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Prologue


LOS ANGELES, JUNE 2003. The flat, bright light and heat of high summer. Taking a cab across town, we negotiate the city’s car-choked sprawl. Our destination is a nondescript conference centre on its outskirts.


It is my seventy-fifth trip to the USA, or is it the seventy-sixth? I am here on business again, but this time of a kind unfamiliar to me.


In the 1980s, my business partner Laurence Freedman and I took the fund management firm we founded, EquitiLink, from my kitchen table in Sydney to Wall Street, marketing Australia to sceptical US investors as a new frontier, a place promising untapped opportunity, like Texas before oil. We rolled out a punishing schedule of roadshows to sell our product, crisscrossing the North American continent, the biggest and most sophisticated investment market in the world.


We were two unknowns from Australia: young, audacious and all-in, would-be entrepreneurs flying by the seat of our pants. At first, we were laughed out of town. All and sundry urged caution, said our US ambitions were foolish, even ruinous. But we revelled in the psychological gamesmanship of our high-stakes gambit. Running on adrenaline, driven by our unshakable conviction that we could pull this thing off, we ignored the disbelievers and blasted our way through Wall Street convention.


We floated a new investment fund on the stock market; it booked the biggest initial public offering (IPO) in the history of the American Stock Exchange. Prosperity followed, and with it access to privilege and influence of which my background had given no inkling.


I was a long way from my boyhood in the 1940s and ’50s in Brakpan, South Africa, a provincial mining outpost not far from Johannesburg.


For many decades, my father kept a small shop in rented premises in Brakpan’s main street, living out most of his life within the town’s confines. Necessity dictated that he went to work at fourteen. Hymie was as steady as clockwork—a good provider and respected paterfamilias—but never took a risk. And like many men of his generation, he was emotionally absent from his children’s lives. All those years later, the child in me longed for Hymie to be there to see the entity I had co-created, EquitiLink, take the USA.


ON THIS OCCASION, my travelling companion to the USA is my daughter, Ondine. Our mission in the States is so remote from EquitiLink’s as to occupy a parallel universe, but I am no less passionately driven than I was at the apex of my career in finance. This time, however, there will be no glittering prize.


My daughter divined a terrible truth early in life. At seven, she pieced together the ox tongue her grandmother had placed on the dinner plate before her with the sentient being from whom it had come.


Perhaps we all do this, as small children. But most of us, complicated and contradictory creatures, repress that realisation. We learn to put cows, pigs and chickens on our tables, while beloved dogs and cats lie pampered beneath.


Ondine was different. She saw in the inert slab of flesh on her plate someone who had felt and thought, not so long ago. She intuited a defenceless being who, we can be certain, had bellowed incomprehension and recoiled in terror from the killing floor, just as we would.


Ondine wouldn’t stand for it. My daughter the animal rights activist was born at the family dinner table that day, as she pushed her plate away and refused to eat. Her epiphany was the prompt for my own conversion to vegetarianism, some twenty years before we travelled together to LA. Over the years, our mutual kinship with animals, always strong, grew.


IN THE EARLY 2000s, my family saw a change in me. After nearly twenty years, Laurence and I sold EquitiLink. Something core in the identity I had assiduously crafted fell away.


Of course, I had everything to be happy about, and I recognised it: my wife, Gene, exceptional in every way, the girl from a social class above my own whom I had had the great good fortune to steal away from her betrothed thirty-seven years earlier. Two children, Ondine and her older brother, Emile, gifted and principled like their mother, making their mark as they developed into young adulthood.


There were more accomplishments and accolades to come, and business still to do: government and private trusts and committees to chair, investments to manage, various charitable and philanthropic interests to which I committed my energies. But I was somehow a bit adrift, loose from my moorings.


In my life, there had been a dark undertow. Gene and I had suffered heartbreaking personal tragedies early in our marriage, and these remained for the most part unspoken. It was my role to be the rock, and I assumed it willingly. I appreciate now that those early traumas lay dormant in the recesses of my emotional terrain, inaccessible even to me.


There was pain, too, in the forces that had shaped me. I had grown into consciousness against the backdrop of the epic wrongs of apartheid-era South Africa. And our own family background was marked by one of the great atrocities of world history. We were Jewish and this was the mid-twentieth century. The enormity of the Holocaust was inscribed in my DNA.


After EquitiLink, a crack opened, letting in reflection. There was bleakness inside, and, I came to understand, an aversion to injustice towards the vulnerable. It ran deep. And it was accompanied now by the insistent imperative to do something about it.


MY MEMORIES FROM the LA conference are impressionistic, and heavy with emotional freight. Ondine and I join 500 animal activists from around the world for the five-day event. Together, we witness image after image, story upon story, hour after hour of footage detailing the crimes committed by humans against animals.


Tens of billions of food animals crammed in vast, hellish industrial factories—‘farm’ is a cynical misnomer—to satiate the demand for cheap meat. Sentient beings, endowed with rich inner lives, subsisting in pain and utter deprivation, their lives short and brutish, their voices unheard.


The great Jewish Nobel laureate for literature, Isaac Bashevis Singer, an evangelical vegetarian, said, ‘for the animals, it is an eternal Treblinka’. For some, this analogy is not a comfortable or fitting one. Each to their own.


The animals’ plight taps something inside me. Perhaps it symbolised the countless others who have suffered gross injustice, those whose brutalisation is interwoven with my own life story. Perhaps it put me in touch in some way with the troubled history of my people.


They call the acquisition of enlightenment about the institutionalised mass abuse of animals ‘traumatic knowledge’ for good reason. I emerge blinking into the LA glare a changed man, marked forever by what I have seen. Like Ondine all those years ago at the dinner table, I can no longer stand idly by. Together, she and I will act.


As it happens, our work to give voice to the voiceless will prefigure another personal quest, one to which I will devote myself with a fervour bordering on obsession. That pursuit will go to the heart of family—to the existential fate of my own flesh and blood. It will arise from a random event so improbable as to exist completely outside my frame of reference. And it will shape my later years in profound ways impossible to anticipate.
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I


Childhood







1


October 1943


How do people write detailed books about their youth? Do they really remember, or do they partially make it up? Next time you see John Coetzee, ask him.


