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Prodrome
Contact Wounds


Life’s passage is peaceful only for the fortunate. For those of us who become surgeons it is a search for sureness, amidst potential missteps and knife-edge decisions. Each of these situations leaves marks – con-tact wounds – that signpost a physical and emotional journey. This one begins with a colonial childhood, caught between old conflicts and new unrest. It takes in riots, wars, tropical medicine, documentary film-making, forensic investigations, a jungle search for a missing friend and the murderous streets of Baghdad. 


The important things cannot be taught in any medical school. Learning to be a war surgeon is a process of stalking and studying the enemy, death, in order that it may be combated. Such a journey is in the nature of all mythical quests, involving obstacles and digressions, the lure of enlightenment and an implacable foe. It is an education in uncertainty and rootlessness, so that our work and our journeying become an attempt to define our place in the world. 


Contact Wounds is an account of these travels, the paths taken and the price paid. Those of us who’ve been there are all wounded more or less, we have all left parts of ourselves behind. Perhaps none of us was intact to begin with. There’s the questionable motivation for voluntarily putting oneself in harm’s way; less through bravery or altruism than in flight from some greater loss. We search for completeness in the land of the maimed. 


Yet there is a simplicity to existence in those extreme places, a sense of purpose, that can be hard to find in everyday life. This book charts that elusive clarity. It is also a testament to family destiny – for the heritage of our past plays itself out through us, moving our hearts and hands – and to survival, my own and that of the people I’ve tried to save. Finally, perhaps, it is a dream of the possibility of homecoming.




1


Hereditary Conditions


I used to think we were unlucky that we hadn’t had a proper War, and looked for its traces all around me. The buildings along the beachfront were graceful blocks of flats, their corners rounded like an old radio. They had names that I’ve forgotten, but they held a particular charm for me because, as the adults said so casually, they were ‘pre-war’; they had seen history. I imagined cocktail parties on those balconies, guests looking up at the sound of bombers overhead. In truth there hadn’t been any bombers over Durban, at least none that flew in anger or rained incendiaries on the town below. The anti-aircraft guns on the Bluff did open up one night in 1941 on an empty sky and a house was demolished by a falling shell; a bit of a joke, really.


But the war had left its mark here, in the names scored on the memorial near the city hall, and grey ships loaded with tanks and men had once sat off the harbour mouth, forming convoys against the enemy submarines that might be stalking them against the imperfect beachfront blackout. My parents and their friends used to talk about those times as we sat on the beach, watching the deepwater swimmers out by the shark-nets. Stories about dancing at the Cosmo Club on leave, getting insults from the Afrikaner Studentebond for being in uniform: not the sort of action I was interested in. When I pressed them they would shake their heads.


‘It’s 1960,’ I was told, ‘the war’s been over for fifteen years. You don’t have to worry about that stuff anymore. Let’s have some peace and quiet.’


So I kept quiet and read my war books and tried to make sense of what was going on in the newspapers. The pictures showed police in their flat caps bending over untidy shapes of clothing. The faces were turned away, but I recognised those shapes from pictures of other battlefields. I read the headlines and tried the name ‘Sharpeville’ on my tongue. It didn’t have the same ring as Normandy or Dunkirk, but it meant something to the adults, that was certain, as they sat on the veranda and talked and smoked through the hot evening.


‘There’s going to be trouble, fighting,’ someone said, and I shivered, imagining rubble and tanks rolling through the streets. In the morning as we were being driven to school I stuck my head out of the car window, scanning the sky for aircraft. The other kids sang along with the radio:


‘Weatherman
tell us
– da-dang –
what’s new,
what is the weather going to do?’


There was nothing to see but the morning sun, bouncing off the bay’s calm.


It was only when my mother took us shopping in town, the sky black over the buildings before the afternoon thunderstorm, that I began to notice. Lots more cops than usual, elbowing back the unfamiliar weight of their slung rifles. The black people on the streets looked different too: quiet, and walking close to the walls as if they didn’t want to attract attention. The police stopped them, lined them up and held out their hands for passbooks. It had a familiar look, like a scene from a movie about the German occupation in France. At the same time I was unimpressed because the cops didn’t look like real soldiers and their voices cracked as they shouted.


‘Kom, kaffer,’ they screamed. ‘Wys jou pas!’ and I realised how tense they were.


‘It’s because there’s trouble in the Native locations,’ I was told by my friend Rolie. ‘It’s because the Zulus hate the Indians; always have.’


He and his mates suddenly appeared much better informed than I, who only heard evening talk that I wasn’t supposed to be listening to, about vague things like ‘the political situation’. My school-friends didn’t know anything about the political situation – probably didn’t know there was one – but they knew about rampages and massacres, had heard their parents talk about black servants who crept silently up the stairs of the white homes each night, carving knife in hand, to check that everyone was asleep.


‘My father told me all about it,’ said Rolie. ‘He was there in ’49 during the riots when they burnt the Indian shops. He was called up from the reserves, and they gave him six bullets and a rifle and put him on patrol in Umgeni Road. He said it was the women, the Native women, who stirred it all up, running in front with sticks, making that noise with their tongues. It’s just a matter of time before they turn on us.’


And so they went on, comparing rumours, boasting about the size of their fathers’ guns, while I listened, perplexed, wondering whether I lived in another country. There was no talk of rifles or homicidal servants at our dinner table, hardly any talk at all that I could follow, but in the evenings the murmur of voices would rise from the terrace below my bedroom, over the sound of trains shunting down at the docks. I leaned on the veranda rail watching the cigarettes glow: Mike and Shirley, Rose and Louie, all those young couples, ice tinkling in their glasses, asking my father about England where he’d been demobilised from the army after the end of the war.


‘Oh, it’s not so bad there, you know.’


‘I couldn’t bear it, too cold…’ and the women would stand watching the moon rise over the bay with the pressure of that thick, still air on their faces.
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The air in Durban had a special embrace, a humidity that held the scent of turmeric and coated your body like honey. Flamingos used to come each year to wade on the mudflats in the bay, near the black whaling ships at anchor with their harpoon-guns shrouded. I imagined it must be very different in Europe, which was the setting of the war books that filled the Adventure section of my local library. I read them late into the night while outside the rainyseason downpour drummed on the giant leaves of the elephantear plants and awoke the belling of the tree-frogs. The books were generally about English heroes. I met one once, a legendary World War Two fighter pilot whose biography I’d read over and over. He had lost his legs in a peacetime training crash and was being rehabilitated on metal limbs when the war began. Convincing the Royal Air Force to let him fly again, he led a Group of fighter squadrons against the Germans. He was shot down over France, leaving one of his tin legs behind in the cockpit as he parachuted out, and a spare had to be dropped to him in the camp where he’d been imprisoned. He’d made several attempts to escape, ending the war in the fortress-prison of Colditz. Now the man used his free time to campaign internationally for the care of the disabled; encouraging them, raising money and awareness.


