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  What people are saying about Forever in My Veins




  A captivating, unforgettable journey of life-transforming production adventures from an Emmy Award-winning filmmaker. A mind-expanding filmic trek leading to professional acclaim and personal tragedies that stir the soul.




  Paul Davids, Executive Producer of Showtime’s Original Movie Roswell




  Intensely Patriotic. A thrilling ride into the rich culture and diversity of Africa, its spiritual dimensions and alternative healing methods. It is also the story of one man’s struggle with the immorality of apartheid. A prophetic and cautionary tale.




  Corey Feldman, actor, singer, best-selling author, environmental activist




  Forever in My Veins is a fascinating description of a middle-class white man’s experiences in South Africa during the late forties and early fifties. Later in his life as a filmmaker he describes developing a chronic disease that, in the world of allopathic medicine, had no obvious cause or treatment. It’s a compelling story of returning to his roots in Africa where he was able to find shamans who helped him deal with his illness. This is an intriguing weave of the connections between white and black cultures, ancient shamanic ways and natural healing contributing to the evolution of consciousness.




  Dr. Gabriel Cousens, MD, MD (H), DD, Director, Tree of Life Foundation, Arizona




  What a story! What a journey! What a glass so full of life and love, and not half-full of fear and regret! I will read it again to cry, laugh, gasp and celebrate.




  Pieter-Dirk Uys, South African political satirist, international best-selling author
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Prologue





  How often have you stared in hushed silence at something so breathtaking that your pulse races and words lose all meaning? Have you ever experienced an epiphany of discovery so dramatically profound that you are forever altered by the experience? I guess I’ve been lucky because I have. Those rare moments have led me to believe that anyone with the slightest degree of curiosity must surely realize that the world is a far more complex place than we can imagine. During my 75-year sojourn on this planet I’ve been exposed to innumerable wonders. I’m convinced that despite our scientific disciplines and our philosophizing we will continue to plumb depths so bewilderingly complex that we will always hunger to know more, to want to go further, to crave gazing upon vistas that may aid us in our comprehension of the mysterious ways in which the universe works.




  Modern technology is continually giving us new tools to unlock secrets previously inaccessible to science. But many puzzles prevail. To find their relevance in an ever-increasingly sophisticated age we sometimes need to look over our shoulders, to peel back layers of time. Yet people tell me that dredging through the past is passé, outmoded, unfashionable. I disagree. I believe that in bygone times lie nuggets of buried treasure. Reaching back into the shadows and prying moments no matter how bizarre from one’s former years and then examining them in the clear light of the present could teach us invaluable lessons about what may lie beyond tomorrow.




  I make neither excuses nor apologies for being nostalgic in the pages that follow.




  So, please, come exploring with me.




  








  
Introduction





  The year was 1996. Life was good. I was busier than I had ever been. A National Primetime Emmy Award from the Academy of Television Arts & Sciences sat on my desk. Alongside it was a News & Documentary Emmy. On a shelf in my office was a collection of other accolades that included four Columbus International Film Festival statuettes. On a wall hung the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) Westinghouse Award for Best Science Programming on Television. On spots between bookcases were a dozen other certificates and plaques going back to my first big win for Best Documentary Television Series in 1976. When it came to nonfiction film production I felt that I was on top of the world. I was smug with confidence. I had an unabashed conviction that Hollywood lay at my feet.




  And then, out of the blue, everything fell apart.




  I was in the middle of producing a three-hour documentary special called Who Wrote the Bible? for The History Channel. Surrounded by mounds of research material, ancient texts and transcripts of interviews with Biblical scholars, historians, archeologists and philological experts I was putting the finishing touches to the final script when I decided to take an early break one evening. I shut down my computer, put my feet up after dinner and settled back to watch my favorite game show, Jeopardy! The kids were doing homework upstairs. My wife Diana joined me in front of the TV. It was another lovely warm summer Californian evening. I was wearing shorts. As the show got underway Diana glanced at my feet, leaned over and asked: “Why are your ankles so swollen tonight?”




  I looked and thought, that’s strange, they are swollen. I had never noticed it before. What was going on? Well, it didn’t take long to find out.




  A visit to my primary care physician revealed that the swelling was due to fluid retention in body tissue. That could be caused by one of two things, a heart condition or failing kidneys. Within two whirlwind weeks I underwent a kidney biopsy and was diagnosed with a chronic and potentially fatal disease called idiopathic membranous glomerulonephritis. The nephrologist and pathologist labeled the condition ‘idiopathic’ because they had no idea what had caused it. All they knew was that my immune system was acting aggressively towards my kidneys and was trying to destroy them. My own body had turned against itself. The pundits had only one suggestion. I should immediately start taking heavy doses of drugs to suppress the immune system or my kidneys would shut down.




  “And what if I don’t?” I asked.




  “Your kidneys will fail,” they said.




  “And then what?”




  “You will have to start dialysis.”




  “And if I don’t?”




  “You will die.”




  Perched self-confidently at the pinnacle of a career spanning more than three decades I had to face up to the fact that my universe was about to change completely. How could this be happening? I was 51 years old and as fit as a fiddle. My nephrologist informed me that my immune system was behaving erratically because it was probably reacting to something that it didn’t like within the bloodstream. He proposed that there might be a latent toxin that the immune system saw as a threat. But it was not sure what to target so it was going for an organ directly associated with cleansing the blood. It could have attacked my liver but it was aiming for the kidneys.




  “But you have no idea why it’s doing it?” I persisted.


  

  “None,” I was told. “Something has probably been lying dormant in your system for years. Have you ever had blood poisoning or been bitten by anything venomous like a spider or a scorpion?”




  “Sure,” I said. “All of the above. I made movies in a lot of weird places. I was cut, scratched, bruised and bitten more times than I can remember.”




  “What about snakes?”




  “No,” I responded. “That’s the only thing that never happened. But as for noxious things and dirty places I’ve been stung and bitten by bees, bugs, wasps, spiders, ants, mosquitoes, jellyfish, bluebottles, Portuguese men o’ war, everything. I was even bitten by a baboon once and suffered blood poisoning that laid me up for weeks. I’ve drunk brackish water in filthy places. I’ve swum in polluted rivers. I’ve eaten questionable foods. But all that was years ago. Why on earth should any of that trigger my immune system into behaving this way now?”




  “Idiopathic,” my nephrologist said, at a total loss for an explanation. “We simply don’t know.”




  We were confounded as to why this ghastly disease had risen out of the darkness of nowhere and was suddenly threatening my very existence. And then it came back to me. I remembered. Of course! Why should I be so surprised?




  Now please hear me clearly before I say another word. I don’t believe in hocus-pocus nonsense or that rabbits can magically be pulled out of empty hats. I’m not prone to accepting the unproven. I’m open-minded, yes, but gullible, no. And yet the facts were indisputable. This awful illness and all its ramifications had been uncannily predicted—prophesied, foreseen, call it what you will—a long time ago in a place far, far away.




  








  
One





  I was born in a city called Germiston in South Africa in 1944. When I was four years old we moved to the small town of Kempton Park, eighteen miles to the northeast of Johannesburg. Summer or winter every morning at six o’clock except Sundays there was the growl of a diesel engine and the squeal of brakes outside our house. Seconds later a clink of glass on the front porch indicated that a bottle of fresh milk had been deposited there. Belching thick black smoke that wafted through every open window and caught at my throat the delivery truck moved on to the next house. Shortly after that the sound of the front door opening meant that our ‘house boy’ John had collected the bottle. Twenty minutes later he tiptoed quietly up the hallway and placed a steaming cup of coffee on the night stands on either side of my parents’ bed in the room next to mine. To keep the coffee hot the saucer was always turned upside down and placed on top of the cup. A half-hour later enticing aromas would tease my nostrils and coax me out of bed as John began preparing breakfast at the other end of the house. Sorghum-based Maltabella or oatmeal Jungle Oats porridge, scrambled eggs, fried tomatoes and onions, kippered herring fillets, grilled bologna, farm-style boerewors sausage, sautéed lamb kidneys, fried liver, toast, hot cocoa.