If I was asked to swear that I had been (say) 5 years old when something happened, could I really attest to the truthfulness of my being that age? Never mind any details of what happened.


—Email from (brother) Ron Sherman to Brian Sherman, January 2013


TWO SHADOWS HANG over my birth.


My parents bring me home from the maternity hospital to our yellowbrick house at 22 Lapping Road, Brenthurst, a central suburb of Brakpan. I am swaddled in my mother’s arms in the passenger seat of our late-model sedan. I imagine it is a typical spring day in the slow, spacious suburbs of the East Rand, dazzlingly lit under the big South African sky. Our garden will certainly be in full flower, the vegetable patch abundant with produce and the fruit trees coming into season. Perhaps an African peddler is riding his rickety bike down our street. Is it the man selling sugar cane stripped from a farmer’s field, the one offering plump corn on the cob—mielies—or the ice-cream vendor, a heavy cooler box fixed to the front of his three-wheeler?


The house will be sparkling, the scrubbing, washing and baking freshly done, the lawn and yard shipshape in anticipation of our arrival. Does the garden ‘boy’ swing open our driveway gate and close it behind us as we pull in? Is the maid on hand to relieve my mother of her new bundle at the door?


I am the second-born son to Hymie Sherman, small businessman, and his wife, Minnie, and a brother to Ronald, three-and-a-half years my senior. We will spend our entire childhoods in that home, safely sheltered against the raging torrents of history.


TWO YEARS EARLIER, in June 1941, the Nazis invade the small Baltic state of Lithuania, which has suffered under Soviet occupation during the previous year. With characteristic efficiency, they begin the extermination of the Jews. By October, the Nazis have orchestrated one of the most infamous incidents of the genocide in Lithuania: the massacre of some 10,000 men, women and children, inhabitants of the Kovno (Kaunas) ghetto.


By the end of 1941, the Reich has succeeded in murdering around 80 per cent of Lithuania’s Jewish population of over 200,000. There is no need for mass deportation to the gas ovens to purge the country of its Jews. Over the next two years, Nazi death squads are aided and abetted by local collaborators. Together, they round up Jews on home soil, burn their villages and synagogues, and shoot them in the thousands, piling their bodies in pits and ditches.


By early 1944, as the Baltics freeze through winter and I thrive, a newborn in the warmth of the South African summer, the Nazis’ work is done. They have liquidated some 90 to 95 per cent of the Lithuanian Jews, my family of origin. The country has been ‘cleansed’ of its many centuries of rich, complex Jewish heritage, until that time deeply intertwined with the nation’s intellectual, social and economic life.


THE HOLOCAUST IS the culmination of a long history of persecution of European Jewry. For centuries, the community has endured religious, social and economic conflict with non-Jewish populations. From the early 1880s in Eastern Europe, anti-Semitic activity has intensified. Waves of pogroms have swept the region, triggering a surge in Jewish emigration.


My father’s family was one of the tens of thousands in Lithuania who sought safe refuge or opportunity abroad. Many Jews experienced dire poverty there, and had aspirations to a better, more secure life elsewhere. Hymie’s family came to South Africa in 1910, part of a diaspora lured to the East Rand by the promise of the newly discovered goldfields. He was nine years old. My mother’s antecedents, the Waisbrods and the Schauffers, arrived two decades earlier from Lithuania, some time in the 1890s. In each case, it was an irrevocable break with the homeland.


My parents’ families joined some 40,000 others who, by 1910, had made new lives as uprooted Jews in the strange continent of Africa, where people spoke in unfamiliar tongues. Most had never seen a black person before.


The émigrés went to work building a unified community of ‘Litvaks’, Lithuanian Jews. They industriously maintained their cultural identity, transplanting the shtetl to the Highveld. They kept kosher, attended synagogue, bar mitzvahed their boys, cultivated the ties that bind.


By the time of my arrival, Jews in South Africa number about 100,000. On Lapping Road, almost every family is Jewish, and there are around 500 Jewish families in Brakpan. Extended family on both my mother’s and father’s side is all around, locally and in nearby Johannesburg, 40 kilometres or so to the west.


Brakpan’s Jewish community is close in every sense, and includes the merchants we buy from and the professionals we consult. Our family doctor, Goldberg, looks after us through my whole childhood. Our dentist, Dr Walt, is also a fixture. I remember his very large hands looming over me as he works on my fillings, of which I have many. On his surgery wall is a homily designed to bring comfort to his patients: ‘Today is the tomorrow you worried about yesterday, and all is well.’


Yet the years preceding the Second World War were worrisome for our community in South Africa, with anti-Jewish sentiment sharply on the rise. The Immigration Quota Act of 1930 sought to limit the influx of Eastern European Jews, and it did so successfully, reducing immigration to a trickle. In 1933, as Hitler assumed power in Germany, South Africa’s Purified National Party excluded Jews from membership, its influential leader declaring that the ‘Jewish problem’ hung like a dark cloud over the country.


Then, in 1939, the South African parliament voted by the narrowest of margins—a small handful of votes—to join Britain and the Allied powers against the Nazis in the war. A significant proportion of Afrikaners vehemently opposed the decision to enter the war on the British side, instead favouring neutrality.


The nation’s history shaped this response. Many Afrikaners despised the British, their adversaries during the Boer War. The English had interned Boer civilians in concentration camps and implemented a scorched-earth policy, destroying homes, crops, livestock and water supply to break the Boers’ resistance. Thereafter, including in the years preceding the Second World War, the default position of the Afrikaner was to side with anyone but the English.


All in all, the 1930s were not a good time for Jews in South Africa. Extreme right-wing anti-Semitic groups sprang up and burgeoned. Property was attacked. Jews had to be escorted to and from synagogue, and their shops guarded. As the war in Europe raged, South African ‘greyshirts’, members of the Gentile National Socialist Movement, prayed for a Nazi victory.


