this man feeling shit. I never wanted anyone to feel embarrassed. It was a massive wake-up call.


A few kilometres away from Despatch is the township of KwaNobuhle, where black people who worked in Uitenhage lived because they were not allowed to live in the whites-only areas in the apartheid days. I was 12 years old in Standard 5 (Grade 7) and completely clueless about what was going on outside of the white area of Despatch. The 1980s were a time of huge political protest and violence in the Eastern Cape. All the black townships were affected, including KwaNobuhle. I vaguely remember hearing adults talking about ‘die onluste’ (the unrest), but it meant nothing to me.


Living in white Despatch, I was protected from the political violence in the black townships. It might seem strange to an outsider that these incidents didn’t affect me, but there was a lot of censorship of the media during the state of emergency imposed in 1985, and the SABC, our only source of TV news, gave a very biased picture of what was going on. It was easy to live in a bubble, especially when your world was Despatch, Kirkwood, Baviaanskloof, and not much else.


One day in 1985 my father came home from work very upset by a horrific incident that had occurred in KwaNobuhle. I will never forget it because of the unusual name of the man involved: Benjamin Kinikini. He and members of his family had been murdered in the street. I remember how appalled my father was because people were joking that you could get steak-and-Kinikini pies in KwaNobuhle. He was upset and angry that people could joke about something so terrible.


Benjamin Kinikini was the first victim of a particularly brutal form of killing known as necklacing, where a tyre was put over the head of a victim, filled with petrol and set alight. Our domestic worker at the time, Dorothy, told me ‘O, hierdie necklace is lelik’ (Oh, this necklace is ugly). I didn’t understand – ‘Hoe bedoel jy die necklace is lelik?’ (What do you mean the necklace is ugly?) She said, ‘Dis lelik, jong. As daai tyre so aan is, dan wriemel daai mense nog so’ (It’s ugly, young man. When that tyre is on, then those people squirm like this).


As the memory of the Benjamin Kinikini incident came back to me, I decided to find out more. I met a journalist, Ken Vernon, who ran the Argus newspaper’s Port Elizabeth bureau. He told me the remarkable story of the Kinikini murder.




On Thursday the 21st of March 1985, I was on the phone to the police media-liaison officer Gerrie van Rooyen when he suddenly said, ‘I have to go, something is happening in Uitenhage’ and slammed down the phone. My gut feeling said get there. I found the township of Langa outside Uitenhage was sealed off. There had been strikes the previous weekend where several activists had been shot dead, and people were now marching to the funerals. The police closed off the area, preventing people from marching any further. Rocks were thrown and the police opened fire on the crowd, killing 19 people. This became known as the Langa Massacre, and it happened on the exact day of the 25th anniversary of the Sharpeville Massacre. That was the trigger for further political violence. In the nearby township of KwaNobuhle, all the councillors belonging to the Black Local Authority were told to resign. They were seen as collaborators with the apartheid state. One of them was Benjamin Kinikini, and I interviewed him the following day. He refused to resign, saying he wouldn’t give in to what he called ‘these thugs and vandals’. Famous last words because he was attacked the next morning, the 23rd of March. He was stabbed with a shovel and forced to drink petrol, after which a tyre was put around his neck and he was set alight. He is thought to be the very first victim of the notorious ‘necklace’.


I hurried back to Langa with my photographer Willie de Klerk to find the area was still sealed off. You could only get in with an official police permit. Willie happened to have a permit for access to Langa township outside Cape Town. We tried our luck. Willie showed the Langa Cape Town permit to the police. They presumed it was for Langa Uitenhage and allowed us in. We used that permit for a couple of days before the police figured out it wasn’t valid. Langa and KwaNobuhle were very tense, with a lot of police and army patrols and activists roaming the streets. Willie suggested I get out of there because a white face would attract problems. He ran off to take photographs while I quickly made my way to the outskirts of Langa. I nearly drove into a crowd of about three or four thousand hostile people walking up the street. I parked up on a hill and watched what was going on through a big 600mm lens. Willie soon reappeared with the photograph of Benjamin Kinikini’s charred remains in the street and people in the background giving black power salutes. In the distance, you could see the burnt remains of four of his sons and nephews who had also been attacked and set alight.