  For middle class whites the South Africa of my youth was a very special place. Although many people had served alongside the Allies in World War II the conflict in Europe had been very far away and the country was short of nothing. It was a great place in which to grow up. We kids had all we could ask for: privilege, spacious neighborhoods, servants, well-stocked pantries, tree-lined streets where we could safely ride our bikes. There was an abundance of all things and much to amuse the restless soul of a growing and curious child. It was a Norman Rockwell world. Everyone seemed happy, at least everyone who was white. The school system was based on the British model and we received a fine, solid, disciplined education. There was always the prospect of boundless, promising tomorrows. There was nothing to fear. The future beckoned with promise.




  But in our exclusively all-white domains we were isolated from more than 80% of the country’s population. The laws of apartheid became official government policy in 1948 when the Afrikaner-dominated National Party won the general election and came to power. After that, regulations based on strict racial division governed every facet of life. The twain between black and white seldom met. The system was designed that way. We were not supposed to know what was happening on the other side of the tracks or beyond the outskirts of the city. Our only direct contact with black people was in our home where they worked as domestic servants or gardeners. In stores and markets they swept floors and unpacked crates. At gas stations they cleaned the windshield, checked the oil and pumped fuel, seldom receiving so much as a thank you, let alone a tip. In factories they played second fiddle to white overseers. In gold and diamond mines they toiled as laborers, burrowing deep into the earth to wrest treasures from the depths. In their segregated overcrowded schools—often in the shade of eucalyptus trees which served as makeshift outdoor classrooms—they were educated only to a level where they would remain unskilled and never in a position to become a competitive threat to their white masters.




  It was not uncommon to see small gangs of ‘boys’—actually adult black men—repairing roads. Wearing frayed denim shorts and often muscular and shirtless their feet were clad in homemade rubber sandals made from the worn treads of old discarded automobile tires. During their lunch breaks they sat cross-legged on the sidewalk and ate loaves of white bread that had been hollowed out. The interior was usually filled with Coca-Cola or fizzy green, red or bright yellow soda pop. The men were always cheery and smiling, even under the scornful watch of a white supervisor who sat apart from them, eating his own lunch of sandwiches, hard-boiled eggs and droewors (dried sausage) in the cab of a maintenance truck. After they had chomped down the last of their mulchy bread most of the men lit up a smoke hand-rolled from cheap pipe tobacco. If you passed them on the way to or from school they would acknowledge you by obediently nodding and then offering a polite greeting in Afrikaans: “Móre, my basie.” (“Good morning, my young master.”)




  We all had black staff at home. Until I was three years old I was virtually brought up by a Zulu nanny whose name I can only recall as Mamingka, though I suspect that it was a nickname. She took care of me, wrapping me up in a grey blanket, tying it around her shoulders and waist and then carrying me on her back all day long, papoose style. She sang Zulu lullabies and hummed folk tunes while I dozed as she polished floors, made beds, dusted, cooked and hung up laundry on clotheslines in the backyard. My father, a watchmaker and jeweler by trade, was an immigrant from Latvia. He was the most scrupulously honest human being I have ever known. He was principled to a fault. As a result, he was taken advantage of by a string of deceitful business partners who maneuvered their way into and out of his life, absconding with money and forcing him to reinvent himself again and again. Because of his misfortunes we moved around a lot as he started new jobs or began different business ventures. During my childhood we lived in three different towns, in seven houses and four apartments, sometimes moving back to the same place we left only a couple of years earlier. I changed school eight times. This contributed to me being a dismally poor and miserable student, especially during my high school years. Because we moved around so much we had many servants. I vividly remember every single one of them. Mamingka, Lizzy, Anna, Lulu, Sophie, Lettie, John, David, Calvin, Betsy. Even today as I drift into sleep their smiling faces still hover over me, reinforcing the indelible imprint they left on my life.




  It was illegal to take a black person in your employment to another town without going through hassles with the authorities at the local Department of Native Affairs. I often overheard my parents wrestling over servants’ ‘permits’ and ‘papers.’ These had to be renewed every year. I grasped little of what it all meant, but permission to allow a black person to move from one magisterial district to another was nearly always denied. The dreaded ‘Pass Laws’ were a constant obstacle. Every adult black person, male or female, had to carry an identity document called a ‘pass’ at all times. If stopped by police, even while doing little more than pushing a white baby in a stroller along the sidewalk or mowing a lawn, he or she had to produce the necessary pass proving that they had permission to be there. If their papers were not in order they were in trouble. The victim would be thrown into the back of a police van and hauled off to jail until bailed out by an employer. Even worse, they could be forced to await deportation back to a designated tribal territory, often hundreds of miles away in rural areas far from the main cities and industrial areas. As a child I saw many arrests on the streets, most of them ugly. With few exceptions the police were rude and discourteous. I never understood why seemingly innocent people were suddenly stopped for no apparent reason, bombarded with questions—invariably in Afrikaans, the language of the whites who wielded the political power—roughly frisked and then tossed into those sinister unmarked police vans and driven off. Where were they going? What did they do wrong? Whenever I asked my parents about it I was told to, “Shush! Don’t ask about such things. It’s none of our business.”




  A servant in our home was always treated well but decorum and protocol were strictly enforced. During the years that I lived with my folks there was always a little brass bell conspicuously placed in the middle of the dining room table. About four inches high it was shaped like a 19th century British country milkmaid. Both arms were extended and the little figure’s fingertips daintily held up her wide skirt as she lifted it in a sort of courtesy pose. It was a charming object. It was also the sound of mealtimes as far back as I can remember. How many servants had it summoned? The breakfasts, lunches, dinners, houses, apartments, towns, cities and even countries changed but the bell was always the same, always there, always under the watchful eye and control of my mother who rang it to request the next course at mealtime. “Ting-a-ling-a-ling.” Woe to the man or woman in the kitchen who did not respond immediately. I still have it, perched on my bookcase in my office, and whenever I ring it—albeit very softly—a cavalcade of ghosts, memories and smells wafts from the shadows. For me, sounds more than anything bring the past back to life. So it is with that bell. But I wonder how all those servants felt when the “ting-a-ling-a-ling” commanded them to serve and do our bidding. Did anyone ever ask? Or care? Or even think about it?




  No matter where we lived, as a youngster I would frequently spend time with each of our servants in their Spartan-like quarters. Their tiny rooms were usually behind the garage at the far end of the backyard or—when we lived in apartment buildings in cities like Johannesburg—in a tight cluster of cubicles built around the elevator machinery room on the rooftop. There was a closet-size bathroom with a shower that provided only cold water and on the floor was a ceramic slat with a hole in it that served as a toilet. Minuscule bedrooms always smelt of cheap soap, lantern oil and candle wax. The scent of skin lightening crème hung on the air. Those cremes were very fashionable, especially among women. Their purpose was to make complexions look lighter, less black. They are now known to have contained hydroquinone which reduced the skin’s production of melanin for protection against the sun’s ultraviolet radiation, with deadly results. Many people developed cancerous melanoma from them.