This work brought him to South Africa, to visit the residential handicapped centre in Durban where my father was staff orthopaedic surgeon. I was let off school to meet him. After being shown round and talking to the kids in their wheelchairs, the ex-group-captain sat at a table under the flame lily trees and sucked on his pipe and signed my copy of his book. Back at school my teachers, deeply envious, wanted to know everything about him. They came mostly from England and felt at home in Durban, they said, because this ex-colonial capital on the Indian Ocean reminded them of what Britain had been before standards had declined. Our headmaster had been a prisoner of war – we credited him with many daring, unsuccessful escapes – and wore a tweed jacket and cravat despite the heat. In a locked drawer of his desk he kept a real pistol, which he sometimes showed to groups of deserving boys.
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My father had served in the war as a surgeon, treating wounded soldiers in tent field-hospitals. During the desert campaign in North Africa he had watched the barrage flame from horizon to horizon at the battle of El-Alamein, before the arrival of the first ambulances heralded a flood of casualties on which he and his colleagues worked beyond exhaustion. They’d occupied the lulls between battles, or treating wounded from skirmishes and air-raids, with equal application. Among the books in our study was one written by a group of brother medical officers, dated 1943, called Now There’s a Thing: A Manual on the Philosophy and Practice of Liar Dice. It described lengthy engagements of dare and deception through medical, military and literary allusions, and was extremely funny. Chapters profiled the strategies of maestros of the game; one sketch showed someone who looked like my dad observing a throw through the smoke of his cigarette, dark hair combed back and a captain’s pips on the shoulders of his rumpled bush-shirt.


His civilian orthopaedic practice now must have been less intense, but it was often the case that he’d come home from the hospital only after midnight, or be called away during dinner to deal with an emergency. I had a limitless belief in my father’s abilities, enhanced by the mysterious kit of clinking bottles he carried in his car-trunk containing powdered plasma, for emergency infusion at the scene of a major accident. His consulting rooms were high in a granite building in downtown Durban, with his name in black on the frosted glass door and a bee-hive-shaped jar of sweets in his desk drawer that my brother and I were allowed to raid when we came to visit. From his window we could look down over the colonial heart of the city; the steps of the old post office where Winston Churchill had addressed the people of Durban after his escape from the Boers in 1900, the city hall flanked by cannons, and the palms around the war memorial with its relief of a mourning angel and the ranks of names. These were all white men’s names. The black dead – many had served in the war, as drivers and in labour battalions and other roles that did not involve the carrying of arms – were unlisted. The first story I’d learned of a local war hero, however, was that of Lucas Majozi, a Zulu stretcher-bearer who had gone out under fire at El-Alamein again and again to bring in the wounded despite being wounded repeatedly himself.


It was the war that had taught my father his operating skills. Those years had brought enormous medical advances: in the treatment of shock, in antibiotics, blood transfusion and most significantly in reconstructive surgery, an area in which he’d come to specialise. One afternoon a German lady was brought by a visiting doctor to our house for tea. She’d had her hands blown off when the Hamburg munitions factory in which she had been working had been bombed in 1944. German surgeons had carried out a pioneering reconstructive operation, separating the long bones of her forearms and repositioning tendons so that the muscles performed new movements. Instead of lying together, the bones could now be opened and closed like a crab’s claws, allowing her to pick up her cup, place a biscuit between her lips. We sat around the tea table in the garden and I stared aghast as my dad touched those creepy appendages and felt the muscles flex as they pinched.


‘That’s beautiful,’ he said. The German lady was pretty – she’d been a girl when the injury happened – and suddenly I saw her blush.


The orthopaedic work he did for the handicapped centre involved similar reconstructive techniques. Most of the children suffered from muscle spasticity due to cerebral palsy, and my father would perform tendon transfers – he’d explain to me the operations required, pointing out the muscles on my own skinny arms and legs – loosening contractions and shifting the pull of one over-active muscle to counter another so that a limb could be made straight; that’s what the Greek word orthos meant. He addressed medical conferences on the surgical treatment of spinal tuberculosis, to straighten backs crooked by bone collapse and take pressure off the spinal cord. For the Zulu leprosy patients at the sanatorium up the coast he carried out operations to correct deformities caused by nerve damage from the disease. We always knew when he’d been working there, for – despite his knowledge of leprosy’s low infectivity – he would fend off our greetings and step out of his work-clothes in the upstairs passage that led from the garage, in order to shower and change before joining us at the dinner table.


My mother usually came home smelling of disinfectant. She was a pathologist, working at the medical school. Pathology was as fascinating as surgery but more solemn, because it was about death. One of the heads of her department was carrying out research into the techniques of suicide favoured by each of the city’s ethnic groups. Black men cut their throats. Black women drank bleach. Indian women set themselves alight, the men hanged themselves. White women took overdoses, while the most popular technique for white men – apart from a brief vogue of looping a rope round the neck, tying the other end to a tree, and driving off at speed – was their readily-to-hand firearms.


There were two kinds of white people, English and Afrikaans. The latter spoke a different language; also, while we had been fighting the Germans in World War Two, the Afrikaner opposition party headed by Dr Malan (a Doctor of Divinity, I was relieved to note, not of medicine) had wanted a Nazi victory. Afrikaner students attacked soldiers on leave. My mother had been at Pretoria University at the time, while her brothers were serving in North Africa. She remembered some of her classmates giving the Hitler salute, and the night a sabotage group had derailed a troop train by blowing up the line where it ran through the veld near her family home east of the city. Now the Afrikaners ran the country and made the laws, and the political discussions among my parents and their friends involved a certain seriousness of tone that tended to set them beyond the understanding of children.