Willie was lucky not to have the film confiscated, but he was highly experienced in operating in the townships. Once he got the photograph, he quickly removed the film, shoved it into his sock and put a new film into the camera. As expected, he was stopped by the police and told to remove the film from his camera, which he did, and they let him go with the incriminating film carefully hidden away. Willie’s photograph of Kinikini’s body was published around the world, bringing the horror of the situation to the attention of a global audience.





Only recently I learnt that two men were sentenced to death and hanged for their role in the Kinikini murders. At the time, I didn’t know what to make of my father’s anguish. I remember the gruesome photograph taken by Willie de Klerk. When you are 12 years old, you remember these images. It made me realise there was a lot going on that I didn’t understand.


My parents saw through the conservative world of Despatch and the prejudice that was so normal. My father was an enlightened man, and he knew what was going on in the townships. I think he was terribly torn about the situation.


I matriculated in 1990 with a university-entrance matric and was named Despatch High’s Rugby Player of the Year. I decided to go to the army the following year. In those days, all white males over the age of 18 were conscripted to do compulsory service in the South African Defence Force for a year. It had previously been a two-year call-up but had now been reduced.


I wanted to follow the family tradition and become a teacher, specialising in Physical Education. But we didn’t have the money for university, and I couldn’t get a sports bursary, even though I had played Craven Week rugby. The only option I had was to do my national service or go to jail, but no one in Despatch ever defied their call-up.


I was called up to the 6 South African Infantry battalion in Grahamstown, where I could be selected for the Junior Leader training programme (JLs) at the Infantry School in Oudtshoorn. I was very nervous about going – not because of the unit’s fearsome reputation, but because I just didn’t know Oudtshoorn.


But then Gysie Pienaar, legendary fullback for Free State and the Springboks, who had seen me play in that school match, phoned me out of the blue and said he had organised me a transfer to the Pantserskool (the School of Armour) in Bloemfontein.


None of my friends – The Boys – went to the army. Some studied, one joined the police, another became a mechanic. I was the only one who was conscripted into the military.


When I got to the army base, I thought, ‘Fuck, how am I going to survive this?’ I had been spoilt at home. I had never ironed my clothes, never made food for myself; I couldn’t fry an egg or make a cup of coffee. Either my mom or Dorothy had done that for me. I had done cadets at school, so I understood a little bit about marching, but that was about it.


My parents drove me, but in separate cars because they were now living apart. I was thrown in among a lot of intimidating people I had never encountered before. There were guys with long hair, guys with beards, guys with degrees, guys who smoked weed. And me. The first thing that happened was that our heads were shaved. Once we had our hair cut, we all looked the same; no one was intimidating any more, and I felt, ‘Okay, I’ll be fine.’


We were handed brown overalls and takkies and then the punishing physical training began. I was fit, but only school-rugby fit, certainly not opfok fit, which is in another league altogether. The physical side of things was tough on everybody. The political stuff they tried to feed us meant nothing to me. I didn’t know what they were talking about. I didn’t know the wider world and I didn’t care about it. I didn’t know that troops were patrolling the townships and that this was a big deal for the residents because it meant they were living in a war zone. Even though we trained for urban warfare, I was never sent to the townships, nor did I do any army duty related to the unrest.


Many times, all we had to eat was fruit, so I just went hungry because here’s a weird thing about me – I have a phobia about fruit. Ek gril my dood vir vrugte (I shudder with revulsion at just the thought of fruit). I can’t look at fruit, I can’t touch fruit, I can’t be around fruit, and I can’t watch or listen to anyone eating fruit. I can’t even pick up a piece of fruit and throw it in the rubbish bin. Going hungry was better than eating fruit.


After two weeks, I was placed on the Junior Leadership programme to become a lieutenant. I was determined to be successful and become a commissioned officer. I worked hard to make sure I did well in the course and got my rank, first lieutenant. When I was in Despatch, although I knew how to drive, I didn’t even know how to open a car bonnet. But now I knew everything there was to know about the engines in military vehicles. I could change a Rooikat armoured vehicle’s tyre and got a licence to drive four different types of vehicle, even a bus, which I can still do to this day.