  In 1955 we were living in a tall apartment building in the suburb of Yeoville in Johannesburg. We had a wonderful maid named Elizabeth. She lived in tiny quarters with all the other servants and maintenance staff up on the rooftop. As I was an only child and as both my parents were working, whenever I got home after the tram ride from school I would usually go up there with her. There were always long clotheslines of starched white uniforms, aprons and other laundry fluttering in the wind; shirts and skirts and underwear, dazzlingly clean in the bright summer sun, dancing like apparitions in the sky against a backdrop of high-rise apartment buildings, office blocks and water towers. Lizzy didn’t mind me sitting in her tiny room with her as she took off her servant’s cap, sat on the floor with her legs outstretched and then curled her frizzy hair. Like many servants, much of the time she walked around barefoot. The heels and balls of her feet were often callused and I was always intrigued to watch her slice away little slivers of hardened skin with a sharp razor blade.




  In the dim, cramped servants’ rooms in the backyards of houses there was always a lingering odor of purple-colored methylated spirits or paraffin. Those fuels were used to power a little brass Primus stove that sat on the floor. It was used for boiling water or cooking food. Servants were not allowed to cook for themselves in our kitchens, but they were given generous portions of the same things that we ate. However, they usually preferred simple indigenous foods like white corn flour (meal) and water that was slowly boiled until it formed a firm porridge called putu or pap. They always shared it with me. I’d go and perch on my haunches in their room and dig into the pap with my fingers, scoop out a chunk, roll it into a little ball, dip it into some thick gravy and chew. Sometimes, dried corn kernels were boiled in salted water to make what was called kabu mealies. I was especially partial to that, and I also loved a spinach-like dish they made by boiling wild marog (Amaranthus hybridus) leaves that they had gathered in the veld outside town.




  Wherever they were, on the tops of buildings or in backyards, inside those little servants’ rooms there was usually a give-away calendar from a dairy, corner grocery store or local gas station stuck to the wall. There was often a framed black and white portrait of parents or relatives taken in some faraway tribal village or kraal. Without exception, the bed was always raised eight to ten inches higher than its legs. Each leg was perched on a couple of bricks to make certain the mattress was as far above the floor as possible. This was because of the much-feared tokoloshe. Stories of this mythical being were many. When I heard them as a kid they scared the living daylights out of me but then the servants were equally terrified. Dismiss it as superstitious nonsense if you will, but to those people—and to me—it was very real. Legend has it that the tokoloshe prowled the night. Half human and half animal, about three or four feet tall, he was a deformed, withered and hairy little creature constantly in search of mischief or worse. He was described as red-eyed, hunchbacked, yellow-toothed and usually wrapped in baboon or hyena skins. Because he was so short the bed was always raised to keep the sleeper as high as possible and out of harm’s way from him. Some said the tokoloshe had a long tail, whereas others said that it wasn’t a tail at all but an abnormally long penis which he draped over his shoulder as he scuttled around looking for women to rape and men to taunt. There was not a tribe in southern Africa that did not subscribe to some or other form of belief in the tokoloshe.




  The world of the metaphysical was fundamental to the African. It was a force, a power, a reality that bore down on all facets of life. Even though the majority of urban blacks belonged to a church or a group affiliated with Western religious belief they nevertheless adhered to an intense conviction that ancestral spirits and psychic forces influenced a person’s day-to-day activities. An ancient link that connected them with these forces or protected them from harm emanating from the metaphysical world was the function of a shaman. And shamans were plentiful, even in urban areas. They had many roles. He or she was not only a conduit between the worlds of the living and the dead but also an agent of protection against sorcery and witchcraft. They were skilled healers during time of sickness or need. Because the laws of apartheid created such unbridgeable barriers between people whites who lived in urban areas knew absolutely nothing of this or indeed of black culture generally. Centuries-old spiritual beliefs and healing methods were dismissed as nonsense, thought of as little more than ‘black magic,’ the work of ‘witch doctors.’ When one of our servants became ill my parents would offer to take them to a white doctor or clinic but they invariably declined, saying they would prefer to consult a shaman, a person they referred to as a sangoma, inyanga or ngaka. The African paradigm of healing was very different to Western allopathic medicine. It was based on a complex system of herbs, plants and other organic material including animal parts. It also encompassed spells, chants and ritual baths. Though invariably dismissed as witch doctors—an inaccurate and misconstrued term—traditional healers often spent years at the feet of elder practitioners who taught them their craft. It wasn’t only about medicine but about contact with deceased ancestors and the ability to divine events that lay in the future. Sangomas could be clairvoyants, diviners, fortune tellers, soothsayers, herbalists and, most importantly, mediators between the living and the dead, the physical and the spiritual. It was believed that there was good and evil in the metaphysical realm and that this could be funneled by many supernatural entities into the corporeal world.




  It was the work of the sangoma to identify a source of illness or misfortune and to correct it with the tools at his or her disposal. Those instruments took many forms but the most common was a set of animal bones, shells, stones, pebbles, charms, talismans, amulets and a conglomerate of tiny objects that were used for divination, for peering into the unknown. As the sangoma sat on the floor on one side of a small grass mat or animal skin and his or her patient on the other, the bones and other paraphernalia were thrown onto the mat. The way in which they fell was believed to be influenced by the patient’s ancestors. Depending on how items lay in proximity to one another and whether they were ‘right side up’ or ‘upside down’ gave them negative or positive connotations. Their pattern on the mat was ‘read’ or interpreted to find out what ailed the patient, what was causing infertility, who was responsible for stealing money or what supernatural forces were working against the patient. Medicines—called muti in vernacular African languages throughout southern Africa—were dispensed to heal an illness, bring on a dream, lure a lover, punish an adversary or neutralize a problem. These medicines were derived from fresh organic material or more commonly from substances that had been dried and ground up into powder form. Water from the ocean or ‘sacred’ springs was also important. Fats, oils and ointments were common too. The patient was told to either drink the muti, apply it to the skin, use it in a ritual bath or even bury it or hide it in a specific location. Belief in the tokoloshe was but one tiny aspect stemming from this multifarious belief in a supernatural universe that embraced both positive and negative energies as well as a plethora of benevolent or evil entities.




  As a child I often wondered why some servants who secretly practiced as sangomas in the privacy of their backyard rooms without their employers’ knowledge often had visitors lining up outside their doors, usually just before sundown or on Thursday afternoons. In those days Thursday afternoons were set aside as domestic workers’ half-days off work. Our own servant often confided in me, telling me that so-and-so who worked next door or down the road was not only a cleaning lady, garden boy or cook but also a ‘special doctor,’ a sangoma. People would arrive at the sangoma’s door looking ill or distraught, disappear inside his or her room for a half hour or so, then emerge clutching a small package wrapped in wads of old newspaper. They invariably looked somewhat relieved or more hopeful when they came out carrying those little parcels. What had happened? What went on behind the closed door? The master or madam of the house usually accused servants who received many visitors of running a brothel or of selling illegal substances such as dagga (marijuana) or a potent home-brewed alcoholic drink called skokiaan. Police raids usually turned up nothing more than rows of clay pots, tins and little bottles containing mysterious but by no means illicit powders, liquids, ointments, ground bark, leaves, twigs and herbs, plus a little mat on the floor on which lay a pile of harmless bones, shells and stones.




  “Oh, just another stupid witch doctor,” the police would report back to the employer. “Kaffir nonsense. Nothing to worry about.”