It is telling that in the handful of years immediately following the Second World War, South Africa takes only about 160 Holocaust survivors. This is in contrast to the 27,000 who found a home in Australia.


Meanwhile, in Lithuania, the Jewish problem has been definitively fixed. In July 1944, when I am ten months old, the Nazis are routed by the invading Soviet army. Lithuania will remain behind the Iron Curtain under Russian occupation for the next four-and-a-half decades. For many émigrés, it recedes from view. The situation or fate of those who stayed is not to be spoken of.


I ask my father once where we come from. ‘Russia,’ he tells me. That is the end of it.


EVEN BEFORE MY spare memories of early boyhood take fragmentary shape, it is inevitable that servants figure in my upbringing. They are a constant presence in our home, as they are in every modest lower-middle and middle-class European household in Brakpan. At 22 Lapping Road, there is the maid and the garden ‘boy’. In my father’s shop 1.6 kilometres or so across town are two African staff, Daniel and Jeffrey (I do not recall their surnames).


By the time of my birth the subjugation of non-whites, who make up 80 per cent of the population, is already well established in South Africa, as is the violation of their human and political rights. But soon things will take a dramatic turn for the worse. In 1948, I turn five years old. The Afrikanerdominated National Party is elected to power on the formal platform of apartheid. It will maintain white minority rule for forty-six years. The Black Threat—swart gevaar—is everywhere, and must be put down. So-called African ‘nationalism’—effectively any attempt on the part of blacks to organise and resist their oppression—is equated with communism, the despised ideological enemy of the ruling party.


The government’s response is sustained and ferocious. Promptly upon its election, the party goes about zealously implementing its policies. Its diligence rivals the Nazis’, though the object of the two regimes differs. Africans will soon be held hostage at every turn by a labyrinthine machinery of repressive laws designed to control, dehumanise and dispossess. New population registration laws classify South Africans by race into three main groups: whites; Indians and ‘coloureds’ of mixed race; and African ‘natives’ or blacks. This sets in place the basic architecture of segregation.


The Mixed Marriages Act and Immorality Act respectively prohibit interracial marriage and sex across colour lines. Amenities laws segregate public places and reserve those of superior quality for whites: beaches, offices, parks and toilets are declared off limits to blacks. Essential public services are divided unequally by racial statute: blacks are denied adequate medical care, and given inferior and limited schooling—enough, in the view of the regime, for the menial station to which they are predestined by their race.


The government’s legislative efforts multiply. While I am still a small child, labour laws ban strikes by Africans. The Riot Act makes public gatherings an offence. Citizens may be detained without charge or trial for dissension of any kind.


Thirty years before I was born, laws were put in place to deprive Africans of land-ownership rights. This expropriation intensifies during my early life. Before I turn ten, new legislation establishes whites-only areas, compulsorily separating the races and dramatically restricting where nonwhites may reside and work.


The policy is maintained by forced removals. Blacks are banished from white areas and concentrated into satellite ‘townships’ on the urban fringe. These proliferate into miserable kerosene-lit slums: misshapen rows of makeshift dwellings fashioned from corrugated iron, scrap metal, asbestos sheets, discarded tyres and rubble—a visual indictment of apartheid’s new world disorder.


Some Africans are forcibly displaced en masse into rural areas, ‘homelands’ conjured up by government fiat on the pretext that they are their people’s ancestral places of origin. These ‘Bantustans’ are deprived of basic infrastructure, utilities and social services, and languish in poverty and desolation. Later, in a bureaucratic perversion worthy of George Orwell, the government decrees the Bantustans to be ‘independent states’. Their residents’ South African citizenship and political rights, including the right to vote, are revoked, making Africans aliens in their own country.


Yet in one respect, the regime’s commitment to rigid separation of the races runs counter to its interests. The white minority must have continued easy access to cheap African labour and domestic services. Its economic prosperity and enviable quality of life depend on it.


Accordingly, the new apartheid laws allow for non-whites to obtain official permits to work for whites in prescribed whites-only areas. They may even reside in white areas temporarily to serve in the employ of their masters.


To ensure strict compliance with this geographic apartheid, ‘pass’ laws require blacks to carry identification books showing where they are permitted to be, and curtailing their freedom of movement. The laws are vigorously enforced, and harassment is routine. Africans can be stopped at any time and required to produce their papers. If they are found in proscribed areas, they are arrested and removed, or worse.


And then there are the night-time raids, in which police enter domestic properties unannounced and search the servants’ quarters behind whites’ homes. Their instruments of control are guns, batons and boots, and vicious German shepherd dogs.


From time to time, as a small child in my bed, I am startled awake by the guttural din of voices shouting orders, cries of resistance, and vicious barking rupturing the Brakpan night. These sounds are seared into my memory.


TO EARN A living, domestic workers like our maid and ‘boy’ leave their dependent children and spouses in shanties somewhere beyond the horizon of our suburban idyll, or in far-flung Bantustans. They rise in the pre-dawn chill and bring coal to heat our water, scrub our floors, launder our sheets, and tend our gardens. They raise white children like me, toiling from break of day into the night. Typically, they occupy meagre quarters set apart from the main residence in the backyard.


This is the case at 22 Lapping Road. The servants’ accommodation comprises two small rooms at the back perimeter of the property, sparsely furnished with thin beds raised on bricks, and a shower area adjoining the coal store. Bright-green lizards dart in and out of the heap, iridescent against the sooty blackness.


I enter the servants’ block only once or twice. It occupies a plane obscure to me and remote from the life I lead, free for the most part of hardship or want.


As to the family circumstances of the maid and ‘boy’, I have no knowledge. The situation of blacks in apartheid South Africa is not a suitable topic of conversation in the family home.


On apartheid, our parents are uniformly silent. They never once speak about it. To my knowledge, they treat the servants decently. They refrain, for example, from berating or humiliating them. I never hear my father raise his voice to them. Nevertheless, a tacit understanding prevails in our home, as in our wider community, that apartheid is the law, and the law must be followed. It is the way things are. Left forever unacknowledged in this domestic arrangement is apartheid’s principal fact: we are the regime’s complicit beneficiaries, and the price of our privilege is silence.