As part of our training, we did war games out in the bush at De Brug, 35 kilometres from Bloemfontein, using live ammunition. When I was still a troep with no rank, I got myself into serious trouble during one of those exercises. We were on patrol and I started shooting the Browning machine gun mounted on top of our Rooikat. The crew chief in the Rooikat in front of me had his head out of his vehicle with the hatch open behind him. Luckily, the bullets hit the hatch, otherwise I would have shot him in the head and killed him. It was an extremely serious mistake, and as punishment I had to do hard physical exercise for the next three weeks, day and night. I was a target for anyone who wanted to punish me. The normal troops left me alone, but the officers made sure that I suffered. I had to stand aside for everyone else in the mess queue, which meant the food was gone by the time I got to the front.


I hardly slept or ate. The opfoks were terrible and I battled to get through them. I survived, of course, but I know of some troeps who went through a similar experience and were later discharged from the army on medical grounds. I’d rather go through that punishment than live with myself for having killed a fellow soldier.


That wasn’t my only mistake. The following year, when I was a lieutenant, we were doing night-driving from 8pm to 8am. We were simulating a chemical war, and I was in charge of 16 Rooikat armoured vehicles, riding in the second vehicle in the convoy. We were right behind one another, about five metres apart, with all engines on low revolution in the quietest gear. We were all sealed inside our vehicles, with the hatches closed, looking out through night sights. It was a long night of boredom as we drove, so I made myself comfortable with a bottle of Old Brown Sherry and started to doze.


My driver woke me up to tell me he had come across an obstacle. He couldn’t see what it was but the vehicle had become sluggish. I told him to push through. We had no lights on and each vehicle would follow the small orange convoy lights on the rear of the vehicle in front. My driver couldn’t see the lights of the front vehicle through his night sights. I left my sleeping position and got into my seat. I immediately realised something was wrong because the Rooikat was barely moving even though the driver had his foot on the accelerator. I called up my superior officer, a major who was coordinating the operation from a remote venue, who told me to open my hatch and fire off a couple of flares to light up the area.


Immediately, I could see the problem. The Rooikat in front had driven into a dam and we had followed it in. The barrel of the lead vehicle was sticking out above the water, with the rest of it underwater. The vehicles were perfectly sealed so no water got in and no one realised we had driven straight into the dam. Looking out of the hatch on the top of the Rooikat, I could touch the water around me. The water then started to seep through the seals, and the troops scrambled out, otherwise they would have drowned. The vehicle behind me was also submerged and the next one back had its nose underwater.


On the horizon I could see the major approaching and knew I was in for another opfok. A bigger armoured vehicle pulled us out of the dam with a heavy steel towbar, which was humiliating in itself, but the worst wasn’t over. My whole crew was ordered to carry that huge towbar back to camp on foot. It took us seven hours, and we were shattered when we got back to base. This time the opfok was longer than three weeks, but I survived because I was very fit. On weekends, I had to stay on my own at De Brug out in the veld, while my fellow officers were free to take time out in Bloemfontein. The punishment felt so much longer because I wasn’t allowed to play sport for three months.


Despite having played first-team rugby at school and Craven Week for Eastern Province, initially I hardly played any rugby in the army other than a bit of social rugby between the squadrons, and that was it. When teams were picked shortly after we arrived, they said, ‘Hands up those who played for Grey College or Paul Roos Gymnasium.’ About 30 guys put up their hands. Then, ‘Who’s played for SA Schools?’ Seven or eight hands went up. ‘Who played Craven Week?’ A further eight hands went up. By the time they came to me, they had enough players.


I decided not to complain, and my form in the inter-squadron league soon got me noticed. I started playing rugby properly in my second year in the army. Although legally I only had to do one year of military service, I volunteered for a second year so that I could save some money for my university education. I was concerned about what I was going to do with my life. I still had this dream to play for Despatch, not Eastern Province and certainly not the Springboks. My ambition stretched only as far as Despatch, and I was worried about having to earn a salary because Despatch rugby was an amateur game. So I decided to give the army a go for another year. After all, accommodation, food and clothing were free, and I could afford to buy a little car.


