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of exile

Back in 
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c o u n try ... 
But the 
trauma of 
years of 
exile will 
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their mark
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environments, were to spend years in 
rem ote bush  country, where they 
endured physical hardships, short
age of food and tropical diseases from 
which many died. Some could not 
endure the life.

Yet the cohesion and dedication of 
the ANC In exile provided the training 
and logistics that enabled many to 
infiltrate back into South Africa and 
rebuild resistance from within.

The generosity of Tanzania and  
many other countries made it possi
ble to bu ild  the school com plex 
Soinafco at Mazimbu, to which went 
many of the young people who left 
from 1976 onwards. Life in Mazimbu 
was not easy.

M any of the young exiles h ad  
endured traum atic experiences — 
detention, torture, living on the run. 
Mazimbu had to cope with b reak
downs. with teenage pregnancies, 
with very young children separated 
from their parents.

As an organisation formed to fight 
for na tional liberation  it w as not 
equipped to deal with so many social 
and psychological problems. What is 
remarkable is that so many survived. 
They returned with military and civil
ian skills from which South Africa will 
benefit.

The small group of students who 
laid the basis for the anti-apartheid 
movement set in motion a "uniquely 
powerful solidarity movement in the

cause of South African freedom ... 
that has had tremendous influence 
over the policies of governments and 
ultimately over international policy. 
That is one of the basic pillars that 
help to explain the transformation of 
South Africa towards the liberation of 
the African people." (Vella Pillay.)

As exiles continued to arrive over 
the years they found well-established 
organisations: the ANC's external 
mission; the Anti-Apartheid Move
ment: International Defence and Aid; 
the South  African Non-Racial 
Olympic Committee organising sports 
boycotts. There is no doubt that it was 
this symbiotic relationship between 
internal and exile activity that has 
brought us to the verge of democracy 
in South Africa. W ithout the exile 
movement, without international sol
idarity, the sports, cultural and eco
nomic boycotts, eventually South 
A fricans would have freed th em 
selves; but how long, and at what ter
rible additional cost?

That we have arrived at the transfer 
of power in this unique, unprecedent
ed way is due to the courage and sac
rifice of both those within the country 
during the long years of oppression, 
to the remarkable calibre of our lead
ers, and to the worldwide political, 
economic and social pressures that 
were built up by the exiles.

Edward Said writes that “exile is 
compelling to think about but ter
rible to experience. It is the unheal- 

ab le rift forced between a  hum an  
being and a native place, between the 
self and its true home; its essential 
sadness can never be surmounted.”

Exiles are always strangers, howev
er well-received, however hospitable 
the host country. Underlying the exile 
experience is this split between self 
an d  hom e, th a t over the years 
extends to divisions between parents 
and children who grow and become 
part of a different country.

The rift grows over the  years 
between those who stayed and those 
who left. And for exiles, no return is 
solely a return. As L and R Grinberg 
have written, it is a new migration. 
“Those who return are not the same 
people they were when they left, and 
the place they return  to is not the 
same place.”

■Hilda Bernstein is a  South African 
writer and artist who has lived in exile 
for 28 years. Her latest book is The Rift
—  The Exile Experience of South 
Africans, published by Jonathan C ape

The unbearable

Heart attacks, strokes, crippled and 
shortened too many lives; and alco
holism was also a disease of exile.

Writers and artists too often could 
not overcome the severance from the 
basis of their creative source, the 
immediacy of their surroundings. 
N akasa, M odisane, M atshikiza, 
Dumile, Hutchinson, la Guma ... the 
list is very long of the most gifted who 
died far from home, scattered across 
the continents. Has South Africa ever 
evaluated the loss?

While a steady stream reinforced 
the exile community over the 
years, it was the student uprising of 

1976 that turned the stream into a 
flood. By the end of 1977, when the 
uprising was finally quelled, thou
sa n d s  of young ac tiv ists  were in 
prison, and 14 000 had fled, spilling 
over the frontiers. All they wanted to 
do was to gel a  gun, learn how to use 
it, and come back to free their coun- 
tiy. Many of the students were in their 
early teens and had never before been 
separated from their families. They 
were too young to be independent in 
countries loo poor to care for them.

The ANC mission gave them the 
choice of two roads: the army, or edu
cation. Those who joined Umkhonto 
weSizwe were sen t for train ing in 
Africa or Europe; then they returned 
to the camps in Angola.

These exiles, who came from urban

Political beliefs forced 
thousands of South 
Africans into exile. But 
being away from home 
caused some 
unhealable rifts, writes 
Hilda Bernstein

F OUR out of the first eight 
names on the ANC election 
list for the National Assem
bly a re  those of form er 
exiles. Out of the first 40 

nam es on the list, 21 are those of 
returned exiles. Their position at the 
head of the list ensures their election 
and makes it likely that they will hold 
high places in the first democratically 
elected government of South Africa.

Yet these are people who spent up 
to 30 years away from their country, 
physically distant from the passion
ate and changing nature of the inter
nal struggle.