Then politics came into our lives. A state of emergency was declared and police trucks roared late at night along the road that led past the university and down the back of the Ridge. I’d once been down there all the way to the end, where the tarmac became patchy and pot-holed and lights on poles lit the gates of the Cato Manor Native Township. I would hear the trucks returning, engines groaning up the hill, and I imagined the prisoners looking through the wire mesh at our house as they were driven past, seeing our lights, and wondered what they felt. Sometimes in the distance there would be sounds like gunshots. In the mornings the road was always empty, with the smell of wet tarmac in the rising heat.
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It had rained that morning, making the classrooms dark and forcing us to spend our lunch-break under the dripping trees. Slate-coloured clouds heaped up behind the Ridge and the close air promised more rain on the way. We were back upstairs at our desks when we first heard it; a sort of deep, droning hum that came from far off, filling the room. We looked at Miss Charles, who stared at the buzzing windowpanes with a frown. The doorknob rattled sharply and the teacher leapt up, her face fixed in a rigid smile. She wrenched at the handle, keeping her pale face turned to the class; to comfort us, perhaps, or to prevent an outburst of giggling. The door opened a few inches and the headmaster’s hand came through the gap, groping like a blind man’s, while he kept up an urgent conversation with someone outside.


‘Phone the parents,’ we heard him say. ‘Tell them to stay at home. The major said it’s safest if we remain indoors.’


Then he began to murmur to Miss Charles, who clasped her hands to her chest and looked as if she were going to faint. The boys started to whisper. Some of the girls were drawing shaky breaths and one or two began to cry. Meanwhile, the noise in the distance had risen, become a steady, muted roar. Outside, tyres slid on the wet road. Orders were shouted, boots thumped on the pavement.


‘It’s the Natives,’ declared my friend Rolie, ‘they’re coming,’ and we rushed to the door that led out onto the balcony. Behind us Miss Charles, her legs weighed down by clumps of wailing girls, shouted for us to come back.


We packed the railing, pulling ourselves up to see. The street was full of activity and an assortment of vehicles; ivory-coloured police trucks, traffic-cop motorcycles and a blue bus with wire grilles on the windows were parked randomly across the roadway. The men had been formed into a line below us, naval blue beside policeman grey. They held rifles across their chests and looked from side to side at the men at either shoulder. The motorcycle cops in their boots and jodhpurs clutched pick-handles and fiddled with their pistol-holsters. Grim is the word, I thought, they look grim; but they shifted constantly in their straggling line, swallowing and swallowing. We could feel the plucking hands of the teachers as they tried to get us back indoors, hear their panted orders, but we eluded them, gripping the rails. The line of men began a stiff-legged walk down towards the corner where the street to the school turned up from the main road.


The distant sound had become a collection of individual shouts, a fragmented chanting. We leaned out as far as we could, craning our necks to see what was coming. The cordon of police and soldiers stood with their backs to us, blocking off our street. The sky shifted a notch further towards darkness and the leaves moved sideways in the cool gust before the rain. Suddenly there came the plaintive peep of a car-horn and the ranks divided around a small green Morris that chugged up the road towards the school.


‘Hey, Raymond, it’s your mom,’ shouted someone, ‘she’s come to get you!’


We could see her anxious face peering up at us through the windscreen as the car wound like a toy between the parked trucks. Raymond flung himself back from the scrum. We heard his shoes clatter down the stairs, his whimpered argument with the wood-work master who guarded the gate below. Then he broke free and hurled his satchel before him through the open window of the moving car, following it in a graceless dive. We watched his thin legs kicking, socks around his ankles, as the little car ground up the hill towards the Ridge.


The rain started, wetting our faces, but none of us took shelter, for a shout had come from the corner. We held our breaths. A shudder seemed to run down the line of men – a collective flinch – as the space beyond them was suddenly filled. One moment we could see the wet roadway between their shoulders and the next it was gone, swallowed up by people, by a mass of dark faces and white shirts, of overalls and umbrellas. I had never seen so many black people at one time; could there be that many in the whole country? The words of their chant came to us clearly. It was in Zulu, strong and deep, familiar sounds that we’d heard around us all our lives. Probably none of us could understand more than a word or two, asking each other: ‘What are they saying?’


Rolie nodded sagely. ‘You see, it’s the women, just like I told you. Whipping them up.’


I listened, but I heard no women’s voices, or rather, no voice that stood out clearly enough to say for sure. And no-one really seemed whipped up as they moved past the line of guards, not even glancing at them. Now and then a group would rise up in a sort of bounding dance and then be swallowed again among the crowd, while the mass of people that filled the street continued by, steadily. The warm rain made everything misty, diffused, as though there was glass between us and what was happening. Even the teachers had stopped their fretting and stood there with the rest of us, lost in contemplation of this great gathering of strangers in our midst. Perhaps for some of them – for some of us, even – there was a realisation that we might be seeing the future.


When my mother came to pick me up she was glowing with a quiet delight. ‘It’s happening all over town,’ she said. ‘I drove right through the crowds. There was no violence, they were perfectly orderly, making way for me. Perhaps there’s hope, after all.’


‘You were lucky,’ I informed her, excited and scared by what I had seen. ‘My friend Rolie said they were going to kill us.’


She looked at me, her face suddenly sad.


‘Don’t listen to those boys,’ she said.


The next day we got an armoured car outside our house. It sat square on the patch of grass beneath the streetlamp, its lugged tyres taller than I was, and the gun in the turret pointed up along the road that rose towards the stone gateposts of the university. The vehicle’s steel plating had a rough, top-heavy look; too thin, to my well-read eye, to stop anything larger than a two-pounder. The crew were conscripts, I could tell by their shoulder-flashes. Bored, contemptuous, lonely, they sat in their places watching along that strip of tarmac where the heat made flowing lines like water. They may have wondered what it was that they were supposed to be facing, been afraid some of the time, but they were never in doubt of their purpose in being there. They were the front line. They wore pouches of khaki webbing, the same stuff that my dad had brought back from the war, but his old pack that hung behind my bedroom door was sun-bleached and stained with the ghosts of oil-puddles from the streets of Naples and the quays at Port Said. The equipment of these soldiers was stiff and new. I pitied them, that they had seen nothing; would see nothing, for the road stayed obstinately empty.


The following morning they were still there, so I brought them mugs of tea. They let me sit in the turret and swing the machine gun in lazy, inertial arcs. I studied them, their cocksure boredom, and listened to them talk about their homes and the families they were defending. The driver, sitting in the hull of the armoured car, had a transistor radio on the edge of his hatch and I could hear him singing:


‘whether it’s cloudy
or wet or shine,
if you keep on smiling
it’ll turn out fine.
Give a man a Lucky…
– dang-dang –
Lucky Strike!’