Yet, it is complicated. In apartheid South Africa, for blacks or whites to dissent is to risk their freedom. Those who are outspoken or active in the internal resistance are dealt with expeditiously, and are subject to the full force of the law exercised by a government bent on crushing opposition. Jails are crowded and house arrest is common. Activists of all races face arrest, criminal prosecution, life imprisonment and, potentially, the death penalty.


It is not until 1980 that the spokesbody of the SA Jewish community, the Jewish Board of Deputies, formally condemns apartheid. The reasons are complex and contentious. The National Party regime permits money to be remitted from South Africa to Israel. Should the board speak out, this lifeline to the Jewish homeland will certainly be severed. Moreover, anti-Semitism is rife and endemic in South Africa. We are deemed ‘white’ only by the sheerest of margins. Self-preservation comes into play. There is the ever-present threat of reprisal if Jews were to raise their voices in protest.


This is the case in the 1950s and ’60s for the leaders of the anti-apartheid movement, who are charged and tried for capital crimes such as treason and fomenting violent revolution. Jews are disproportionately represented: in the infamous Rivonia Trial involving Nelson Mandela, for example, all of the white co-accused are Jewish. So are the majority of the defence lawyers, some of whom are also arrested and charged.


In Brakpan, this larger political context is muted but the mundane, everyday evidence of apartheid and of the fact that we are in a blackmajority country is visible on our town’s streets. Ragged men tramp in daily from the townships to scrounge for menial work, sitting on the pavement, talking, waiting, always waiting—for what, I wonder? They form long queues for the buses or trains, or hail a ride in ‘black taxis’, decrepit cars crammed with paying passengers that we view impassively from the rolled-up windows of our modern vehicles. Mothers tote babies wrapped in colourful blankets on their backs, pots balanced by some inborn triumph of deportment on their erect heads. And along Lapping Road, African hawkers ride their bikes, peddling their wares to scratch out a tenuous living.


At home, to my childish eyes and ears, our own servants are vaguely omnipresent, woven deep into the fabric of our daily lives. Their intimate proximity to us under a separatist state is a paradox, but not one that exercises us. Perhaps this closeness is made tolerable by their unqualified servitude. By and large they subsist beneath the threshold of consciousness. How, otherwise, is it possible that I vividly remember the name of our much-loved family dog—Ginger—but cannot recall any of our maids’ names, try as I might?


This is what apartheid does.




Correspondence between Brian Sherman and Ron Sherman, October 2013


Brian


Thinking about apartheid, race laws, etc, I retract my earlier comment that Brakpan was dull.


I was happy in our house. Life was pleasant, provided one didn’t ask any questions, which to my memory and knowledge we never did.


Did we not ask because we knew? Did we not ask because we didn’t want to know?


Did we not ask because that was life as we knew it? Did we not ask because we were afraid to ask, or we didn’t have anyone to ask? Why didn’t we ask?


Did we ever ask our maid/nanny who looked after us like we were her own? Ask our parents? Our teachers? Ask the rabbi? Ask our friends, uncles and aunts? Were we afraid, not interested?


Were we scared to ask because we didn’t want to be called ‘bladdy Jew’?


Ron


The key reason was that we (I) did not see them as human, as we were. They were different. The shock of realising that Daniel and Jeffrey were really people, just like us, was profound [and a] major reason why I never went back to SA. I realised just how obscene the policy was. Certainly anti-Semitism was around but I never related it to a failure to act or speak up about race relations. But I do think it was why the SA Board of Jewish Deputies never took a position against the government.


Brian


There was a wall of silence. We lived in a cocoon.


When did we first become aware of what was really happening? And what did we do on becoming aware?
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Brakpan


BRAKPAN IS AN uninspiring single-level town on the way to somewhere else. It takes its name from the brackish water of a small, non-perennial lake on the farmland upon which it was founded: the lake’s shallow waters would periodically evaporate, leaving behind a barren salty pan.


The town was first settled in the 1880s, when a rich seam of coal was discovered in the vicinity. It developed into a satellite of Johannesburg, the provincial capital and by far the most powerful and wealthy city in South Africa. Coal and briny dregs were not an auspicious provenance, but the town’s prospects were improved, at least temporarily, by the discovery of gold in the early twentieth century. This swelled Brakpan’s population and brought the promise of prosperity.


When I am still a boy, in the ’50s, the boom has begun to dissipate. It leaves behind little in the way of the trappings typical of gold-rush towns—few examples of civic architecture, parklands or monuments, and only a handful of impressive residences.


Not far across town lies the expansive, scar-like swathe of land known as Brakpan Mines. Its goldmines and collieries pock and gouge the landscape, and mar the horizon with heaped mounds of overburden. Here and there are copper mines, the other resource to underpin Brakpan’s transient bonanza. They are close to defunct by my middle school years, or operating at reduced capacity. They flank a large light industrial precinct and, incongruously, the town’s green and sprawling golf course, a centre for Brakpan’s social life. My parents play there religiously each weekend, competing in tournaments on manicured fairways off limits to blacks, unless they are caddies or gardeners.


On the road out of Brakpan there is another pan, a stagnant, waterlogged wasteland that, in my mind at least, emits a toxic cloud. This is the wastewater dam of Brakpan Mines. Its pungent, sickly smell is near enough to visible. It’s certainly palpable—I can feel and taste it at the back of my throat. One can reasonably assume, as I do, that the sludge on the dam floor concentrates traces of noxious residue and mine tailings, and that these contaminants seep and course widely through the local groundwater.


It is not much of a leap to deduce that the air, too, carries the murky fallout of blasts and excavations, and of the coal-fired power station nearby. Its darkly imposing exhaust stacks release fly-ash and fumes. The fringe-dwelling Africans live out that way, past the stinking pan, somewhere on the road to the adjoining town of Benoni.