  You could not be more disparaging to a black person than to call him or her a kaffir. It was the ultimate derogatory term. The word owed its origin to the 16th century Arabic word kafir that meant infidel or disbeliever, but in South Africa during the apartheid era it was adopted by whites to vilify or humiliate black people. The everyday term for a black person was ‘native.’ “Have you paid the native for the garden work? Did the native deliver the parcel? There’s a native at the back door looking for work.” But if you wanted to be nasty or humiliate a ‘native’ you would switch to ‘kaffir.’ Most often when police stopped blacks in the streets to inspect their pass books they would refer to them that way. “Ja, kaffir, wys vir my jou pass.” (“Yes, kaffir, show me your pass.”)




  Despite their arrogant condemnation of traditional black healers the term ‘muti’ for conventional medicine was perfectly acceptable in the language of white society. As a child I remember my mother telling me to “take your muti like a good boy” whenever I had to swallow a spoonful of castor oil or cough syrup when I was off color. Got a headache? Sore throat? “Take your muti.”




  In the sixth grade we were introduced to a new subject at school, ‘Race Studies.’ Textbooks proclaimed that whites were superior to blacks, or Bantu as they were more appropriately called. Whites were depicted as the saviors of Africa, the civilizing force that would redeem the continent from its heathenism and backward primitivism. Other than the ancient Egyptians or ‘ruthless and murderous’ tribes such as the Zulu or Xhosa who had been in conflict with early white settlers, not a word was ever mentioned of the many African civilizations and empires that had existed on the continent for centuries prior to the arrival of Europeans. Tribal blacks were depicted as basket weavers adorned in loin cloths and beads, totally without a history.




  Few whites bothered to enter the black man’s world, let alone take the trouble to find out what was really going on inside those servants’ rooms where sangomas practiced their craft. If they did, they would have been surprised to learn that they were tapping into metaphysical forces as ancient and as mysterious as Africa itself. Those people were practicing healing methods and dispensing medicines just as powerful as that of the white man. But in the apartheid days they were just plain ‘kaffirs.’ So, why bother?




  Many years later in my professional career as a film maker I would personally encounter the enigmatic strangeness of the African shamanistic universe. Then, long after I had left South Africa and settled in the United States I would return to that world. My encounters with the spiritual realms of Africa would open up a whole new portal of consciousness for me. It would even play a role in saving my life. But, in the beginning all that lay in the future. I had no clue what was to come. I could not possibly foresee how one mystifying event after another would work its way into my life. Some of them would be enlightening, others terrifying. I would be exposed to things that would totally defy reason or understanding. I would meet practitioners who would give me insight into the extraordinary reality of supernatural domains and the potent healing power of herbs and plants. As the years unfolded I would begin to see the world anew. Much of what I would learn would shatter every convention that I had ever been taught or held to be true.




  








  
Two





  My mother was born in a small town to the northwest of Johannesburg. She spent her childhood on a farm. The predominant language in most rural areas was Afrikaans but because she spent so much time playing with the black farmworkers’ children she was proficient in vernacular languages such as Pedi, Sotho and Tswana. She rode a horse, had a pet sheep that slept on her bed, collected eggs from the hen house and nurtured a great love for animals. Empathy with animals was a trait that I inherited from her. During my youth we visited the Kruger National Park at least once a year. The southern gate of the park was only 300 miles from Johannesburg and the nearest rest camp just a couple of hours’ drive from the entrance. In the span of five or six days it was possible to visit immense swaths of Kruger and stay in various camps. Those trips fostered a passionate obsession with wildlife and wild places in me. There was nothing more exciting than roaming the park on its network of narrow dirt roads in Dad’s big Buick and seeing just about all the species of mammals, reptiles, birds and insects that it had to offer. When I was young the place was relatively quiet and uncrowded. Those were before the days of large-scale tourism that brought fleets of buses rumbling in convoys on a network of double-lane paved roads. It was still wild Africa. Less than a day’s drive from Johannesburg and the other cities and towns of the industrialized Highveld you could be in another time, another era, another universe.




  The smell of the bush was intoxicating. It filled you with a sense of wonder. The rivers and streams were clean and unpolluted. Mountain ranges lay across the grassy veld. Vultures and eagles swirled in warm upward drafts high above the acacia and baobab trees. On the outskirts of the park were clusters of African villages. Smoke rose from outdoor fires at dawn and dusk. Mists hung over streams where young girls collected water in clay pots and then marched back to their villages, laughing and joking all the way. The pots were always perfectly balanced on top of their heads. Young herd boys dressed in tattered shorts and flimsy old shirts or faded moth-eaten sweaters watched over goats and cattle grazing in the hills.




  The experience of seeing all this gave me a wonderfully romantic vision of Africa. I saw it as a tantalizingly raw continent. There was an edginess to it all. Danger lurked everywhere. But it was invigorating. I believed that adventure and excitement lay beyond every valley and horizon. That attitude was reinforced by Hollywood and British movies of the time that I loved so much: King Solomon’s Mines, She, The African Queen, Where No Vultures Fly, Duel in the Jungle, Mogambo, West of Zanzibar, Stanley and Livingstone. To my mind Africa meant high drama and mystery. There were always new things to explore, wild animals and unknown tribes to discover. The movies created that impression so of course they had to be true. Fantastic kingdoms, lost diamond mines, buried treasure, evil sorcerers, fierce warriors and vast ruins peppered the forests and filled the jungles. Fortunately, both my parents loved going to either four-wall cinemas or drive-in movie theaters so I was exposed to film from a very early age. I was so fascinated by it that I started making my own 8mm movies at the age of 11. My infatuation with the medium was the catalyst that eventually led me to a professional career in the motion picture industry. I would spend over 50 years in the entertainment business, first in Africa and then in Hollywood, initially as a cinematographer, then as a writer and director.




  In 1956, when I was 12, one of the most influential films my buddies and I saw at a matinee performance one Saturday afternoon was the full-length documentary called No Place for Wild Animals. Originally a German film entitled Keine Platz fur Wilde Tiere made by Dr. Bernhard Grzimek and his son Michael in Central and East Africa, it was not only an exposé of professional trophy hunting in Africa but an appeal to the world community to help establish well-managed wildlife sanctuaries and national parks throughout the continent. There was an ominous side to its message. The film predicted a day when growing human populations and urban development would squeeze wildlife from the land, causing many species to become extinct with just a few remaining numbers relegated to tiny preserves here and there. It foretold of a time when the Africa I loved so much would cease to be. Wild animals would no longer roam the grassy plains. They would be doomed by the sheer presence of humans. People would take over their natural habitats. Tribal villages would be replaced by concrete cities. I was shocked. In fact, the film was so disturbing that it sent me into a veritable catatonic state of depression for weeks afterwards. How could such a future ever be possible? How could this terrifying prediction ever materialize? Then, in 1959 the Grzimeks made another film, the iconic Serengeti Shall Not Die. The original German title was Serengeti Darf Nicht Sterben. A passionate appeal for African wildlife conservation, Michael Grzimek lost his life in an air crash during the filming but the movie brought the plight of Africa’s wildlife to the attention of worldwide audiences. That film did it for me. Movies and animals became integral to much that defined me, becoming as potent in my life as the dust of Africa that was already ingrained in my veins. It was a continent that I loved and admired intensely. I was proud to be born there. Even though I was of white-skinned European descent I thought of myself as African as any of the black people around me. It was my home, my birthplace, my identity.