I was unable to believe that I would ever have a part in a war like this, a war against nothing. No enemy tank, grey and low, would slide its barrel between those gateposts. Only people, walking in their thousands, if they ever came again. At night there was a far-off crackling, the suggestion of a red glow in the sky behind the Ridge, and I thought of the soldiers looking at each other in the dark, listening from within the confines of their cooling armour. Apart from an occasional car returning from a cocktail party in the suburbs, the only things that moved out there were the looping shadows of the flying ants around the white streetlight.
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The state of emergency was arresting anyone who was active in politics, and some of my parents’ friends started to leave. Rose and Louie decided to give it all up, to go to England or perhaps America. They told us about it over drinks, looking out over the lights reflected in the bay like emigrants dreaming of the Promised Land. On Sunday we went to see them off at the airport. The armoured car had gone during the night, leaving behind cigarette ends and some great rips in the grass, and our Humber rolled down deserted streets past sprinklers that watered the green verges. The black domestic workers, who usually could be found sitting there on their day off in talkative groups, were nowhere to be seen.


The road to the airport skirted the docks and the shunting yards and the quay where the old war-time flying-boat base had been. There were still a couple of derelict Sunderlands, sunk in the shallows. Their wings tilted from the water, shedding white flakes of paint and seagull shit, and I imagined them taxiing out before the dawn in sheets of spray to lift off on patrol, looking for enemy submarines far beyond the place where the brown silt of the river-mouths stained the sea fifty miles out.


The walls of the airport cafeteria were decorated with miniature propellers. We ordered tea that came in thick white cups. I’d asked for a meat pie and was watching the Worcester sauce soak through the crust when the flight was announced. The women embraced, crying. Then Rose hooked her bag over her shoulder and Louie put his arm around her and they walked through the glass doors to where the propeller-wash flattened the grass. We watched the plane bank over the green wall of the Bluff and fly north until it was out of sight.


There was silence for a while on the way back, apart from my mother’s sniffing. I touched her shoulder and she gave me a brief smile. She turned to my father.


‘Elaine’s going too, and the Epsteins. I’m going to miss them terribly.’ She squeezed his arm below his rolled-up sleeve. ‘We’ll be all alone soon. Who’s left?’


‘Lots of people. I don’t know.’


They looked at each other doubtfully.


‘Well, let’s find out. We’ll have a party,’ he suggested, and they began to discuss whom they could invite, what the theme should be.


‘The Wandering Jew.’


My mother giggled. ‘Don’t be gauche.’


‘Well, look at us; all scattered again, pulling up roots.’


We drove past the shunting yards, jolting over the tracks that ran across the road. They disappeared into the side of a vast, hollow building that had been built to store flour. There was always a light on at the top of one of the towers, behind a dusty window, and I was trying to get my head down far enough to see whether it was there today when I heard my father’s sudden intake of breath, like a hiss. Ahead of us the pavement was filled with people pouring out of the gates of the ‘Non-Whites Only’ football ground. Sports matches weren’t allowed on a Sunday, so they must have been at a meeting. After the march I’d witnessed, I couldn’t understand why there weren’t hundreds of cops around.


‘There’s not much property here to protect,’ said my dad. He pointed at the vacant lots. ‘There’ll be plain-clothes men among the crowd.’ We bumped onto the bridge and he slowed the car to a crawl. Around us the people spilled onto the roadway, closely packed, yet here and there bodies leapt and jostled and ran forward a few steps in unison just like the fluid dance I had seen from the school balcony. The men wore coats and hats, some of the women had black and green cloths tied around their waists. Again I wondered where all these dark faces came from, where they lived: in the hills behind the city, or in the servants’ quarters tucked at the bottom of the gardens of the big white homes?


On the bridge there was a violent stir, a surge against the rails, and a man fell into the gutter. At once the crowd broke like a wall, all in the same direction. I thought of air raids, of panicked crowds. The sealed car windows and the rustle of the air-conditioner blocked out all sound. The man in the gutter had pale yellow socks and he lay on his back, one shoe and slender ankle pointing above the curb at the sky. We sat there, vulnerable, ignored, while around us the silent rush continued. I grasped a handful of my father’s shirt, feeling the tension in his shoulder muscles. No-one looked at my white face pressed against the glass.
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The party was a success. Among those that were leaving and the ones who were staying there was the same tense gaiety, a determination to be happy, and some drinks soon had everyone in a fine mood. I met an uncle of mine, a handsome man who had won the Distinguished Flying Cross in a bombing raid on War-saw and now lived in mysterious circumstances with a woman who was not his wife. He brought his gin and tonic up to my bedroom and correctly identified all the model planes that I had hanging from the ceiling. I liked him, he was someone I could talk to. I showed him my books, a picture of a Wellington bomber like the one he’d flown, and he started to tell me a story about the war but I could see that he was distracted, his ears tuned to the high laugh of his girlfriend Joyce, who held the men enthralled on the veranda below.


‘What do you think about them bombing the electricity pylons?’ I asked him.


‘Oh, that.’ He waved his hand dismissively. ‘You can hardly call those bombs.’ He wore a dark blazer with a crest on the pocket, and I knew he was going to stay. I just wasn’t that sure about myself.


‘Ever been shot down?’ I asked.


‘Not yet,’ he said, and laughed. ‘I have to get back downstairs. Joyce…’


I leaned on the veranda rail, looking down at the guests and the lines of light on the bay. Beyond the cargo-cranes the black bulk of the Bluff cut the sky. On it, I knew, the great coastal defence cannons were trained over the harbour approaches, gathering dew. They were useless now, for the onslaught would come from their backs, from the dark valleys behind the Ridge. The anti-aircraft guns were there too, wasted, forever without enemy bombers to make them flash and recoil on their mountings. From the party below came a great gust of warmth and laughter. I watched the shadows of my war-planes turn slowly against the ceiling.
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It was by no means clear where this military interest came from. I was not descended out of warrior stock. My ancestors were traders and scholars from Eastern Europe, Lithuania and Russia, feeble as fighters even in self-defence against the Cossacks who raged through their villages in drunken pogroms. After the assassination of the Tsar by revolutionaries in 1881 these attacks became more systematic and deadly, and it seemed wisest to seek a future elsewhere. My grandparents separately had ended up in South Africa, where they’d met and married. When we had dinner at their house I’d sit in the lounge on the pale green carpet – the same colour as the rare hydrangeas my grandmother cultivated – and explore their bookshelves. Many of the books I couldn’t understand. Some were in Russian or Yiddish or German, and there were English ones with puzzling titles like The Intelligent Man’s Guide to Jew-Baiting. My grandfather was a big man with iron-grey hair and pink hearing aids that were connected by plaited wires to a box in his shirt-pocket. Conversation with him was difficult, and it was only many years later that I was able to put together the story of his youth.