In a sense, nature does not exist in Brakpan. If it does, it is in a compromised form. The place was despoiled from the start, ironically by the industry that was the engine of its creation and growth. In this, it is like the thousands of other nondescript mining towns that one finds anywhere there are mineral resources to discover and exploit. It is an outland predicated on boom and bust, and prone to dilapidation as its geological assets are exhausted.


In the end, like the abomination of apartheid, it cannot be sustained. Brakpan will go into slow decline over the decades as its mineral riches are spent, and will wind up a town of pawnshops and casinos.


ON BRENTHURST‘S LAPPING ROAD in the 1940s and ’50s, life for a South African Jewish boy continues as steady and close as the drone of a cicada.


Home is our respite from the town’s grimy backdrop. It is as prolific with nature as the mines are not. My mother has created an arcadia on our once-barren block. Our garden is a dazzling display of flowers, ferns and rockeries at the front, with lawn all around that cushions Ron and me from boyhood scrapes. At the back, the small vegetable patch produces carrots, radishes, beans, peas and turnips. I go with my mother to the nursery to purchase seeds, and occasionally help her to plant them.


Later, the vegetables are picked for our consumption. I put my finger into the soil and draw around the top of the root vegetables to measure their circumference and check if they are mature before pulling them from the ground. I am a huge fan of peas, and we must supplement our limited yield with peas bought from the market. I recall the maid standing at the kitchen bench methodically shelling them. The perfect green spheres drop into a thick glass bottle for storage in the refrigerator. I discover that I enjoy the sensation of splitting the springy pods down their length and easing out the peas, and sometimes sit on the floor and join in. Today, peas remain one of my favourite foods.


There are fruit trees in the backyard: five or so fig, the same number of peach, two or three plum and at least two quince. It is only a small garden orchard but it is quite bountiful, and a great attraction for fruit flies, which are a continual presence. Year round, stewed fruits from our garden sit in picturesque rows of glass vacuum bottles high on a shelf in the kitchen. On the kitchen table, the bowl is overflowing with seasonal fruit, and the refrigerator is well stocked, too.


I don’t wait for our fruit to ripen: I prefer it hard and with a crunchy texture. Countless times I race through our kitchen on my way out to play or school and casually scoop up a plum or peach. I especially savour yellow peaches, the small, hard, late-season variety. I pocket one or two for later, and bite into the fruit’s firm flesh, wiping my mouth with a freshly pressed shirtsleeve. I also enjoy the tartness of our quinces, eaten sliced and raw. Mulberries are another favourite. My best friend, Martin Block, and I stand under his impressive tree, gorging on the slightly bitter half-ripe fruit until our stomachs are contorted in tight knots, and our fingers and shirts are stained purple.


Minnie, far ahead of her time, is a great believer in the importance of a balanced diet rich in fibre and vitamins. Each week, we visit the bustling wholesale markets, where the fresh produce is auctioned by the box. In summer, my favourites are mangoes, lychees and plums. I also consume quantities of hard green apricots, followed inevitably by a stomach-ache. I learn a great deal about fruit and consume it in large quantities, whereas I am generally a poor eater.


My mother is devoted to her handiwork in the garden. She tends her plants lovingly, expending great effort. She is helped, not always expertly, she remarks, by the garden ‘boy’. I wonder if the garden consoles her in the loss of her former life in mainly Afrikaans-speaking Pretoria, a childhood of considerable privilege.


Pretoria is the administrative capital of South Africa, about 60 kilometres north of Brakpan. My mother grew up Minnie Waisbrod in an English-speaking family living in a splendid house with landscaped grounds and a tennis court. Her father, Nachman, made his fortune on the stock market. He was of high standing in the community, chair of the synagogue’s committee and so on, but was brought low in a major market crash.


Family legend has it that Nachman based his investment decisions on the colour of the traffic lights on the way to work: red meant do nothing, green was a sign to buy. The Waisbrods lost their home and moved by necessity to Brakpan, a dramatic devolution in their social status. Pity Nachman was not colourblind.


In any case, I am sure my own love of gardening and nature comes from Minnie and her garden. Daily, as I nudge open the gate with my schoolbag and lope down the path towards our porch, the plantings radiate intense vibrancy, colour and life. I am convinced I don’t merely see them but feel them. These early memories speak to beauty amid Brakpan’s drabness and its intimations of eventual ruin.


WE ALSO HAVE a plentiful supply of fresh eggs. Beyond the trees in our backyard, not far from the servants’ quarters, a chicken run extends two-thirds of the length of the house, protecting its residents from our dog Ginger. When I dare to make a raid into the birds’ domain to collect an egg, my presence triggers a deafening cackling and frenetic beating of multiple pairs of wings. I am frightened off, and visit only rarely.


Occasionally, an unfortunate hen whose time is up will be singled out, and the ‘boy’ will take her on his bike to the synagogue for kosher slaughter by the rabbi. The hen will appear later on the dinner table, stuffed and with all the usual trimmings. With the rest of the family, I dig in. Ron and I hook our little fingers around the ends of the wishbone and tussle vigorously to pull it apart, each hoping for the coveted larger piece that entitles the holder to a wish. My qualms come only much later. When we put two and two together, a chicken leg is a chicken’s leg, a sliced tongue is a cow’s tongue.


Typically for little boys of the time, small encounters with the natural world mesh seamlessly into daily life. Insects and fruit, trees and flowers and leaves are the subject of quasi-scientific observation, or the tools of mischief. Ron and I capture ladybirds and place them with stalks and leaves in clear glass jars to be viewed daily at close range. We break fig stems stripped from our trees to squeeze out and examine their gluey milk. Our mother shows us how to press flowers and leaves picked from the garden in heavy hardback books. With her guidance, I grow beans in a saucer with a little water-soaked cotton wool, and am delighted at the first sprout.


Ron, the naughty one, leads the charge as we surreptitiously pluck armfuls of hard peaches, the small yellow variety, from the low, pendulous branches of our trees and pelt passers-by from the garage roof. We are unassailable there. We make peashooters with old branches from the trees in our backyard and from sugar cane bought from the African peddler who plies his trade on Lapping Road, and use them to the same end, much to our mother’s consternation.