  The biggest problem facing my family during the late fifties was my father’s constant financial struggles. How Dad ever managed to make it through those troubling times I will never know. But he was always calm, always good-natured. The other matter that weighed down heavily upon us was the scourge of apartheid. During high school many of my friends and I had become aware that enforced racist divisions within society were not only wrong but downright evil. If you crossed a bridge over the railway tracks a six-feet high barrier running along the middle of the bridge divided the races, ‘Whites’ on one side, ‘Non-Whites’ on the other. Signs everywhere split people apart. Stores and banks had separate entrances for whites and blacks. No blacks were allowed inside white movie theaters or churches. Buses, trains, schools, libraries, hotels, parks, playing fields, hospitals, public restrooms and even beaches were strictly segregated. It was a ruthless system that divided the very soul of the nation.




  A massive black demonstration against the vilified pass laws took place at Sharpeville, a township near Johannesburg on March 21, 1960. The result was terrible violence and bloodshed. Police opened fire on 20,000 demonstrators, killing 77 and injuring hundreds. But the government had become immune to local and international condemnation. To make it all seem more palatable to the outside world, and to ease the increasing worries of industrialists and businessmen within the country, the whole concept of racist division was given a new title: ‘Separate Development.’ Under this guise people were more rigidly fragmented and divided, supposedly in the interests of providing each racial group with ‘opportunities to advance,’ but strictly within their own delineated areas. It was little more than blatant segregation with a fancy name.




  South Africa was coming under increasing international criticism. It was still a member of the British Commonwealth and subject to British rules and standards. Although it had its own Prime Minister and elected government officials Queen Elizabeth remained head of state. But as nationalism and independence movements began spreading throughout the once mighty British Empire, and as one European colony after another was offered independence, British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan flew out from London on a fact-finding mission to South Africa. On February 2, 1960 he made his famous “Wind of Change” speech in Cape Town. With it he warned of the consequences of South Africa’s racist policies.




  “The wind of change is blowing through the continent,” he said. “Whether we like it or not, growth of political consciousness is a political fact.”




  Things were bound to change. He cautioned the government about the perils of retaining apartheid but it fell on deaf ears. Unfazed, the ruling National Party implemented even more draconian legislation to keep the races apart. It also severed its links with the British Commonwealth. During a nationwide all-white referendum the Afrikaans-speaking white majority voted in favor of South Africa becoming a republic. Now it would be answerable to no one. In addition, plans were drawn up to create ten ‘independent homelands’ or Bantustans within the country for the black population. Depending on a person’s language, birth and tribal affiliation he or she would have to live in one of the homelands set aside for each of the ten major ethnic groups. Those territories were intended to be completely excised from South Africa itself. Each would have its own president, government, flag, national anthem and coat of arms. The only way that a person from a homeland could live and work in ‘white’ South Africa was if he or she was in possession of the necessary temporary residence papers. It was tantamount to the ‘green card’ system in the United States today, but there was never the prospect of permanent residence, citizenship or security of tenure. Upon retirement or completion of a job on a gold mine, factory, farm or in a white-owned home the person had to return to his or her officially designated tribal homeland. Even if a black person had been born inside ‘white’ South Africa he or she still did not have the right to remain there. Ultimately, return to the appropriately apportioned Bantustan was inevitable. The creation of these so-called ‘independent’ areas was going to require vast funding and sap the South African economy, let alone the political and social dissent that it was going to cause.




  By the end of 1960 my parents had had enough. They believed that by severing its links with Britain and the Commonwealth the country would become unstable and dangerous. The establishment of the Bantustans would create chaos and lead to civil war. These latest apartheid concoctions were, they believed, a recipe for disaster. Revolution would not be far off. And then something else happened. With the little money he had managed to save up after his last venture ended in financial failure my father set up a small jewelry and watchmaking business on his own in the city of Germiston. I was thrilled when he asked me to help him design the logo and exterior signage for the shop. His first consignment of inventory—a quantity of costly Swiss wristwatches—arrived just three days before he officially opened the door to customers. The day after the delivery he was held up by two masked black gunmen. They took off with everything. His insurance coverage had not yet become effective and he was wiped out, financially and morally. His mind was made up. It was time to call it quits and leave the country. And so he answered an ad in the Sunday Times for a job as manager of a small jewelry store in the British Colony of Northern Rhodesia, far to the north. The territory was right on the border of the newly independent Republic of the Congo where the departure of the Belgians had already ignited a civil war. But Northern Rhodesia was part of a federation of three territories—Northern and Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland—all still under stable British control. Peace still reigned within the Federation. My folks would take their chances with that. Whatever happened it would still be safer than remaining in South Africa. To my great relief my loathsome high school education was complete and so I accompanied my parents on their quest for a fresh start in the Central African tropics.













  
Three





  Shortly after we arrived at our new home early in 1961 a company with shareholders based in Britain and South Africa established the first television station in Central Africa. Its location was in the Northern Rhodesian mining town of Kitwe. This was the center of a string of small copper mining communities isolated from the rest of the world by a tropical landscape made up of thousands of square miles of bush and mountains punctuated here and there by marshes, rivers and lakes. It was magnificent country with a sublime climate. But apart from sports and social gatherings, boating, fishing, golf and billiards, dart competitions and beer and pink gins at the local club at sundown, there wasn’t much else for the well-heeled local white population to do in the evenings. They had money to spend. Lots of it. Copper prices were high so there was substantial earning power around. Every home had the latest car, boat or trailer parked in the driveway. Whites could afford long holidays abroad, expensive imported fashionwear, fancy watches, diamonds, jewelry, the latest kitchen appliances and all the trappings of a well-to-do community in Europe or North America. The problem was that they were stuck deep in the African bush. Apart from annual vacation time there was no escape. There was little else to do but spend lavishly and enjoy life at home. A commercial television service would address the requirement for entertainment at night plus act as a showcase to encourage the spending of high wages on a wide range of goods and services. It was a perfect combination. So the studios of RTV—Rhodesia Television—rose in the Kitwe suburb of Parklands to cater to those needs. Fate and fortune were in my favor as it was there that I got a job. Before my 18th birthday I was behind a television studio camera.




  Although the rules of apartheid did not apply in Northern Rhodesia, in true colonial style the twain between the races did not meet. Black workers on the mines lived in separate ‘native compounds,’ far from white neighborhoods. In movie theaters they were allowed to occupy only the first two rows of seats in the auditorium and not allowed to sit among whites. Their earning power was way below that of whites. Apart from food and essential commodities few could afford the enticing products, luxury vehicles and vacation packages advertised on TV. The average rate that the station charged for a 60-second ad during a broadcast was £14.00. Thirty seconds went for £8.00 and £5.00 bought a 15-second slot. The type of entertainment on offer was aimed exclusively at whites. And so Bonanza, Highway Patrol, Dr. Kildare, Playhouse 90, Naked City, Bewitched, Leave It to Beaver, Rawhide, The Beverly Hillbillies, Wagon Train, The Defenders, Victory at Sea, Hazel, The Honeymooners and many other productions from the US shared the airwaves with Noddy, Fireball XL5, Dr. Finlay’s Casebook, Z Cars, Danger Man, The Larkins, The Saint, Hancock’s Half Hour and Eric Sykes from the UK.