Aged ten, he’d been sent to America; put on a ship in Riga bound for New York with a pouch around his neck containing money and the address of an uncle in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Some years there and in Detroit taught him English and something about business, while leaving him partly deaf from an attack of meningitis. At sixteen, alone and self-reliant, he sailed for South Africa to seek his fortune, arriving towards the end of the Anglo-Boer War. Boer horseback kommandos still staged guerrilla raids in the countryside, but Johannesburg had fallen to the British and he set up there as a coal-merchant, heaving the sacks on his broadening shoulders.


In 1905 he’d moved to the British colony of Natal, first to Durban and then to the small farming community of Mooi River, where he took the job of managing the Argyle Hotel. Now nineteen years old, my grandfather would ride each week to Pietermaritzburg to collect the mail, a day’s journey in either direction, with a rifle across his saddle to protect himself and his horse from lions. The hotel bar had a long mirror that was smashed periodically by the revolver-shots of drunken farmers. Each time, a replacement had to be brought by ox-wagon from Durban. It took weeks to arrive and might be broken again as soon as it was installed; the farmers were in a celebratory mood as they enlarged their meat and dairy holdings inland and planted sugar along the coast. But among the Zulus, whose land was being taken, there was growing anger.


Then a poll-tax was imposed – payable in pounds sterling – aimed at forcing the Zulus to work on the white man’s farms or down the mines. By the start of 1906 it was clear that open rebellion threatened. The colonial authorities seemed set on confrontation, handing out whippings and imprisonment to those who did not pay. Bambata, a minor chief, remembered the great Zulu nation of King Cetshwayo before it had been smashed by the British army twenty-seven years before. He declared that his clan would pay no tax and ambushed the column of Natal Mounted Police sent to his kraal to arrest him, killing four troopers. A number of other tribal chiefs joined Bambata’s cause. Settlers in outlying areas abandoned their properties and fled to the towns. All able-bodied white men were called upon to join the colonial militia, to defend Pietermaritzburg and Durban from the Zulu hordes. My grandfather rode in from Mooi River and volunteered for a soldier.


It was fortunate, from a moral point of view, that his deafness made him unsuitable for service. Bambata’s uprising was a tragedy. The authorities declared martial law and mobilised an overwhelming force of cavalry, infantry regiments, machine-gun batteries and field artillery. Bambata and his followers were hunted down and surrounded in the Nkandhla Forest, where they had retreated to the sacred valley that was the burial place of the Zulu kings. Artillery, quick-firing cannon and Maxim guns rained down fire from the heights. Riflemen blazed away with dum-dum bullets. Hundreds of rebels fell around Cetshwayo’s grave, an unknown number more dying of their wounds in the forest, while the government forces suffered only a handful of casualties. Bambata’s body was found among the slain and his head cut off, to be displayed as proof that the rebellion was dead. It had cost the lives of some thirty whites and over three thousand blacks. A silver Bambata Rebellion campaign medal was struck for the victors. Dinizulu, Cetshwayo’s son and heir to what remained of his dismantled kingdom, was imprisoned – though he’d dissociated himself from the uprising – in order to crush the final vestiges of Zulu nationhood. And, no matter in so iniquitous a cause, my grandfather had offered to serve.
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Desert Fever


At the end of our first week on the kibbutz we were issued with rifles. They were heavy and long, almost as long as we were, and a lot older: Mausers, manufactured in the early forties in Nazi-occupied Czechoslovakia, stamped with the eagle and swastika of the German Wehrmacht and then over-stamped with the Hebrew initials of the Tsvah Haganah L’Yisrael, the Israeli Defence Force. We each drew one of these scarred old veterans from the armoury, plus a flat tin cleaning-kit with an oil bottle that leaked a creosote-scented sludge, and sat in rows on the ground to be shown the techniques of field-care: tugging an oil-soaked patch of cloth down the barrel with the pull-through cord and stripping the mechanism of the rifle-bolt to wipe the dust from its greased components.


I was fourteen years old and these manoeuvres were for real. The year before, in 1967, Israel had vanquished its Arab neighbours with lightning efficiency in the Six-Day War. Newsreels showed columns of black smoke standing above the desert and Egyptian MiGs blitzed on their runways in pre-emptive air strikes that had disassembled them into component parts, like model aeroplane kits. Internationally, Israel’s standing was high; even in South Africa. The bruisers from the Afrikaner high-school against whom we played football still hacked viciously at our shins, but they had dropped their hisses of ‘Jewboy’ in acknowledgement of our kinship with Moshe Dayan, the conquering general with the black eye-patch. The Hebrew song ‘Jerusalem the Golden’ played again and again on Springbok Radio. Its haunting threnody formed the soundtrack of patriotic evenings at the Durban Jewish Club, where the community held collec-tions for war bonds and watched film of young paratroopers, helmets clutched against their chests, weeping at the Wailing Wall.


A group of us from Durban were to have the privilege (subsidised by proud parents) of making the aliyah, the pilgrimage to Israel, in her time of triumph. We would be doing pioneer work – I was to spend four months on a kibbutz in the Negev Desert – and my mother took me round the shops to equip me. At Mahomadies, the town’s big Indian-owned outfitters, I got twill shirts and heavy canvas trousers that would keep their rigidity even after being beaten on stones. Despite the courteous assistance of the son-in-law who served us, I knew that it would be insensitive to mention the reason for these purchases; in the prelude to the Six-Day War, as hostilities loomed, Durban’s Muslim population had donated blood that was flown to Arab capitals and used subsequently to treat the many wounded. Their businesses were since being boy-cotted by some of the town’s Jews, but these Muslim families were my father’s patients and he made no such distinction.


Reticence was unnecessary at Woolfson’s clothing emporium, which supplied me with lace-up work boots and a heavy leather jacket. I showed it to my grandfather for his imprimatur. After the Bambata Rebellion he had continued running the hotel until he’d accumulated a sufficient stake to start a business, eventually prospering in Durban as a dealer in hides and leather which he exported to Italy. Peering through his thick spectacles, the old man stroked the fleece lining with his thumb.