At other times, we strip the sugar cane with our penknives—I carry my knife everywhere, since it is also indispensable for carving catapults—and we gnaw on it to extract the sweet juice. Our abundant supply of fruit does not deter us from climbing the fence and descending into our neighbour’s yard via his compost heap to help ourselves to his plums, racing to avoid his vicious dog.


I am enchanted for a time by the silkworms we keep. We house them in cardboard boxes with newspaper at the bottom and feed them lettuce and mulberry leaves. Ron and I are diligent in our care of them as we await their inevitable transformation. In a matter of days, nature does its prodigious work, and the squirming larvae produce red and yellow silk. They deftly spin it into protective cocoons, beautiful, but more fragile than ours.
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Home, family, community


THE COCOON IN which we live is durable. It is forged of family and community, regularity and predictability, and its hallmark is the stability and stultification of provincial life. Our routines and relationships follow an invariable rhythm, dependably hewn, almost as if from stone.


My father is a man of habit. Six days a week, Monday to Saturday, Hymie walks the 2 or 3 kilometres to his men’s outfitting shop, Selmores, set on the high street—Voortrekker Road, the main thoroughfare of Brakpan. He takes the wide and level suburban streets past the houses set on large quarter-acre blocks like ours. On his way, he stops to be joined by his friend Sim Levy, proprietor of the pharmacy across the road from our store.


In all, Hymie keeps shop for some thirty years. It is a biographical thread that precedes my birth and terminates only upon his death. The business provides us with all our requirements. We are not wanting of anything; nor are we demanding of anything.


Dad never gambles or takes a chance. Since he is unwilling to borrow money, he never owns the shop, remaining a tenant at Selmores throughout his long, unbroken tenure. In those thirty years as proprietor, he misses work only once, for three or four days as he recuperates at home from a hernia operation.


Hymie dutifully serves the menfolk of Brakpan and surrounds, both black and white. He expertly fits them with shirts and ties, shoes and handkerchiefs, business suits for work and stiffly tailored formal attire to mark life’s passages: bar mitzvahs, weddings, funerals. He stocks thick woollen blankets, too, some grey, some a mix of grey and multicoloured, selling them to miners from Mozambique, economic migrants who crowd into South African towns like Brakpan to eke out a living in the dirty and dangerous mines. He unfolds the blankets on the store counter for the customers’ perusal, and the men barter over price.The miners take the blankets back to their lodgings, vast dormitories set alongside the pits and quarries.


Hymie is assisted by the two African staff in his employ, Daniel and Jeffrey, and by a certain Barney Hesselberg, whose employment is cut short by a predilection for the horseraces. Daniel, on the other hand, will remain faithfully at Hymie’s side for thirty years, and Jeffrey for twenty. Regularly, I ride with Daniel or Jeffrey on the crossbar of the shop bike as we deliver goods ‘on appro’ to my father’s customers within a 3-kilometre radius around Brakpan. Some are chronically lackadaisical in settling their accounts. Many buy on credit, and my father has an extensive ledger of debtors. More than a few of the debts are bad—Hymie can’t say no.


Each week, Mother will lend a hand serving behind the counter, increasingly so after Barney’s departure. Sometimes on a Saturday I help at the shop, even spruiking out front to entice passing trade inside. On occasion, my father will allow me to help dress the store windows with dummies and displays of clothing, as artfully arranged as we can manage without the benefit of a professional. I wish that at Christmas Hymie would invest in a window-dresser’s services to boost the shop’s custom, but he will not be moved, preferring to do the work himself.


After work he returns home, retracing his steps and arriving promptly at 5.30 every evening. He removes his tie, takes a good hunk of polony sausage from the refrigerator, and seats himself in his armchair, heavyset and with wide arms—it is his and only his, a rule that is unspoken but needs no enforcement. (Much later, Ron will have that chair shipped to his home in Chicago from our mother’s apartment in Sydney, and get it reupholstered.) Minnie is solicitous, bringing Hymie his newspaper and slippers and pouring him a whisky on ice with soda squeezed from a bottle.


Hymie is our provider, the centre of our familial universe, and it is Minnie’s wifely duty to shield him from the small annoyances of paternity circling in his orbit. If Ron or I seek attention, or ask for something in the badgering way typical of small children, Minnie is on hand to field our demands. She reminds us that our father has had a long day, is tired, and is not to be disturbed. It would not be a stretch to say that her devotion to my father is absolute and bordering on idolisation. I do not recall a stern word passing between them, with the possible exception of when Hymie sometimes gets lost while driving to an acquaintance’s house for a social gathering on a Sunday afternoon.


After dinner, Hymie holds the open newspaper aloft in front of him. He reads it cover to cover, then retreats into a book, a golfing or fiction title. Minnie, herself a keen reader, often joins him. Though I do not recall their tastes—nothing too highbrow, I think—they borrow thousands of books over their lifetimes from the local Brakpan library. We drive there every Friday night, Hymie and Minnie, Ron and me, to return our previous loans and select our reading for the week ahead. It is a comforting ritual, and engenders a love for the written word and its pleasures.


At times, the radio is our after-dinner entertainment (for obvious reasons, the regime censors the free flow of information from the outside world, so television will come to South Africa only in 1976). I enjoy tuning in to Superman—‘Up, up and away!’—and The Creaking Door, a mystery series that is a particular favourite.


Or Ron and I might work on our stamp collection. We are quite serious, amassing a solid range of rare and not-so-rare specimens. We write away to special catalogues now and then, ordering particularly coveted stamps. I discover retrospectively, an unknown time after I have lost interest and moved on, that Mother has sold the collection. Sometimes we play Monopoly or cards, or practise the tricks we buy from the magic shop in Johannesburg. Ron’s prowess is somehow effortless.


But we just as happily pass the slow, quiet evenings at home absorbed in our books, Hymie and Minnie in the yellow glow of the living-room lamps, Ron and me propped up on our beds in our rooms.We flick excitedly towards the climax of the latest adventure or sci-fi from the library, or devour boys’ own comic series—Casper, Batman, Dennis the Menace, Superman.