Tens of th o u sa n d s  of S ou th  
Africans went into exile over a period 
of more than three decades. They left 
at different times, for different rea
sons, and lived in a great variety of 
countries around the world.

Thousands lived at basic level for 
years in camps in Angola, or at the 
ANC school complex in Tanzania. 
Clusters of exiles set up communities 
in Lusaka, Harare, Maputo, Dar es 
Salaam. Many lived— dangerously— 
in the frontline states. Others went for 
study or for training to Europe, to 
north America, the Soviet Union or 
China. Many lived in Britain, a large 
community in London, separated by 
the size of the city and the cost of trav
el, but held together by common com
mitment, meeting regularly in small 
groups and at larger gatherings to 
commemorate important occasions.

Work, study, political involvement 
or even chance took many exiles to 
remote places, often the only South 
Africans living there. Babu taught on 
a remote Indian reservation in Cana
da, Cross Lake. Ossie Dennis lived for 
13 years in a small town in Germany; 
Joe Kotane worked in Hungary for 
seven years; the Carim family lived in 
war-torn Beirut.. How can one gener
alise from such a wide variety of expe
riences?

Tom Lodge h as  w ritten th a t the 
environment of exile politics is usually 
viewed as hazardous, sterile, corrosive 
and  dem oralising; th a t political 
groups forced out of their domestic

terrain are especially vulnerable. Exile 
is perceived to be an experience which 
is inherently detrimental and prob
lematic. Unusually, the South African 
exiles did not succumb to this corro
sion. They not only survived with a 
remarkable degree of unity, but built 
organisations in exile that fundamen
tally influenced international affairs.

The exodus began in the  la te  
1950s. Anticipating illegality, the ANC 
had already decided to send Oliver 
Tambo to establish a base outside the 
country. It was from this fragile base 
that the ANC rebuilt itself, and that 
the an ti-apartheid  movement was 
formed.

We tend to forget — or not to have 
known — what it was like 20 or 30 
years ago. The world then knew noth
ing ab o u t ap a rth e id , an d  am ong 
those who did were many defenders of 
the  system . W hen a m otion was 
tabled a t the United Nations con
dem ning the m assacre a t Sharpe- 
ville, Britain abstained, and  Prime 
Minister Harold MacMillan told his 
colleagues to avoid lending support to 
the view th a t the "recent d is tu r 
bances" were the inevitable result of 
racial policies.

For years the politically committed 
exiles were unknown, unacknow l
edged, their message ignored. Many 
of those early exiles were casualties of 
their unrelenting life of travel, and the 
strains and tensions of exile politics.



The meaning o f  displacement
The experience of exile has 
marked the lives of many South 
Africans. Mark Gevisser
discusses a new book on the topic

S OMEWHERE, buried deep in the tales 
of exile, of struggle and solidarity, dis
location and Separation, collected in 
Hilda Bernstein's The Rift: The Exile 
Experience of South Africans (Jonathan 

Cape), there Is a quiet but astonishing rupture 
to the narrative. One of the hundred interview 
subjects, all of whom are recorded in first-per
son oral-history style, turns on her interviewer:

"You say the secrecy was to protect us and to 
protect yourselves; but there's another element
— I think it's also to protect yourselves from 
having to deal with the consequences of your 
political activities on your children. I think it's 
much easier not to have to explain than to try 
to explain, isn’t it?"

The challenge here is issued by Shawn Slovo, 
daughter of Joe Slovo and R uth First and 
maker of the film A World Apart. Her interlocu
tor, the author of The Rift, is Hilda Bernstein, 
herself a political activist who took young chil
dren into exile. And it’s a challenge that m ust 
have spurred Bernstein on in her project. The 
Rift is an attempt to bear witness to, and thus 
demystify, the condition of exile.

Bernstein has already related her own story 
in her autobiography, The World That Was 
Ours. Here she tells the stories of others. While 
The Rift is suffused with her personal concerns
— m otherhood and  struggle, the effect of 
apartheid and exile on women and the family, 
the wages and rewards of commitment, frac
tured identity — it is only in this unexpected 
moment of interaction that we feel, obliquely, 
the author's own pain; her own role in the his
tory she documents.

The interviews were conducted  between 
1989 and 1991. Many thus spoke while they 
were still unable to return to South Africa, and

many more in that fraught time when South 
African exiles, still outside the country, were 
making difficult decisions about whether they 
would go home; decisions which led them to 
question the very meaning of "home" in the first 
place.

Many have since returned, and so The Rift 
exists in a curious tiine-warp, missing the crit
ical Fifth Act — the homecoming, the resolution 
or lack thereof — to these peoples' personal 
dramas. Nevertheless, by interviewing them at 
so volatile a time in their lives, Bernstein cap
tu res  an  instability  in her 
su b je c ts  th a t m oves th is  
book from being merely a 
social docum ent of South  
African exile towards a med
itation on exile in general.