‘Merino, first quality,’ he said. ‘A good buy.’


I examined it too and saw that the pile was backed with cloth.


‘It’s synthetic,’ I informed him.


He shook his head, betrayed by his fingers that had once graded pelts so infallibly. I wondered at the urge for truth that had gripped me. The passport issued to me for the journey showed a boy I didn’t really recognise, in heavy black-framed spectacles, who stared from the photograph with a somewhat chubby intensity.


Our party from Durban, along with kids from Cape Town, Port Elizabeth and East London, flew to Johannesburg, where the largest contingent came from. We met for the first time at the airport on the evening of our departure. Parents sobbed and clutched at their departing teenagers while younger siblings, over-excited by the late hour, dashed about underfoot. Despite my loneliness I was relieved that I had got my farewells behind me in Durban. Soon after take-off I fell asleep, woken intermittently by high-spirited yells and excruciating sing-songs. We landed at dawn at Israel’s Lod International Airport, and our group of some forty boys and girls was herded onto the bus that would take us to the kibbutz. The road ran through green hills and then swung south, and I watched from a window seat as the landscape gradually transformed itself into a place of utter foreignness.


This was my first time truly away from home, and I knew nothing. I’d never experienced hunger or significant illness, or any degree of real discomfort. I was accustomed to Durban’s humidity, its air saturated with the hothouse smells of greenery and tropical sea. The desert was a shock; a plain of chalk that glared in the harsh light. The sky burned pink like a gas flame. After a couple of hours the bus swung off the main road and onto a track that led to the kibbutz. Apart from a vivid patch of irrigated lawn at the community centre and the dusty leaves of the orange groves, every colour lay in the spectrum of beige. We were unloaded before a concrete structure in a weighty neo-bunker style that I later discovered was the vernacular for all Israeli public buildings from the national Parliament downwards. The settlement’s heart comprised two residential streets and a park of landscaped mounds and eucalyptus saplings around a children’s play area, deserted in the midday heat. From the eating hall came a clatter of steel.


Our quarters were a row of just-constructed concrete houses on the settlement’s edge; a stack of prefab panels around a clotted cement mixer marked the next one to be built. Beyond it, two lines of kerbstones ran out into the dust towards where the wire of the perimeter fence glinted in the sun. Eight or ten of us were assigned to each house – one was for the girls – and we rushed in to claim our beds. An enervating heat permeated the interiors, radiating down through the flat roofs. I ended up sharing a room with two other boys from Durban: stocky Ivan the Intelligent, whose father was a psychiatrist, and Polmeier, a gentle lad who already wore the hangdog face of homesickness. The others in our house came from Cape Town. The front room was claimed by Ishie: small, sharp-featured, with a cynic’s wit, at fourteen already the man he would be for the rest of his life. He shared with disdainful Zimmy – a Seapoint sophisticate who wore tasselled loafers instead of work-boots – and wiry Morris, who could have been Ishie’s twin, a complainer and comic, irreverent and deeply conservative. Sam, known as Shmully, occupied the other room with Bobo and Wayne: one loud, one quiet, one plump and devout.


Those in the house next door were all from Johannesburg. Their leader was Tubmann, a well-built chap with dark hair and the beginnings of chin-stubble, who looked after – with brusque condescension – the witless Norm, as big as he was but running to fat. Both wore yarmulkes on their heads and were recent converts to the religious youth movement called B’nai Akivah. Two believers named Aaron were among the rest of the household of Tubmann’s sidekicks, whom he bullied and patronised in equal measure. That night we joined the rest of the kibbutz community for our inaugural meal, the first – and, as it would turn out, the best – of our planned four-month stay. Before each place at the long tables stood paired plastic beakers. One contained black coffee, the other – in acknowledgement of the fact that it was Friday night – sweet Sab-bath wine. I slugged at the two alternately while the welcome speeches droned. Ishie and Ivan topped up my cups and I found myself, for the first time in my young life, experiencing a tipsy alertness that was hugely enjoyable. My euphoria was disturbed by Tubmann, who threatened to bash me for my ‘lack of respect’. I resolved to avoid him as much as possible.
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The kibbutz was called Sde Boqer (‘The Fields of Morning’, or perhaps ‘of the Cowboys’), and had a special symbolic significance in a country dense with symbols. It had been established in 1952 as a pioneer outpost on the edge of the desolate lands called the Wilderness of Zin, once the southern border of the biblical kingdom of Judea. The kibbutz’s legendary resident was David Ben-Gurion, founder of the State of Israel in 1948 and its first prime minister, whose life-story was that of Zionism itself. Born the same year as my grandfather, in a shtetl across the border in Poland, he’d arrived in Palestine in 1906 to work as a farmhand and begun organising Jewish workers into the socialist Federation of Jewish Labour. Initially the Zionist Left claimed that there was no conflict between the interests of Jewish workers and those of Palestinian Arabs, whose shared struggle was against their class enemy, the Ottoman landowners. But Ben-Gurion watched Arab resistance grow as the twenties and thirties brought ever more Jews to Palestine, and he split the socialist Labour movement away from the communists – with their utopian dreams of a binational Jewish-Arab state – and began building a defence organisation, the Haganah, to protect settler lands.


He also had to deal with the hard-right Zionist Revisionists, established in 1925 by a militant Jewish nationalist named Ze’ev Jabotinsky. In Palestine the Revisionists provided military training and formed an underground army, the Irgun; ‘Zionism is a colonisation adventure,’ explained Jabotinsky, ‘and therefore it stands or falls on the question of armed force.’ The Revisionist underground was ruthless, if not always logical. In 1933 it assassinated as a ‘collaborator’ the head of the Labour movement, who had visited officials in Nazi Germany to negotiate the migration of Jews to Palestine. The Irgun also targeted Palestine’s British administration for trying to limit Jewish settlement, and once the Second World War began, Revisionists made contact with both Mussolini and the Nazi Foreign Office through the Vichy French government in Syria, offering to fight on the Axis side in exchange for the guarantee of a post-war Jewish State. In 1944 the Irgun’s commander Menachem Begin called for all Jews in Palestine to rise up against the British, while Revisionist underground members assassinated Lord Moyne, the British minister-resident in Cairo.