ON SATURDAY AFTERNOONS after closing up the shop, Hymie plays golf at the club. You can set your calendar by him. Sunday morning it is the same routine: without fail, it is golf. Not infrequently, he golfs on Sunday afternoon too. Sometimes Ron or I will walk with him, picking up balls in the rough.


The game is his existential constant. Leaving aside family and work, it absorbs the great proportion of his waking hours and energies. His winning handicap is honed over years of dedicated practice. Minnie, though less obsessive, is also an enthusiast. She joins Hymie for at least one tee-off each weekend, and golfs with her women friends every Tuesday, regular Ladies’ Day at the club.


My parents are fixtures in the coterie of like-minded European couples of the mercantile and professional classes, both Jewish and gentile, who frequent the golf club. Its members take their recreation on the greens and cement their social bonds in the clubhouse, where they retire regularly after games for drinks in convivial company. They create lifelong connections, starting their acquaintance as youthful young marrieds, having families, building their businesses and civic capital, and progressing in parallel towards retirement.


Hymie and Minnie also play in competitive tournaments. My father, though mild-mannered to a fault, tackles them with the exactitude and application of a military campaign. He takes pride in his golfing achievements: our living-room walls are hung with photographs and certificates attesting to prized holes-in-one and tournament victories, as one might display academic diplomas.


After one particular win, Hymie and Minnie receive their prize in the usual semi-formal presentation at the clubhouse. It is two blankets, of the same variety that Hymie sells at the shop.


ON ALTERNATE SUNDAYS, we all make the trip to Johannesburg, an hour by car, to visit my paternal grandparents, Phillip and Malka. They live in a small, well-appointed house in the suburb of Yeoville, then heavily Jewish like Brakpan. Ron and I are bored by the journey. We pass the time in the back seat by playing ‘flatties’, competing to be the first to spot low-slung sports-model cars as they pass. With each sighting, we yell triumphantly, ‘Pick!’


‘Joburg Granny’ Malka is sharp and vivacious, highly intelligent and full of questions, fluent in English and Yiddish. She invariably lays on fresh scones and strawberry jam for our visits, and will live to ninety-nine years of age, her cognitive faculties fully intact. Phillip appears infrequently, tottering up the hallway from his room adjacent to the toilet at the back of the house. He is small and feeble, with a grey beard, and is clad in a white buttoned-up shirt with thick braces holding up the voluminous pants that hang limp from his slight frame. He rarely speaks, but when he does, it sounds to me like jabbering in Yiddish. Ron and I are afraid to enter the dim passageway near his quarters to use the bathroom.


Phillip and Malka have three sons and three daughters—Hymie, the eldest, and my uncles and aunts Charles, Joe, Dora, Eva and Mary. They and their families join us at Phillip and Malka’s on those regular Sundays. Each of the siblings, bar Mary, has two or three children. Ron and I therefore have an abundance of first cousins in Johannesburg and nearby Germiston, where some of the extended family has settled. Although we are not especially close, I enjoy the cousins’ company well enough on our visits to Joburg Granny.


It is clear to me from my father’s interactions with his siblings on these family occasions that Hymie is revered among them. As the oldest child, he carried family responsibility early, forgoing any chance at education. He went out to work in his early teens, a handful of years after emigrating from Lithuania at age nine with his family. With no opportunity to pursue higher learning, he helped support some of the others financially, including through college.


Phillip’s decrepitude worsens relatively quickly, and he predeceases Malka by many years. I have no clear memory of his death. On reflection now, I realise that he must have suffered some degenerative disease of senility with a relatively early onset. Malka moves to a high-rise apartment in the nearby Johannesburg suburb of Hillbrow, and we visit her there with the same regularity.


My aunt Mary settles in the flat next door to care for Malka. She is the only child of Malka’s six who remains single and childless, having been married once, but for less than a year. Mary is the intellectual of the family and leads a quiet life, working as a bookkeeper for many years. She has literary ambitions and writes several books, including one that is self-published in 1956 or thereabouts, a work of fiction set in Madagascar titled The Gift of Life. After Malka’s death, Mary suicides. The rumour is that she jumped from a high building.


Only recently I have discovered that Mary wrote away hopefully to libraries around the world, offering her book for their collections. The RG Menzies collection at the University of Melbourne registers in its catalogue a note from MF Sherman of Johannesburg, South Africa, dated 27 September 1956, inscribed in black ink: ‘If you enjoyed reading this novel, kindly remit. If you did not like it, kindly return.’


OUR LEISURELY DRIVE home from Malka’s is always a highlight. For dinner, we stop in at a roadside steakhouse, the precursor of today’s fast-food drive-ins. It is a treat anticipated by us with the same glee as a child today might view a detour to a franchise burger joint. Ron and I tuck into lamb chops or a hamburger and thick-cut hot potato chips—me, less so given my generally poor appetite. We follow with a banana split with vanilla ice cream, maraschino cherries and whipped cream dispensed from a can. Satiated, we half-doze in the back seat of the car, lulled by the steady drone of the engine. We pull into number 22 as night closes in.


Monthly, on a Sunday that we are not at Joburg Granny’s, Dad, Mother, Ron and I picnic on the shores of Germiston Lake, a local beauty spot roughly equidistant between Joburg and Brakpan. We are joined sometimes by the Joburg–Germiston cousins.


The children fill up on picnic fare and run free, chasing each other along the shoreline and zigzagging among the trees that shade the grassy bank, abandoning our socks and shoes to splash at the water’s edge. Later, we recline on the picnic rug under the vaulted sky, reliably azure with white puffs and filigrees of cloud high above. We squint heavenward to discern the shapes of animals, real and fabled. As the picnic ends, Dad cuts in half a full, ripe watermelon, or sometimes drops it on the ground to crack open its green shell, and distributes moist chunks of the fruit to the children.