Some of her subjects are 
rem arkably articu late and 
reflective, and others shadow 
their re-telling with a longing 
so ragged and haunting that 
their tales become poetry.
Marius Schoon. for example, 
lost his wife and daughter in 
a bomb-blast in Angola. He 
distills his anguish into the 
cry of his surviving son, who 
develops a phobia for An
gola's omnipresent monkeys.
W herever the w andering  
father and son go — to Devon, to West Cork — 
the monkeys follow them. In Dublin the child 
screams, “The monkeys have followed us! The 
monkeys are here!" When he finally conquers 
the phobia, it is as if both father and son have 
been liberated.

But most of the testimony is the mundanity 
of dates and moves; a train-timetable of d is
placement. This in itself is immensely powerful: 
much as Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah rendered 
the Holocaust translucent with its obsessive 
m echanical detail, The Rift demystifies the 
grand project of struggle with its ceaseless rep
etition of the mechanics of upheaval.

Which is not to say that this book is without 
an ideology of its own. Perhaps because these 
testam ents were recorded when a culture of 
secrecy — a war-ethos — still pervaded the 
South  African liberation movement, B ern
s te in ’s pro ject often veers u n fo rtu n a te ly  
towards partisan struggle-Iiistory.

Criticism of the African National Congress is 
carefully managed, the testaments are charac
terised by ellipses (“I don’t want to talk about 
this"), and there is far too much dull lionisation 
of the international Anti-Apartheid Movement.

No one directly challenges 
ANC leadership, and there 
are none of the horror sto
ries of hum an rights abuse 
in th e  ANC's cam ps in 
Angola tha t have come to 
light through commissions 
established recently by the 
ANC itself.

Due to a brilliant interna
tional publicity campaign, 
the ANC m anaged to con
vince the world that it was a 
driven, organised liberation 
movement, and Bernstein 
upholds this image in her 
introduction. But The Rift 
reveals ju s t  how aim less 
and  arb itra ry  exile really 
was. Many of B ernstein’s 

subjects were — and still are — isolated and 
lost; in snow-bound Canada; in provincial Den
mark; in lonely flats in London or New York.

Even within the ANC's own African settle
ments, the rigours of life imposed an intense 
emotional alienation. Thoko Mafaje, a lonely 
and disturbed widow now living in an isolated 
Canadian town, recalls that “in Tanzania we 
had so many funerals... No, there’s no longer a 
point of crying. And there is this thing that a 
soldier doesn’t cry. If a soldier's gone, you don't 
have to cry. Which I feel it's the wrong thing.” 

South African exiles — numbering perhaps 
100 000 — were s ta te le ss , m any en tire ly

Hilda Bernstein

dependent on a liberation movement that had 
neither the resources nor the time to look after 
them properly. Many of the subjects speak of 
the psychological fallout from this; of the 
stunted and destroyed lives; of the horrifically 
high pregnancy rates among teenage girls in 
ANC settlements; of alcoholism and fatalism. 
But many others talk of the community they 
found; of the solidarity, the “new families" they 
made among exiles; the opportunities they had 
that, as black people, would have been denied 
to them back home.

But even those who found meaning in exile 
acknowledge the im m ense personal toll on 
their lives. Husbands and wives forced apart by 
apartheid and then exile; children suddenly 
without parents; mothers stealing out of home, 
on the run, in the dark of night, without saying 
goodbye to their children. And among the chil
dren of exiles, such bitterness.

Gloria Nkadimeng, who went into exile to be 
with her father, rem em bers tha t when she 
asked him for gifts, he responded that he could 
not single her out for special attention because 
“all these children who are here are my chil
dren". From that day, she says, “I just closed 
myself up, and I told myself that I no longer 
have a  father ... He’s much more in love with 
his cause than with us, his children. I feli like 
... some sort of hatred towards him."

Ultimately, the book does not blame Gloria 
Nkadimeng's father. Nor even the paternal — 
and often inadequate — ANC. Culpability for 
the tragedies of South African exile is placed 
squarely on the shoulders of an  oppressive 
apartheid system which forced South Africans 
to leave home in the first place.

How appropriate, then, that it should come out 
now, at this critical juncture in South African his
tory, at this moment of "reconciliation" where 
even the National Party has reconfigured itself as 
a  non-racial organisation claiming to have “Liber
ated" South Africa from the chains of apartheid. 
Upon reading the testimonies in The Rift, it is 
hard not to be shocked by the audacity and cyn
icism of such claims.

■■■■■■■
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TH E RIFT — The Exile Experience 
o f  South Africans, by Hilda Bern
ste in  (Jonathan Cape, R97,99)
H ILD A  Bernstein, herself a  '60s gen
e ra t io n  exile, has put together ac
co u n ts  culled from  interview s with
104 SA exiles of aspects of their lives. 
T h e  accounts, each of between three 
a n d  seven pages, a re  divided them a
tic a lly  into 14 sections such a s  Trail- 
B la z e rs  (including Oliver Tambo and 
F re n e  Ginwala); The Insurrection: 
th e  1970s; The M ilitary Road; The 
A nti-A partheid Movement; A rtists in 
E x ile ; and the like. E ach  section is 
preceed ed  by a brief com m entary.