In my first year in the army, I wasn’t focused on rugby but rather on being successful in the military. Another reason rugby took a back seat was that I was going through a rough time emotionally. My parents got divorced soon after I left home, and that had a devastating impact on me. Then my friend Murto died suddenly, which was another terrible shock. Around the same time, my father sobered up and my parents were able to put their problems aside and reconcile, but then my father fell ill.


My parents were living apart when my dad picked me up from the railway station on my first pass home in April 1991. He told me he had a bit of a stomach ache, but otherwise he was fine. But it was much more serious than that. It was liver cancer, which was probably brought on by cirrhosis of the liver because of all the alcohol. By the time I came home on my second pass in August, my parents were back together again but my father was bedridden. He was yellow from the liver cancer.


My memory of this time is very blurry, like I’m trying to forget it. I went to visit my father in hospital, but somehow things went badly wrong between us. I can’t recall what happened, but I remember walking out of his hospital room in tears. I wasn’t crying because he was ill; I was crying because of something he had said to me. I’ve buried what that was. I remember my dad’s friend saying, ‘Ek kan nie glo hy’s so siek en hy praat so met jou nie’ (I can’t believe he’s so sick yet he talks like that to you). I couldn’t take my father’s comments any longer and decided to leave. I was also grieving Murto’s death and went to my friend Henri Hurter’s house on a smallholding just outside Despatch to distract myself for a few days of riding motorbikes.


There were no cellphones and I remember Henri’s mother calling me a few days later to say my sister had phoned. She wanted me to come back to the hospital urgently.


In the ward, my family stood around my dad’s bed. His eyes were closed and I thought he was dead. Then he stirred and looked up at me. He said one word: ‘Kwedin’, acknowledging I was there. Then he closed his eyes and passed away. My brother-in-law later told me that they urged him to hang on. ‘Wag, Johan is nog nie hier nie’ (Wait, Johan isn’t here yet). I think he waited to see me one last time before letting go.


When I think about that moment now, I get incredibly sad. But at the time I didn’t know what I felt. There was relief that he had died because he was so ill. But there was also guilt that I didn’t have a better understanding of alcoholism and why he used to hit himself. If only I had been wiser and knew more about the world. When I look back, I know he wasn’t a bad person. He provided for the family; he never missed work. Hell, he allowed me to drive the car when I was just a laaitie!


I think of how he was able to kick the drink in the last months of his life. If only we had done something sooner – a lot sooner. What this taught me is never to keep quiet when something is wrong. I couldn’t live with myself knowing something is wrong and not acting on it. If I’m convinced something is not okay, I can’t keep my mouth shut. It’s not because I’m brave; it’s because I know what the repercussions are of just keeping quiet. Maybe that’s why I take on the referees.


I don’t remember much about my dad’s funeral. I was a pallbearer but have no memory of that. Afterwards, I went straight back to my army base and life went on. The older guys in my unit were concerned about me and offered to get me counselling. They would get together on a Sunday night, sing songs, and urge me to open up about my dad. These men, who with their long hair and university degrees had intimidated me when I first arrived in the army, just wanted to help me. They were really there for me, not like the dominee and the headmaster promising to help when my father’s drinking was at its worst. Every night someone came and sat with me, and we’d talk through things. I remember one guy, Reinecke Oosthuizen, saying, ‘Iemand moet jou help om die boek toe te maak’ (Somebody must help you close the book). My attitude was ‘Moenie worry nie, die boek is toe’ (Don’t worry, the book is closed). But it wasn’t, and their warmth, care and comfort helped me to heal.


Except to my mother and friends in Despatch, I was no longer Hannie. I was now Rassie. I don’t remember who gave me the nickname, but it came from someone in the army. All people with the surname Erasmus were immediately nicknamed Rassie. When I went to the army, I was called Troep Rassie. I also had a girlfriend, whom I had met while I was in my first year in the army. Her name was Nikki Myburgh and she was studying at the School of Nursing at the University of the Free State. Her cousin was in the same bungalow as me and he took me to meet his family one Sunday afternoon. Nikki and I became friends, and gradually it grew into something more serious.
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