  Those were the days before videotape, let alone microwave towers and satellite communications systems. When the station opened in 1961 the United States had not yet even launched Telstar, the first of its experimental communications satellites. All of our programming was either live or on film. Live programming consisted of quiz shows, teenage dance competitions, variety shows, talks and interviews, the odd dramatic play plus two ten-minute live advertising programs every night for local businesses called ‘Ad Mags,’ and, of course, a nightly news bulletin. International news stories were culled from a wire services telex machine in the newsroom that had a regular habit of breaking down. Some stories were illustrated with short newsreel clips on 16mm film, often shown days or weeks after the actual event had occurred because we had to wait for the footage to arrive from abroad. Our small group of reporters interviewed an endless cavalcade of Saville Row-suited white and black politicians who came in to discuss calls for black independence from British rule. I got to know local politicians as well as representatives from the Foreign Office in Whitehall and deputations from the UN in New York. Our studio crew were soon on first name terms with the man who would lead the territory to independence, Kenneth Kaunda. He could not be more charming. He was the epitome of a gentleman and an extremely erudite speaker. His insightful perception of the challenges that independence would bring never failed to impress journalists. For a kid like me it was fascinating. I was still green behind the ears, only just old enough to have a driver’s license and yet there I was behind a TV camera training my lens on the faces of people who were rewriting history.




  We relied heavily on what were dubbed ‘musical interludes’ in-between commercials and programs. These consisted of recordings of the latest pop songs or melodies from British and American rock ’n’ roll groups. They were played over images of live fish swimming in a small glass aquarium. The tank itself was kept in a corner of the studio and I took it upon myself to become responsible for feeding its occupants. Alas, many of the fish often perished under the hot studio lights, their lifeless bodies floating on the surface while Petula Clark sang Downtown or Chubby Checker belted out Let’s Twist Again.




  Because RTV also owned studios in Salisbury (now Harare) and Bulawayo in Southern Rhodesia (modern-day Zimbabwe) our entertainment programming on film was flown up to the town of Ndola on a Central African Airways commercial flight every morning from the south. From there it was delivered to the station in Kitwe by road. It was a precarious arrangement. If flights were delayed or cancelled we had nothing to transmit that night. All we could do then was turn to our limited stock of documentaries and dated library programming or be resourceful and come up with some form of jerry-rigged live entertainment show to keep us on the air. The fish tank came in especially useful during those occasions.




  Sometimes in-between live shows I’d sit on the front steps of the studio building to munch on a sandwich or sip a coffee. The stairway was also the favorite spot of the studio’s black workers, particularly the cleaners and night watchman. They liked to hang out there and puff on cigarettes. Although I did not smoke at that stage I enjoyed their company. We would perch on the stairs under a humming neon light where moths and beetles fluttered and buzzed, or stand quietly under a soaring canopy of stars discussing what life would be like once independence came. The din of frogs and insects from the nearby bush filled the air. Those sounds intermingled with the strains of American and British television shows echoing from a TV monitor in the lobby. It was bizarre, a surreal mixture of very different worlds. The contrasts could not have been more acute. Neither world belonged to the other, yet they coexisted, caught up in a cross-cultural mélange in the balmy African night.




  White audiences loved the programming that we provided. Indigenous black audiences were equally enthralled. Though few blacks owned their own TV sets crowds always gathered around monitors in densely packed ‘beer halls.’ By law alcoholic beverages could only be consumed by blacks in designated community centers. These were usually situated on mine property and were enormously popular. Patrons at these establishments were especially fond of the TV Westerns. Deep in the bush at mission stations and in small villages where electrical power was available large throngs gathered around TV sets that had been set up in the windows of country stores or at clinics, churches and social centers. Among the crowds of men were women with babies on their backs and children who understood little or no English. Few knew anything about the locations where the stories were taking place or the meaning of the shows’ action or plot. But that made no difference. The little flickering black and white television screen was a window onto an incomprehensible and fascinating alien world. They adored it.




  Colonialism was in its dying throes throughout Africa. The Federation of Northern Rhodesia, Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland was coming apart at the seams. Local demand for independence from British rule was eventually met with agreement from London that Northern Rhodesia would gain autonomy under a black government in October 1964. This created the new Republic of Zambia. Soon afterwards Nyasaland became Malawi. But whites in Southern Rhodesia decided to rebel against Britain’s insistence on majority black rule. They would wage a bitter war against black nationalist groups and freedom fighters for 14 years. 20,000 people would die in the fighting. White control would only be relinquished in 1980 with the establishment of the Republic of Zimbabwe under President Robert Mugabe.




  After the creation of Zambia our station was nationalized by the state. It was now no longer part of the commercial white-controlled enterprise that had owned it. Any reference to the old name Rhodesia was dropped. The operation was renamed ZTV—Zambia Television. Programming quickly began to reflect the cultural, social and political changes that had replaced colonial times. Even during the transitionary period prior to independence educational broadcasts had commenced on weekday mornings. These were aimed at rural black schools and mission stations. Live afternoon broadcasts showcasing tribal music and dances for off-duty black mineworkers had begun as early as 1962. Those shows were to have a profound effect on me. For the first time in my life I came face to face with ethnic black culture. Unlike the divisive apartheid-imposed barriers that had separated me from any type of African heritage during my childhood in South Africa I was now exposed to troupes of performers that had been brought to the studio from remote tribal areas, often hundreds of miles away. There were 70 different tribes in the country. By train, bus, truck or convoys of vehicles they came: Lunda, Bemba and Tabwa from the north, Chewa and Senga from the east, Tonga, Leya and Lenja from the south, and Lozi, Lovale and Ndembo from the west. Every afternoon the studio was filled with musicians and dancers clad in cloths, animal skins, feathers, grass skirts, masks and colorful costumes. With the air conditioning straining to cope with the number of sweaty performers who filled the stage I trundled my camera on its wheeled dolly through groups of half-naked musicians who beat out rhythms on drums, rattles, coconut husks and sticks. They blew on reed instruments, whistles and animal horns. The frenetic energy that filled the studio was extraordinary. The marriage of the medium of television and the art of indigenous people who had been extolling life through their music, song and dance since time immemorial was intoxicating.




  At the end of the day the studio was cleared for the live Ad Mag shows; the telecine equipment up in the control room was laced with film and by sundown things settled back for a night of Western cultural fare for white audiences. This consisted of comedies and crime dramas from London and Hollywood. It was an extraordinary time to be cutting one’s teeth on television. I learned much about my craft during those few years. We had to improvise and make do with miniscule budgets and few resources. I became adept at lighting, composition, camerawork and set design. If something didn’t exist, you created it. If a shot was deemed impossible by our small corps of technical engineers you simply put your head together with the studio crew and found a way of doing it. They were wonderful years.




  At the time of independence in 1964 a middle-aged black woman who claimed herself to be a ‘prophetess’ rose up in the northeastern part of the country to oppose the policies of the ruling nationalist party, UNIP, or the United National Independence Party. This was the party led by President Kenneth Kaunda. Her name was Alice Lenshina. She pronounced herself head of what she called the Lumpa Church. The movement became very militant, refusing to pay taxes, distancing itself from the rule of law and not accepting the validity of UNIP to govern. Its behavior threatened the stability of a large region around the Chinsali district in the province of Muchinga. Rioting began and state troopers were called in to restore order. In the ensuing gun battles between members of the Lumpa Church, UNIP supporters and government forces nearly a thousand people lost their lives. Alice Lenshina was arrested and sentenced to prison. It was a tragic event that clouded the nationwide celebration of independence.