S ta te d  so simply, this m ay seem  to 
be  a  sim ple  and unrem arkable book. 
B u t i ts  m essage is a powerful one. It 
is  in tense and painful: it not the kind 
o f  book to be consumed in one o r two 
s ittin g s . To tell the truth, I  have not 
y e t  had  the energy to read  the whole 
tex t.

I t  is  also not necessary to read  the 
s to r ie s  ijp chronological order. F or 
ex am p le , I s ta r ted  off by dipping into 
th e  accounts by the four or so con

Tales that can aid our healing
CK  a  ' f ^  ^  /  C ?

tr ib u to rs  I knew before they went 
in to  exile. I then turned  to  those with 
w h o m  I have become acquainted 
s in c e  their return.

T h e  rem ainder a re  e ither well- 
know n public figures (Ginwala, ANC 
tr e a s u re r -g e n e ra l  Thom as Nkobi 
a n d  Ronnie Kasrils, for example) 
a n d  then  the generally  unknown rep 
rese n ta tiv es  of the thousands of peo
p le  who chose exile over the past 35 
y e a rs .

T h e  overw helm ing them es a re  
v io lence, deprivation, broken fam ily 
re la tio n sh ip s  and, generally, the 
em p tin ess  of life in exile. Given the 
s te reo ty p es  th a t m any South Afri
c a n s , especially whites, have been 
fed  o f exiled people as involved in an 
o ften  cynical and m isdirected anti- 
a p a rth e id  struggle, the m agnitude of 
th e  sacrifices m ade is sobering.

T h ere  is the father who rela tes the 
psychological dam age caused to his 
so n  F r itz  who, a t  the age of two, saw 
h is  m other and six-year-old sister 
b low n  up by a parcel bomb in Ango
la . And there  is Nelly M arw anqana 
w ho  was present a t the 1982 SADF 
ra id  on M aseru in which 30 ANC 
m em b e rs  and 12 Lesotho citizens 
d ied . She tells how the m ildly em bar
ra s s e d  or “shy” SA soldier ordered 
h e r  o u t of the room  before he execut
ed  h e r  husband and two adult 
ch ild ren .

T h ere  a re  also m any accounts of 
p e rio d s  in detention which precipi
ta te d  flight into exile. In line with the 
fo lk lo re  of our tim es, som e victims 
sp e a k  of the experience the w ay poet 
R u p e r t  Brooke did of the F irs t World 
W a r — a story  of heroic and some
w h a t  rom antic resistance.

O ne notable exception is Horst 
K leinschm idt, now Kagiso T rust di
r e c to r ,  who was detained in connec
tio n  w ith the Breyten Breytenbach 
c a se  in 1974. His account of detention 
is  f a r  m ore credible and rea l — a 
frig h ten in g  and disorienting experi
e n ce , even though he was one of 
th o se  not subject to  physical abuse.

A nd then there  is  the account of 
1976-generation Jan e  Dumasi, for 
w h o m  one passage sum s it up: “My 
ow n  children and the children of the 
ANC, as  long as I live, should not live 
th e  life  I experienced.”

O f course it is not only the exiles 
w ho  suffered. The book does not ad
d re s s  the pain suffered by innocent 
v ic tim s  of the arm ed struggle, or 
a t t e m p t  to assess w hether it was 
w o rth w h ile  o r  necessary. But th a t is 
n o t  th e  purpose of this book. As South

A frican s  learn  to live with each oth
e r ,  i t  is proper th at all begin a t  least 
to  understand  w hat their form er 
en e m ie s  went through. This book 
a s s is ts  in th at process.

I t  would, though, have been im
p ro v e d  if it had included interview s 
w ith  som e of the alleged m utineers 
im prisoned  in ANC camps. That, 
a f t e r  all, is p a rt of the overall exile 
ex p e rien ce  and would have m ade 
T h e  R ift a less partisan  effort.

Tw o o ther gripes. Photographs of 
ind iv id u a ls  interview ed and inci
d e n ts  described — like the M aseru 
ra id  — would have added much.

F ina lly , it seem s th at m ost ac
c o u n ts  have been transcribed  alm ost 
v e rb a tim . This is often a useful tech
n iq u e, adding im m ediacy and poi
gn an cy . But where the interview ee is 
u ncom fortab le  with English, and the 
a c co u n t comes out a s  the SA equiv
a le n t  of pidgin English, it adds noth
in g  to  the content and is unfair to the 
sp e a k e r  and the reader.

ALAN FINE



The Rift: the exile experience of South Africans by Hilda Bernstein. Jonathan Cape, 1994, £ 2 5 .0 0

South African exiles tell their stories
by tTrevor Huddleston CR

FOR a n y o n e  c o n c e rn e d  to 
convey the  real m eaning of 
apartheid there is no  better book 
dian Tfce/ft/?. I say this after having 
read hundreds o f books and 
articles about apartheid, butalso 
having enjoyed the privilege o f 
friendship with its author, Hilda 
Bernstein, for over 50 years.