The result was disastrous to Jewish unity. Winston Churchill, who had long been sympathetic to Zionism, now condemned it for producing ‘a new set of gangsters worthy of Nazi Germany’ and the Jewish authorities in Palestine handed over the names of some seven hundred Irgun members to the British, who arrested them. But Revisionist attacks continued. In 1946 they blew up the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, killing ninety – Jews, Arabs and British – and during Israel’s 1948 War of Independence they assassinated the UN negotiator Count Bernadotte, who was trying to arrange a ceasefire agreement that would halt the fighting. Denouncing Revisionist forces as terrorists, Prime Minister Ben-Gurion ordered them disbanded, whereupon Irgun leader Menachem Begin and other Revisionists formed a hard-right opposition party in the Israeli parliament.


Its continuing attacks on Ben-Gurion were among the reasons for his decision in 1953 to resign as prime minister and move to Sde Boqer, exhausted by what he described as the ‘morbid fragmentation’ of Israeli politics. In and out of government as minister of defence and again as prime minister, he led his country through the 1956 Suez War and gave up the premiership for the last time in 1963 to retire to Sde Boker. Shortly after our arrival at the kibbutz we were taken to see him where he sat on his veranda: now eighty-two, a portly man with hair as white as his shirt, who lectured us in richly accented English about the need for national watchfulness as we sat below on his bungalow lawn.


Sde Boqer was a ‘youth’ kibbutz that provided overseas visitors with an immersion in the Hebrew language and some experience of communal living. Our group of South Africans joined other youngsters already in residence – Americans, Canadians, a few English – who had been there long enough to absorb the unassailable selfconfidence and patriotism of native Israelis. Over the next days we began to learn the features of this egalitarian community: the use of first names to address our seniors, the gatherings for mitz  – synthetic orange juice – a couple of times a day, duty permitting, and the evening gettogethers called kumsitz; part discussion group, part sing-along. Most of the kids I was with knew all the words to the pioneer songs, having been members of the Jewish youth organisation Habonim – ‘the Builders’ – back in South Africa. I’d been a Boy Scout instead, and couldn’t contribute.


At the kumsitz we met Barak, a muscular sixty-five-year-old with a moustache yellowed from the smoke of the Russian cigarette whose cardboard mouthpiece was clamped always between his teeth. He had survived the Nazi death camp at Sobibor – a fading number was tattooed on his forearm – to reach Israel in 1947 on one of the illegal refugee ships that penetrated the Royal Navy’s blockade. Spirited off the beach before British patrols could catch them, the new arrivals were assigned to remote kibbutzes. Barak been sent to the Huleh Valley north of Lake Galilee to work chest-deep in water, ‘draining ze svamps,’ until he was called up to fight.


We sat in the dark around the coal of Barak’s cigarette while he taught us the words of the plaintive Arabic song called ‘Bab el Wadh’ – ‘The Gate of the Valley’ – the name of the narrow defile between the hills that guarded the road to Jerusalem. Through the 1948 Israeli War of Independence the song had been sung by both sides, contesting the valley in repeated, bitter fighting. Barak’s Haganah unit had been directed to capture its key position, the Jordanian-held ex-British police fort at Latrun. The attackers ran up the road carrying a large kitchen table, which they’d placed against the outer wall of the fort as an improvised firing step, pouring gunfire and grenades into the compound until heavy losses had forced their withdrawal. Barak had been wounded in that engagement and seen comrades fall, but twenty years on, his true enmity was reserved for Revisionist ‘terrorists’. With the point of his cigarette he punctured the myth of the final moments of Josef Trumpeldor, the man whose death had been the inspiration for Jabotinsky’s Zionist Revisionist movement. Trumpeldor had come to Palestine after Russian army service in the 1904 Russo-Japanese War, served alongside Jabotinsky during World War One in a British army Jewish volunteer unit called the Zion Mule Corps and been killed in 1920 defending his kibbutz from an Arab attack.


‘Zey say Trumpeldor’s last vords vos, “it is good to die for vun’s country”,’ growled Barak around the cardboard tube of his smoke, ‘but vot he really said vos, “fuck, it hurts”.’


Several of the boys bridled. ‘That’s bullshit,’ declared Tubmann, and beside me the Aarons muttered angrily.


Barak examined them over his great moustache. ‘So.’ he nodded. ‘Terrorists, baby terrorists.’ It seemed that the schism was alive yet.
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Sde Boqer housed the National Desert School, established to study the ecology and archaeology of the Negev. There was a department of anthropology that recorded the lives of the Bedouin nomads to whom this region had once been home. During the War of Independence many had fled, their return prevented by the minefields and barbed wire that grew along the borders with Egypt to the west and Jordan in the east. By the end of the war Israel controlled the entire Negev down to the Red Sea, and kept the triangle of desert under military administration until 1965 – some years after it had ceased in other areas of Israel – in order to complete the removal of the remaining twenty-six thousand Negev Bedouin from lands required for Jewish settlement. Forced into ‘compulsory townships’ around Beersheba, their nomadic past remained commemorated in the form of a gloomy diorama in the Desert School museum, where plaster figures in burnouses crouched under a black goat’swool tent around a fire-effect of twigs piled on an orange light-bulb.


David, a young archaeologist from the school, took a group of us into the desert. Two and a half thousand years before, this harsh land had been cultivated by the Nabataeans, whose capital had been at Petra across the Jordanian border, and he was studying the techniques they’d used to save the waters of the periodic flash floods that tore down the dry wadis. Striding through the sand in scuffed paratroop boots, his black curls jammed under an old slouch-hat, David pointed out ancient terraces and the entrances to underground cisterns hewn in the sandstone. Few other signs remained of that once-flourishing civilisation, apart from the ancient mound of Tel Yeruham some miles to the north of the kibbutz. Here a dig was in progress, exposing Nabataean ruins among strata of settlement going back into pre-history. I volunteered for spade-work in the trenches, shifting mounds of dirt, in the hope of being excused Hebrew lessons. It didn’t work.