  One afternoon at the TV station a new member of the broadcasting staff—the first black person to be hired for the role—was assigned the task of interviewing a traditional African diviner or medicine man. The intention was to ask him to forecast whether the Lumpa Church troubles had finally been put down. In Zambia a psychic practitioner was commonly known as a shinganga or nganga. This was someone who performed similar functions to the sangomas, inyangas or ngakas of South Africa. One weekday afternoon just before the commencement of the daily tribal music performance a very tall, dark-skinned solemn-looking and barefooted man wearing an array of animal skins, cocoon-rattle ankle bracelets, zebra tails, feathers and carrying a small bag made of antelope hide silently padded into the building and sat down in one of two armchairs in the studio. After welcoming him our interviewer Neb Jere sat down in the chair opposite him. Because his guest spoke no English the interview was conducted in the vernacular Bemba language.




  “With the quelling of the Lumpa Church riots would peace finally come to the Chinsali district?” Neb wanted to know. The nganga opened his little antelope hide bag and took out what looked like four ivory-colored flat white sticks. He seemed to be going into some sort of a trance as he held them in his two hands and shook them, mumbling under his breath. Neither I, the other studio cameraman nor indeed the producer, director, audio technicians or engineers up in the control room could understand a word that was being said. Neither would any white viewers who were watching so Neb did his best to translate the proceedings into English. He explained that the little objects were the nganga’s divining instruments. He had inherited them from his grandfather on his father’s side. The old man had taken him under his wing when he was a teenager and taught him his craft as a nganga. The grandfather had ‘passed’ some years ago and was now in the spirit world. From there he acted as the nganga’s ancestral guide to help him in his work. I was immediately reminded of the stories of ancestors and the role of the deceased in the affairs of the living that I had heard years ago as a child in South Africa.




  The nganga tossed the objects—each one about eight inches long—into the air a number of times, always catching them in his cupped hands. Finally he let them fall to the floor. While the other cameraman held a wide shot of the two men as the conversation continued I zoomed into a close-up of the divination sticks lying on the floor. It was obvious that they were made of bone, chiseled into flat elongated strips probably from the femur or tibia of a goat or cow. Each one had a different pattern of symbols etched onto its surface. The nganga leaned over and peered at the sticks for about a minute or so, saying nothing while Neb shifted uneasily in his chair. Then he loudly clapped his hands three times in acknowledgement of the message that the sticks had revealed to him. Yes, the Lumpa uprising and the violence were over, he proclaimed. Peace would prevail in Muchinga province. There was nothing to fear. Alice Lenshina was no longer a threat to security. She would languish in prison for about eleven years and then be released. She would not rise to defy the state again. All was well. The only thing to be done now was to celebrate independence and rejoice in the newly attained freedom from colonial white rule. And with that the interview was over. The two men stood up, shook hands and the nganga left the studio. Then the rear doors of the big stage were opened and a boisterous group of tribal dancers and musicians poured in to set up their instruments to begin an afternoon of lively entertainment.




  Between 1961 and 1963 news bulletins broadcast from the station depicted many stories about NASA’s Mercury space program in the United States. From Alan Shepard’s Freedom 7 Mercury Redstone suborbital flight to John Glenn, Scott Carpenter, Walter Schirra and Gordon Cooper’s orbital missions everyone watched those first efforts that would one day make America a spacefaring nation. Wherever the signal from our transmitter reached—even deep into the bush—people had been witnesses to the Mercury space program. This included a small community of Kaonde tribesmen in a mountainous region far to the west. And there one man had proclaimed himself to be the head of the ‘Zambia Space Academy.’ He announced that it was to be the country’s very own astronaut training and space exploration program from which graduates would be offered to NASA in the United States.




  I can no longer recall the fellow’s name but he arrived at the studio one afternoon with a large entourage. This included a group of women praise singers who trilled and ululated loudly as they piled out of a big beat-up and muddied Bedford truck that had brought them from their village deep in the forest. Flamboyant in his long flowing yellow and white robe covered in an embroidered pattern of stars and moons made of silver sequins and wearing a headdress of white and gold feathers he carried a wildebeest tail fly whisk. He was strikingly handsome and very serious-looking. It was hard to judge his age but I guessed he was probably in his late thirties. His fingers were covered in rings bearing large artificial ‘precious’ stones. Looped copper earrings dangled from his ears. Barefoot with rattles and beads tied around his ankles he swept his way into the studio, sat down on the chair reserved for interviewees, rearranged his flowing robe neatly over his crossed legs and waited to be questioned by a nervous-looking Neb Jere. Meanwhile, his assistants and ‘astronauts in training’—a group of young males in their late teens, all barefoot and lavishly attired in various hides, skins, cloaks and robes—sat down quietly on the floor in the corner of the studio. They were surrounded by the women who continued to trill and ululate. After asking them to please remain silent Neb Jere began the interview. This time it was conducted in English as his subject spoke it perfectly.




  “What are your hopes for Zambia’s astronaut training program?” he asked, trying to keep as straight a face as possible amidst this assortment of people who didn’t remotely resemble anyone or anything depicted in any of the NASA footage we had shown on the news.




  “To go to the moon,” the man answered matter-of-factly. He did not wince. That was his intention and that was precisely what he was going to do.




  “Is the government funding you?”




  “No.”




  “So where are you getting the money for your work?”




  “We have collection boxes in the community. Everyone is contributing. And I am going to make an appeal to the United Nations.”




  “Yes, but for how much?”




  “Enough.”




  Neb was at a loss for words. He soldiered on. “How do you teach your students to cope with zero gravity?” he asked.




  “We put them in big empty metal oil barrels and we roll them down the hill,” the self-appointed head of the Academy answered unflinchingly.




  “Roll them down a hill in barrels?” Neb responded, desperately trying to suppress a laugh. “Aren’t there any injuries?”




  “Of course,” was the reply. “But in science there is always a cost for progress.”




  It was priceless. If only we had had videotape back in those days to record the interview. It wasn’t just that it was hilariously funny but that there was a naïve conviction that everything the man was saying he believed to be true. As indeed did all his young student astronauts as they gazed in awe at their teacher and leader sitting in the blaze of the studio lights.




  What was it that Pliny the Elder once said?




  Ex Africa temper aliquid novi.




  Always something new out of Africa.




  In 1964 I had bought a brand-new light blue Volkswagen Beetle. It was my pride and joy. Because my salary at the television station had never been substantial enough to allow me to rent my own place in Kitwe as well as afford a car I had been living with my parents in the town of Ndola. I had been commuting to Kitwe in my blue ‘Bug’ via a monotonous pavement road through the bush every day, returning home just after midnight. I will never forget those long nightly trips. There were hardly any other vehicles on the road. Much of the time all you saw were pairs of fiery eyes glaring at you in the middle of the road. They usually belonged to a wild jackal, bush baby or deer that had been mesmerized by the headlights. Honking the horn and flashing the lights usually made them dart away. On either side of the road was the intense darkness of dense bush and forest. Everything looked the same, just inky blackness on the sides and a long ribbon of road stretching ahead. You could get a vague fix on where you were because of the charcoal burners’ villages hidden within the forest. There were about half a dozen places where the charcoal burners lived. These were men who plied their trade selling charcoal in the markets in town the following day. Their unseen presence created an assuring aroma. At least you knew that you weren’t the only human alone in the vast emptiness of the African night.