Ih e  Rift is a perfect title for 
the experience of exile, and that 
e x p e r ie n c e  h a s  d e s tro y e d  
deliberately and w ith appalling 
cruelty thousands of black South 
Africans. It tells their story not 
only in their own words but with 
the sound o f their voices. It is the 
result o f over five years of 
travelling across the world to

America, Canada and elsewhere, 
as well as in Europe. The exiles 
spoken tocover, therefore, a  wide 
range o f ages and an  even wider 
range o f  ex p e rien ce  in the 
different places o f exile. In every 
case the absolute tragedy is 
brought hom e to the reader, 
sometimes unbearably.

Many o f those w ho have 
contributed to the book remain 
uncertain about their future and 
this applies most particularly to 
the children and grandchildren 
of those w ho left South Africa 
after the Sharpeville massacre in 
I960, and also after the Soweto 
uprising in 1976. What becomes 
luminously clear is that going into 
exile for South Africans differed 
fundamentally from the experi

ence of many other exiles over 
the past decades. The difference 
was that South Africans (and this 
is not a simple generalisation, 
but is borne out in every single 
case) took witli them an absolute 
determination to fight by every 
m ean s in  th e ir  p o w e r  the  
apartheid ideology w hich had 
attem pted to destroy them.

I urge everyone in the Anti- 
Apartheid M ovement to secure a 
copy o f The R ift as soon as may 
be because nothing in my experi
ence conveysso marvellously the 
truth that a partheid is intrinsically 
and absolutely evil; that there 
can b e  no  comprom ise whatever 
an d  n o  a cco m m o d atio n  o r 
excuse for its horror. Too many 
people in the West are  deter

m ined to say that apartheid was 
just a major political mistake. 
Nothing can be further from the 
tru th . It w as  a d e lib era te ly  
im posed ideology o f  evil and 
although, as Nelson Mandela 
himself pleads, reconciliationand 
forgiveness is th e  only  way 
forward to a new South Africa, he 
now here pleads that apartheid 
should b e  forgotten.

Certainly it is open  to those 
w ho have suffered so  bitterly in 
their ow n or their children’s lives 
to  se ek  reco n c ilia tio n  a n d  
restoration, but let no  one ever 
forget w hat a destructive force 
a p a r th e id  h a s  b e e n .  Its  
consequences will last not for 
ten years but for decades. Please 
read this book.



Broken voices
THE RIFT: THE EXILE EXPERIENCE OF SOUTH 

AFRICANS 
Hilda Bernstein
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WARS
Daniel Reed
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Lawrence Joffe

For Peggy Stevenson, returning to South Af
rica left her numb: “There was nothing I 
could relate to.” Fam iliar sights had changed 
and the dreams she harboured for 30 years in 
exile bore little relation to reality. Yet as a 
Coloured, unwed m other o f two, denied edu
cation, she remembered why she left for Lon
don. “I became a person here; I did not feel 
negated as a human being.” Now she is pre
pared to return if  called to do  so.

H er moving personal account is ju st one of 
some hundred in The R ift, which Hilda Bern
stein gleaned from 330 taped interviews. 
Here are people thrown together by virtue o f 
being South Africans in exile, despite differ
ent backgrounds and reasons for leaving. 
Bernstein’s excellent introduction and inter
lacing commentary highlights the ex ile’s di
lemma. You leave because you love your 
country and hate injustice. Yet the very act o f 
leaving rem oves you from the fray and means 
you are deserting those left behind. Then the 
need to put down roots precludes return.

Each stage o f  apartheid bred a new wave of 
exiles in Britain, Canada, Angola, Denmark, 
the GDR. Nigeria and elsewhere. Refugees 
set up ANC schools in Tanzania or joined 
military bases in Angola; there are artists in 
exile; white conscientious objectors; dis
senters like Sir Raymond Hoffenberg. Para
do x es  abound . D irk  C o e tzee , a form er 
Pretoria hit-man w ho joined the ANC, speaks 
alongside his intended victims. M ost poig
nant are the children raised in exile, voicing 
their bitterness at playing second fiddle to 
their parents’ “cause” .

Farmers (and partners) in the Transkei in
1991. In “Blue Portraits”  (Comertiouse 
Publications, £30), Reiner Leist matches 
pictures and interviews— both equally 
revealing— with a cross-section of South 
Africans, from poor workers to the likes of 
Tutu, Mandela and Nadine Gordimer

By k eep ing  the  a u th e n tic  d ic tio n  o f  
speakers. The Rift sometimes loses intelligi
bility. Yet the amazing stories o f courage and 
commitment display the variety o f  talents 
that came out o f South Africa. From this 
matrix of often contradictory voices, com 
mon elements emerge. Many only realised 
how artificial apartheid was when, in exile, 
they did not have to stand at the back o f the 
bus because of their skin colour.

Some left for better education. Others 
feared dying in detention. Many saw their 
families buckle and break under the stress. 
Ruth Mompati yearns for the ten lost years of 
her children’s lives. Yet many exiles grew 
into fuller people— and gained insight into 
injustice in their new homes.