It is by now late afternoon. More often than not, dark cumulus clouds roll in, obscuring the sun. We can smell the electricity in the air and know what to expect: the storm will illuminate the glowering afternoon sky with brilliant forks of lightning and there will be theatrical booms and claps of thunder signalling the imminent downpour. By the time the warm rain is teeming onto the veldt, we are safely dry in the Buick on our way home, and the storm has all but passed.
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Childhood


OUR HOUSE IS neither large nor small, but comfortable. It is single-storey, with a verandah at the front overlooking the garden, three bedrooms and an extra room attached off Ron’s bedroom. At the side is a driveway leading to our garage.


Lapping Road undulates past number 22 straight as a die, like all the other streets in Brakpan’s grid. It starts at the public tennis courts just under a kilometre away, and terminates just beyond Brenthurst Primary School, which is diagonally over the road from our house a few blocks down, a five- or six-minute walk.


I attend Brenthurst for six years, from the age of five until the year I turn twelve. It is no Eton, but it is formative in its own way. The school anthem remains present in my mind some sixty years later. It is a cheery mnemonic designed to stir pride and loyalty, with a bright, staccato melody and simple lyric:




If you can spell, you can surely tell,


We are B-R-E-N-T … H-U-R-S-T.





I have this ditty to thank for learning how to spell the school name, a task that would otherwise have been quite beyond me in my early school years.


Brenthurst is typical of schools in towns at the time, limited in its horizons but not without its merits. All my friends go there, so it is big on community and familiarity. We stick together, a group defined by our culture and background and quite separate from the Afrikaners, who also keep to their own. Afrikaans is taught, but I have no talent for it and struggle to master basic competency.


Detailed memories of primary school are sparse. The little school has six to ten teachers, none of whom makes any special impression in the sense of inspiring a love of learning or fostering my talents. There are two sisters, Miss London and big Miss London—one short, the other of average height; one an English teacher, the other geography. Neither is particularly fond of me, and they have no real cause to be.


I am an average student at best, ranking in the middle of the class, except when it comes to arithmetic. This requires a form of intellectual agility that comes naturally. My friend Brian Melnick and I compete continually to get the top marks. We can both add up fast and share an innate facility for numbers.


Drama, on the other hand, is not my forte. I discover my complete lack of acting ability at an early age when I am cast in the school play. I am given a small speaking part, but as it happens the role is not small enough. On the basis of my disappointing performance in rehearsal, the teacher reduces my part, and then reduces it further when I do not improve, until I am left with one line. My role now requires me simply to make an entrance and enunciate emphatically and in a commanding tone, ‘Here comes the KING!’ But the challenge is beyond me. Time and again I wander onstage and ask the assembled court in a thin, rising inflection, ‘Here comes the king? Here comes the king?’ There is nothing the teacher can do to rectify my delivery. My ineptitude means I am never given another part in a school play.


Ever hopeful, my parents organise extracurricular elocution lessons and enter me in speech competitions. I do not excel.


My tin ear for speech, drama and language is apparent also in music. We have a piano at home, perhaps a status symbol. Ron is hopeless, and soon loses interest in his lessons and gives up. I have a total of two lessons and my parents realise that I, too, have no aptitude, and sell the piano. I have no more success in school square dancing, from which I am barred for swinging the girls off their feet.


Other early schoolday recollections are patchy. I remember chewing my pencils and the collar of my uniform. The teacher occasionally raps me on the knuckles with a wooden ruler for some minor infringement. It is not surprising: corporal punishment is endemic in the system and liberally applied at our school. But I generally manage to avoid the cane, which is administered to the legs and upturned palms of repeat miscreants.


It is a wonder I am not more heavily reprimanded for my scholastic misadventures with Ginger, my constant canine companion.


We travel some distance out of Brakpan to a farm owned by a local vet to buy Ginger. He is an Irish terrier—a tiny, scrappy thing, the runt of the litter. That is part of his attraction. He is small and vulnerable but full of beans, irrepressible, and he appeals to my better instincts.


As Ginger grows, he becomes increasingly independent—all dogs in those days ranged free around the neighbourhood, alone or in packs—but remains an enthusiastic playmate. He grows vocal and is a renowned barker, particularly when chasing the African peddlers on our street.


To Ginger’s great delight, Lapping Road is also a thoroughfare for herds of cows. They are brown and brindle, black and white, and have barrel bellies, sharp-boned hips, and large sympathetic eyes with long lashes. I never find out their destination; in retrospect, it is fortunate that I do not. Two black stockmen crack long whips above their heads to keep them in formation as they amble unhurriedly along the street. The cows deposit mounds of fresh manure as they go.


The steaming piles of dung that stud Lapping Road are irresistible to Ginger. This is what lands me in trouble at school. He rolls in them, luxuriating blissfully as dogs instinctively do in whatever foul matter they can sniff out, the more malodorous the better. Then, on school days, he comes to Brenthurst Primary to find me. Somehow, he slips in unnoticed among the chatter and ruckus as the children enter the classroom. As we settle, an awful smell rises from under my desk and fills the room. My classmates yell, ‘Stinky Sherman is here!’


The teacher is unimpressed. I am told sternly to take Ginger home and be sure he is locked away. We cross the street to our house, two conspirators in crime, and chase around the backyard for a while with a stick. Then I take the opportunity to have a siesta on my bed and eat a cool peach from the refrigerator. I return to school half an hour or so later and am required to report to the headmaster or stand in his office as punishment. It is well worth it.


I am very attached to Ginger, who becomes my best friend. I recall vividly the day I nearly lose him. From inside the house, I hear a loud, sharp cry in the back garden. My gut clenches—I sense there been a terrible accident—and I rush outside. Ginger has jumped at a cat sitting on the garden wall, impaling himself under the ribcage on a large steel hook jutting from the wall. He is suspended there, the metal piercing his upper abdomen, squirming and scrambling desperately for traction, his back legs barely skimming the ground. The cat sits out of reach above, imperious and quite unperturbed, licking a paw. Fortunately, the gardener is in the yard and manages to free Ginger. The aftermath, and Ginger’s recovery, are lost to me, but he remains at my side for years to come.
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