  By 1965 my days in Central African television were almost over. President Kaunda had issued an edict stipulating that all jobs in Zambia Television were to be taken over by blacks—‘Zambianized’ was the official term. Within six months all white staff members were to vacate their positions. We had a domestic servant at home by the name of David Phiri. Softly-spoken and ever-obliging, David had been in my parents’ employ for nearly five years. It was David who always left something warm in the oven for me when I got back from work late at night. We were extremely fond of him. It was hard to judge his age but I guess he was about five or six years older than I was. He came from the Chewa clan far to the north. He had received some education in his youth so he could read and write. He was fascinated by photography so one year we gave him a 35mm camera for Christmas. He and I often sat under the mango tree in our backyard discussing photography, exposures and lenses. His dream was to one day have his own darkroom and processing equipment and go into business on his own as a wedding photographer. One afternoon when I wasn’t on call at the studio I told him that I was thinking of returning to South Africa. He was more than a little upset. We had become close friends and confidants. He admitted that he would miss me if I left. I told him that I did not want to leave but that I had little choice now that the process of ‘Zambianization’ was taking away white jobs all over the country. My place at the TV station would soon be replaced by a local black person. He suggested that I see someone who could advise me on whether it was a good idea to return to South Africa or not.




  “Like who?” I asked.




  “I know someone,” he said. “In the township. I will take you there.”




  He told me that he would accompany me to see a nganga. He said that the one he knew could see far into the future and would offer me guidance as to what I should do with my life.




  On my next day off work David and I rattled our way along a series of rutted dirt roads in my Beetle to a small council house in the black township on the outskirts of town. I was expecting to meet a man but the person who opened the blistered and creaky unpainted door was a woman. She was old, short, wrinkled and an albino. Albinism is a genetic condition that produces little or no pigmentation in the skin. Though a native-born Bemba her skin was whiter than mine. Despite the warm weather she wore a full-length dark skirt with a heavy grey woolen shawl over her shoulders. No introductions were made and nothing was said as she showed us in to a cramped little room. The drapes on the single window were drawn and the place was dark and musty. It smelt of camphor, eucalyptus oil and Vicks VapoRub. A battered old couch was on one side of the room and a small wooden table and two folding chairs on the other. On a wall was a faded black and white photograph of the Victoria Falls on the Zambezi River and on the adjoining wall a large, dusty reproduction of a painting depicting The Last Supper.




  On the cool concrete floor lay a woven grass mat about four-feet square in size. The old woman sat down cross-legged on one side of the mat and indicated that David and I should sit on the floor opposite her. She spoke no English. She glanced at me briefly and then exchanged a few short words in Bemba with David. She reached into the shadowed corner behind her and produced a small leather bag. She lay that before me and alongside it placed a yellow small plastic tub of tobacco snuff. She opened the bag, held it in front of me and indicated that I should take a pinch of the brown powder and sprinkle it into the bag. Then she said something to David and he translated, saying: “State your name into the bag and blow into it.”




  I muttered my name and blew. The nganga eyed me for a second and then smiled briefly before she turned the bag upside down and spilled about three dozen small objects onto the mat—mainly animal bones but also fragments of ostrich shell, tiny patches of hide, an eagle’s talon, small stones, a pair of dice and old pre-independence silver and copper coins depicting silhouettes of Queen Elizabeth II. Then she leaned forward and began staring down at the pattern in which the little oracular objects had fallen. I was watching her eyes carefully. What was she seeing? In the dim light of the room her pupils were large. And then the strangest thing happened. Her pupils suddenly became constricted as though she had just seen something very bright. Her body physically jerked backwards and with a whimper she covered her eyes. Then she called something out in Bemba to David. He quickly grabbed me by the wrist and said: “She wants to know what all the big lights are.”




  I did not understand and whispered: “What lights?”




  “The ones around you,” said David. “She says you are surrounded by very big lights.”




  I thought for a second and then it hit me. Could she be referring to the banks of lighting in the studio at the TV station in Kitwe?




  “Does she mean the place where I work?” I asked.




  David said something very softly to her and she nodded in the affirmative. Then she leaned forward again to study the scattered objects. She began prodding at them with a long, wrinkled forefinger. Now she could not be stopped. She began cackling words and sentences at an alarming rate, almost as though she were reading from invisible notes. David had trouble keeping up with her but as she disgorged information he tried his best to stay abreast for my benefit. The information she was giving was astonishing. She said I would go back across the wide river to the south. In years to come I would be surrounded by even more big lights but that I would also spend much of my time outdoors. I would feel the rays of the sun on my skin often and see things that most people could not even imagine. I would travel through the great waterways and wild places of the world. One of them would be all white. There would be no color there, she said, shaking her head in disbelief at what she was seeing. “White. Only white,” she muttered in Bemba.




  She told David I would marry two times. I would have four children. I would nearly be killed by a “great angry beast” in the veld. I must be wary of the “big water.” It would be very dangerous and try to destroy me. I would know distant places and towns and I would meet many important people. I would come face to face with someone who was once very close to “the most evil person who ever lived.” She ran the back of her hand over her forehead when she said that, almost as if she was trying to ward off the evil that surrounded this person that I would meet. One day I would settle far, far away to the north, across “many big waters.” The time would come when I would be stricken by a very serious sickness. It would bring me very close to death. On and on she went, for a full twenty minutes or more. I wished that I had been taking notes of her rantings. When she finished she leaned back, sighed, clapped her hands three times and whispered something to the rafters above us.




  “She is saying thank you to the ancestors,” David whispered. “Clap your hands three times.”




  I did so, in unison with David. Then he too looked up and said something in Bemba. I presumed they were words of gratitude so in English I softly uttered, “Thank you.”




  I wasn’t sure exactly who it was that we were thanking but then I said: “Can I ask her something?”




  David addressed the old woman and she nodded. “Yes, you may,” he said.




  I asked if I would ever be able to come back to Zambia again. I felt a great affinity with the country and I would like to return someday. David translated this for me and the old woman thought for a moment and then offered her response. David looked at me and said: “You will always be a part of Africa. It is in your spirit. You already have it. She says the sign of that is stamped on your skin. But to make sure that you come back you must bury something of personal value in the soil.”




  I nodded but I understood little of what he meant. Then, without speaking, the nganga got up and smiled. She dusted off her backside, turned and disappeared through a doorway into an adjoining room. Nothing more was said. David explained that she must be exhausted from hearing the spirits of her ancestors and that we should go. I slipped a £5 note under the grass mat where the bones still lay and we left.




  For days I pondered on what the nganga had said. The only thing that I could relate to was her remark that I had Africa stamped on my skin. That was true. I have an inch-long birthmark on my right ankle. At that time it was in the perfect shape of a map of Africa. I had been wearing long trousers when I had gone for the reading so how did she know that? But David had seen me in shorts many times. Could he have told her that? But then why would he? As for the rest, nothing made sense. Face to face with someone close to the most evil person who ever lived? What did that mean? A home far to the north across the big waters? An illness in the future? A place where there was no color? Almost lose my life to a great beast? The big water will try to kill me? What did it all mean? Nevertheless, I was convinced there was substance in what she had said. I felt that whatever she had seen or felt or had been told by her ancestors would surely come to pass. I was determined to heed her advice about burying something to ensure that I would always be able to return to Zambia. A week after the session with her I drove up a little-used narrow dirt road to a hill overlooking Ndola. Armed with a garden spade I dug a hole in the soft soil under a mupapi tree and buried a sealed tin box about six-inches square. It once contained a dozen Uiltjie Dutch cigars that my father constantly smoked as he toiled over tiny coil springs, cogs and wheels at his watchmaker’s desk. But now it contained a passport-size black and white photograph of me, a silver neck chain and a little silver locket in the shape of Africa. I had acquired them a couple of years earlier and they were among my most prized possessions. I had wrapped them tightly in a blue and white hankie and, as advised by the old albino diviner, I committed them to the earth. It was my fervent hope that my links with the heart of Africa would forever remain strong and true.
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