Sharpeville 1960, Soweto 1976 and other 
dates act as defining moments for individuals 
and generations. Many only discovered their 
“South Africanness” in exile, but feel guilty 
for not being there. Yet there are also univer
sal messages. The w om en’s response is 
usually more candid, more willing to admit 
vulnerability. Frene Ginwalala, E leanor Kha- 
nyile and others warn that unless the libera
tion movements wake up to w om en’s role, 
there will be troubles ahead.

Exiles are prone to mood swings— from 
irrepressible optimism (like Hugh M asekela, 
who feels that South Africa will lead the 
world of popular music) to pessimism. Lo
retta Ngcobo found a cure for her bitterness 
through teaching in London; then returned 
home feeling like an outsider, “like a stream 
has cast me aside” . For artists in exile, indi
vidual expression is often subsumed into out
rage at apartheid. T here is  freedom  o f 
expression, but inspiration now com es exclu
sively from memory, says Eskia M phahlele.

The book succeeds best on the personal 
level, with memories of people, places and 
events. Christopher Hope notes that South

Africa “lurches from tragedy to farce and 
back again” . Jonas Gwangwa, jazz musician, 
shows apartheid at its most idiotic. After 
Shaipeville, Pretoria banned gatherings of 
more than five Africans. As a result, his six- 
piece jazz band became an illegal political 
movement overnight.

But there is another side: the “W hites O nly” 
ambulance that ignored a Coloured accident 
victim and landed Dennis September in jail 
for protesting against this, and the brutal tor
ture and m urder o f Pretoria's foes. Apartheid 
reached into exile, taking its toll o f sensitive 
souls lost to drink and sheer remorse. The 
banning of people and works meant that three 
decades of artistic genius is lost forever. Exile 
grows into a condition, even an affliction.

Now apartheid’s demise is dism antling this 
unique exile community. What o f the future? 
Beloved Country, Daniel Reed’s book sup
porting a BBC TV series, is a timely portrait 
o f a society in transition but hamstrung by 
past inequalities. Reed looks behind the head
lines at a “schizophrenic” country on the 
verge of colossal change, yet still at war with 
itself. South Africa is awash with arms; so 
disputes whose origins are often trivial now 
threaten to overwhelm the new governm ent. 
The old certainties no longer apply. To m ake 
sense of it all, he suggests, we must bypass 
party-political broadcasters and m eet the 
grassroots protagonists and victims. The re
sult is depressing but compelling.

Beloved Country's three main sections ex
plore the township wars o f the Vaal Reef, the 
Inkatha-ANC clashes of KwaZulu/Natal, and 
the Coloured gangs o f  Cape Town. Reed has 
a keen eye and m ordant wit. He is good at 
illustrating by analogy and took risks rarely 
attempted by other journalists. After visi ting 
battlescape of T ransvaal's tow nships, he 
lived with Coloured gangs in the C ape, 
caught between white and black. M any Col
oureds now fear being marginalised by a new 
ANC establishment. Today, they have the 
world’s biggest per capita prison population.

Reed’s most gripping passages concern the 
enigmatic Staggie twins, Rashad and Ra- 
shied, joint leaders o f the Hard Living gang. 
Their fundamental ambiguity acts as a m eta
phor for all that is good and bad in South 
Africa. One m inute they come across as mur
derous psychopaths, the next as Robin Hood 
figures protecting their comm unities, giving 
alienated youth dignity and hope.

The book concludes with a surprise hero: 
“Baas” Potgieter, an Afrikaner entrepreneur 
whose enlightened self-interest saw oppor
tunities in Phola Park township, regarded as 
“verboten” to whites. The moral is that by 
dealing with blacks at face value, and not 
succumbing to peer-group pressure, Potgieter 
has succeeded. He and Jacob M odise, a 
young black finanical director, are new South 
Africans straddling worlds that have lived 
side by side for centuries yet never really 
communicated. By contrast, a  well-meaning 
liberal social worker who devoted 20 years to 
helping township residents now finds him self 
despairing just as freedom dawns. Even the 
ANC, warns Reed, risks disaster unless it 
heeds the demands o f the street.
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Dan Jacobson grew up in the diamond 
town of Kimberley, South Africa. Eng

land was one of the places he looked to for in
spiration. As it turned out, his interest in Eng
lish literature and his habit of falling on copies 
of the New Statesman were ways of sending 
ahead. From his description of Kimberley on a 
Saturday afternoon in Time and Time Again 
(1985), it is obvious why he hankered for an
other life, the further away the better:

Helpless with boredom, stupefied by their own 
nullity, town and sky yawned at one another. Old 
buildings two storeys high, with elaborate fronts, 
alternated with garish new buildings four or five 
storeys high. Nobody looked at the dresses or cars 
or electrical equipment displayed in their ground- 
floor windows. There were no other pedestrians 
to be seen and no cars on the roadway.