The classrooms were baking prefabs whose wall-panels clattered in the desert wind. Flies droned around our heads and settled on the textbooks, where, to stay awake, I killed them methodically, lining up their corpses along the desk edge. I had great difficulty reading Hebrew, especially the demotic form written without vowels, and would spend the lesson laboriously pencilling phonetic renderings above each word in anticipation that I might be asked to read aloud. I looked forward to travelling around the country, when I would be able to try speaking the language rather than speculating on its pronunciation. In the meantime I hoped that the communal labour we had been told was part of our kibbutz sojourn would provide some respite from the classroom, but it turned out that enough time could be made in each day both to water orange trees and to learn Hebrew, as well as performing the other duties that life on the settlement demanded of us.
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The kibbutz stood on the edge of a spectacular gorge of pink and ochre sandstone. A few miles along it a waterfall plunged into a pool, overlooked by cells cut into the rocks by hermit monks a thousand years before. Beyond, the wilderness stretched eastwards to where it dropped into the Wadi Arabah – that part of the Great Rift Valley running south from the Dead Sea – that formed the border with Jordan. There was a track up the escarpment called Ma’alei Akhrabim, the ‘Ascent of the Scorpion,’ an historic trading road overlooked by the ruins of ancient fortifications. More recently it had been used as an infiltration route by Palestinian gunmen attacking targets inside Israel – in revenge for Israeli army raids into Jordan that had been retaliation for previous attacks – in a cycle of blood feud that was interrupted only by periodic escalations into fullscale war.


In this atmosphere of perpetual tension, isolated kibbutzes like Sde Boqer were responsible for their own defence. All of us, girls as well as boys, were taught how to handle our rifles. Belly-down on canvas groundsheets, we practised to the instructor’s orders. One: click-clatter of the bolt pulled open; two: rattle as a clip of five (deactivated) bullets were stuck into the receiver; three: squeak of the magazine-spring, compressed by the cartridges thumbed down into the magazine; four: bolt slammed closed, flicking away the empty clip and carrying the first round into the breech. ‘Rifle loaded and locked,’ we shouted in ragged Hebrew harmony. Unloading, we kept the weapon to our shoulders as though firing and worked the bolt as fast as we could, spinning away the ejected cartridges until the bolt stuck open to reveal the empty breech. ‘Rifle open and clean,’ we yelled.


The ballet over, we would go wandering about the training area to reclaim our cartridges, wipe off the sand and stick them back in their clips before repeating the drill. We were also required to throw practice grenades, though I found that even my wildest fling – almost dislocating my elbow – could not propel the heavy lumps of lead far enough to avoid their theoretical kill zone. We did press-ups and pull-ups, chanting our counts higher and higher until they became grunts of pain. The instructors made us run the obstacle course again and again, cutting down our time, and though I never again found a use for the wide-stepped dance along a plain of motorcar tyres, or arm-swinging from rung to rung beneath a horizontal ladder, I’ve been saved subsequently by the trick we were taught to spring ourselves over the high wall.


For shooting instruction we were taken to a rifle range in the desert beyond the settlement. We used Mausers rebarrelled to .22 and tried to hit the speck of a target that swam in the heat-haze. Beside us the officers and instructors would be firing automatic weapons in ripping bursts that set our pulses racing and unsettled our aim. The sights on the rifles were pretty bashed about and the results already haphazard enough, though I did once win a bronze marksman’s badge for grouping five shots in the bit of tape that secured one corner of the target card.


Each night a half-dozen of us would be detailed to go out on patrol. After the evening meal we’d report to the armoury to draw a rifle and equipment belt carrying two water-bottles, which we filled from the tank. The officer who would lead the night patrol – during the day he might be a tractor driver or kibbutz electrician or an academic at the Desert School – checked that we were wearing dark clothes and suitable boots and that our equipment didn’t glint or rattle. Then we filed through a gate in the perimeter fence and out into the desert.


The patrols were intended to apply the tactics of the original Special Night Squads, established by the Haganah as a means of kibbutz defence in the 1930s. These small units, trained to move and communicate in the dark, would circle away from their settlements and set up ambushes along likely approach routes used by raiders, in order to attack the attackers. To this end we needed to learn basic star navigation and have instilled in us some concept of march discipline. We had to move in silence, speaking only to pass along the column whispered direction-changes or warnings of obstacles; it took Ivan the Intelligent a while to learn not to simply say, ‘I know,’ when – apparently self-evident – orders reached him for transmission onwards. At rest halts we’d drink in turn from one water-bottle until it had been emptied, so that no sloshing sound would give away our presence as we walked.


Although it was not intended that we should be put at risk, these patrols also had the security function of checking for nocturnal activity in the surrounding desert, and the squad leader carried a submachine gun and a pack containing ammunition for our Mausers. The marches covered many miles. Lights were forbidden; instead we were taught to use every bit of natural illumination. Objects could be defined by dropping flat to silhouette them against the starlit sky. In the valleys were hummocks of leafless scrub that tripped us up; they could be avoided by watching for the snail-shells that glowed like phosphorescence amidst their roots. We climbed the ridges with care, trying to avoid the flints underfoot sparking in the dry air. At each crest we would lie amidst the rocks to study the next wadi for movement. With all the fervour of youth I loved these night patrols; the excitement of new skills, the mouth-drying apprehension at a sudden noise.


There were other nights when we stood guard instead, for four-hour shifts out on the kibbutz perimeter fence. This was both duller and more frightening than patrolling, for shadows appeared to move if you stared too long and the tins hung on the wire would sometimes stir without a breath of wind, causing the stones inside them to clunk and rattle. Many of our contingent avoided this duty by sleeping on the roofs of their houses, where they would not be found and roused by the guard officer. Sustained by a solitary delight, I did my stints.


From a security and economic viewpoint the country remained on a war footing. Quality produce was being exported to pay off war loans. Whatever was in glut or of a standard too poor for the domestic market was trucked to the kibbutzes, and the food was consequently dire. Chicken happened on Friday nights. At midweek, to keep up our protein levels, we received ‘the escalope’, a sheet of unspecified animal cased in gritty breadcrumbs. For a period we subsisted on pre-sliced white bread and avocado pears for two meals a day; a great bin of them stood in the eating hall, through which we picked to try to find those that were not black and liquefied. We ate avocado with sugar and lemon juice, with black pepper and lemon juice, with salt and lemon juice. Despite our heat-vitiated appetites we were always hungry. When the last of the avocados, too advanced in decay to be eaten, were pitched to the pigs, processed cheese squares took their place. These were welded onto bread by a great conveyor-belt toaster capable of preparing a hundred slices a minute, that emerged – crusts smoking, cheese billowing in milky blisters – on steel trays. It was advisable not to take a portion on which a blister had not collapsed, for some bumps concealed the bodies of fleshy cockroaches.
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