Jacobson bid farewell to this Nick Ray set in 
the mid-Fifties. Unlike so many of the tens of 
thousands of South Africans who would soon 
be exiled, and whose lives abroad would al
ways seem to them provisional, he was able 
to settle pretty thoroughly in London. From 
here, in due course, he could look back to his 
country of origin without much rancour, al
though his dislike of apartheid is as strong as 
his aversion to the parched provincialism of 
Kimberley, which he evokes so well, not in the 
voice of the Jewish boy who was raised there, 
but in the rich, rainfed English manner ac
quired through years of expatriate living, read
ing and reflection. His stories are exquisite in 
the telling; the subjects sometimes harsh or 
poignant, but the sounds of grinding and lay
ing on thick are absent. The axe and the trowel 
are not the tools of Jacobson’s trade.

The Electronic Elephant is the record of a 
journey through Southern Africa, made at 
some point after Mandela’s release. The title is 
taken from an encounter with a life-size model 
elephant made of wire, wood and painted plas
ter, mounted on a bogie, with a driver’s seat 
inside and a steering wheel from a cannibal

ised tractor. It has been delivered to a little 
dorp in Botswana for repair by a mystified 
Zimbabwean trucker, who thinks that ‘maybe 
it go to safari park. Maybe they make films.’ 
Jacobson peers up its backside at a ‘rusty col
lection of metal pipes, wires and wood’. He 
notes ‘a reproachful gleam from one of its 
great brown eyes’. The creature is both mon
strous and puzzling: how foolish can a notion 
get? Months later, in England, the question 
arises again, when a publisher wants to know 
if his book will lay bare ‘the Soul of Africa’. ‘It 
was as if the electronic elephant’s eye was 
looking directly at me. “Yes,” I answered.’ 
Jacobson’s journey begins in Kimberley: he 
goes north through the Transvaal, across 
Bophuthatswana -  which died in a blaze of ig
nominy last year -  up to Botswana and from 
there into Zimbabwe, with a brief excursion 
into Zambia. For much of the time, he remains 
unsettled; engaged, amused, alarmed, seldom 
at ease and never presumptuous. London is 
often present: a remembered preamble to de
parture, a source of archive material on mis

sionary history and a useful reference point 
when Jacobson is talking with Africans and 
perhaps with himself (‘More greenness. More 
rain. More money. More goods. More news
papers’). Above all, it is somewhere he is not.

Nor is he entirely in Africa. In Kimberley 
he drifts like a wraith through a remember
ed world, already blurred by change. He is 
troubled by the monstrosity (and ubiquity) of 
De Beers, which in his youth he had taken for 
granted. Before long, having explored some of 
the smaller towns to the west of Kimberley, he 
is ready to move on, ‘not because of the oth
er ghosts I encountered wherever I turned; it 
was my own ghostliness I had begun to find so 
burdensome.’ He is dismayed, too, by the ab
sence of spoken English. ‘The people I knew 
had vanished; so had their language. That con
tributed to my ghostlike state. In my earliest 
years the whites of Kimberley spoke English 
only . . . Now I was addressed in Afrikaans 
wherever I went.’

He takes off for the margins of Bophutha
tswana, following what was one of the most 
important routes of white penetration into Af
rica: ‘the missionary road’ -  also known as 
‘the hunter’s trail’, ‘the road to the north’, ‘the 
neck of the bottle’. There is no great resem
blance between his own, open-ended journey 
and the intrusions of earlier strangers: of Rob
ert Moffat, Livingstone and various envoys of 
the London Missionary Society, who thrived 
on scruples; of Cecil Rhodes, and an assort
ment of English and Boer traders, who did 
without them; of the Voortrekkers, who left 
the Cape in sombre spirits and travelled north 
to cultivate a useful sense of grievance. Yet in 
following this beaten track Jacobson implies a 
connection with his predecessors.

He prefers some to others. He is amused by 
Livingstone’s antipathy to almost all forms of 
human life that he encounters, but relishes his 
writing. He is intrigued, too, by Livingstone’s 
father-in-law, Robert Moffat, a Scots market 
gardener turned Congregationalist minister, 
who established a mission north-west of Kim
berley in 1822. Moffat was an able, congen
ial sort, although he and his wife, Mary, far
ed badly in the saving of souls (‘Alas! We 
still hang our harps on the willows, and mourn 
over the destiny of thousands hastening with 
heedless but impetuous strides to the regions 
of woe’). But in their very persistence they 
brought their wayward congregation ‘new 
forms of agriculture, medical care and tech
nology (guns not least -  to the fury of the 
Boers)’. Through their diaries, they left ‘a his
toriography which tries to look at the past from 
a specifically African point of view’. Jacobson 
sets the Moffats against more brazen scouts of 
empire, including their own son, John, whose 
work among the Ndebele, further north and 
somewhat later, typified the ‘open alliance be
tween the interests of the local missionaries 
and the colonisers’ into which Robert and 
Mary, worried about land expropriation and 
enslavement, had felt unable to enter.

The Ndebele, whose chief, Mzilikaze, had 
befriended Robert on his travels north, scorned

the Gospel. In nearly thirty years at Inyati, near 
Bulawayo, the mission founded by John Smith 
Moffat converted only two Ndebele. In 1889, 
Rhodes obtained a mining concession in Mata- 
beleland from Mzilikaze’s successor, Loben- 
gula; his company was promptly endowed 
with a royal charter from London, which 
would allow him to do as he pleased with the 
territory and its inhabitantsrMissionary hearts 
were lifted at the news. Within four years, hav
ing found no minerals in their push to the 
north-east, the Rhodes cortege struck west and 
crushed the Ndebele. Lobengula set fire to his 
kraal and fled. He dispatched a bag of sover
eigns to the nearest enemy commander, with 
the message: ‘Take this and go back. I am con
quered.’ It was not at odds with Rhodes’s en
terprise, and those who took up with him, that 
the gold was ‘stolen by the first two soldiers to 
get their hands on it and never seen again’.

These stories have been told before, but 
they are worth hearing again from Jacobson, 
who sorts through the history of the region in a 
series of careful passages that punctuate his 
own journey. The effect of this extensive shut
tling from past to present and back again is to 
show not only how violent that history has 
been but how bloodshed, ethnic rivalry, ex
ploitation and superstition are still seeping 
down into the land; and how, as they drain into 
the immense table of misdemeanour, the sur
face moisture of bad feeling is easily replen
ished. Most of the white racialism that Jacob
son encounters is a manner of speaking -  the 
vestigial loyalty of rather fortunate people to 
the notion that they are hard done by. Yet one 
hesitates to call it harmless, since it neatly sub
stitutes the idea that ‘Africans’ are ruinous 
(‘That’s what you get when you try to do busi
ness in a fucking Third World kaffir state’) for 
the fact that they were, in most cases, ruined by 
the arrival of white people.

On this ruin and its continuation, Jacobson 
writes persuasively. Here, he is driving into an 
abysmal section of Bophuthatswana:

On the eastern side of the road there appeared the 
largest, poorest, dirtiest area of peri-urban habita
tion . . .  it went on for miles. There were some 
handkerchief-sized houses with asbestos roofs; a 
few bare brick schools with iron roofs; one-room 
shops barred like little forts. The rest was litter. 
There was the litter people lived in; there was the 
litter they had thrown away. You could hardly tell 
the one sort from the other, except that there were 
hollows in some of the heaps, for the people to 
come in and out of. A dead dog lay by the side of 
the road, its mouth open in a jubilant grin. About a 
mile further on, in a more advanced state o f de
composition, a dead horse or mule lay in the 
middle o f the road.

Forced removals, phoney "republics’ for 
blacks, division, internment, exile -  all these 
have entailed a numbing isolation of com
munities and groups in South Africa, and esp
ecially of the whites in whose name such pol
icies were mostly implemented. The failure to 
generate a sense of public life, to feel like a 
country at all, is the key to Jacobson’s South 
Africa, ‘its deepest secret’. The centre of Mafi- 
keng embodies

all that is most unbeautiful, unadorned, imag
inatively penurious about the standard South Af
rican dorp, where people buy, sell, and huddle 
apart from one another. And flat, flat, flat. The 
boredom o f it! The vacuity! . . .  it is not the phys
ical spaces o f the veld that remain unfilled, but 
the hearts of the people. And their minds. And the 
place where some common notion of themselves 
should reside.

Yet the uneasiness of this book has to do 
with the similarity, not the distinction, be
tween geographical and social space: both are 
disparate and cratered, full of wilderness 
where nothing resembling civility has taken 
hold for very long, or spread beyond one or 
another local terrain. When identity is in any 
way certain, it is adversarial -  defined in rela
tion to an elemental hostility (‘Africa’), or to 
the apartheid state, or simply to ‘the blacks’. 
Everyone, from the fiercest militant for full

b y z a n t i G
0Treasures o f Byzantine oil 
fro m  British collections

Until 23 April 1995

M onday — Saturday 10-4.50 
(last admission 4 .15)

Sunday 2.30-5.50 
(last admission 5.15)

Closed 14 April

Admission £3.50 
Concessions £2

British Museum Society 
members free

Recorded inform ation 
0171-580 1788

BRITISH
MUSEUM
G reat Russell Street, London WC1

20 London Review o f Books, 12 January 1995



citizenship to the stoutest Orange Free State 
burgher, who would have preferred to restrict 
it, is a kind o f fugitive.

The image o f  the captive Nelson M andela 
breaking stones on Robben Island is still very 
powerful. But its m eaning has changed. It is no 
longer simply about punishm ent and heroism, 
or even, by that stretch o f  the political imagin
ation which kept the opposition alive through a 
dreary forty years and more, about chipping

Diary
The w ar which began in early December in 

Chechnya, the Russian republic in the 
North Caucasus, was a test o f many things, 
but o f  R ussia’s claim  to be an open society in 
particular. Leaving aside the special case of 
the assault on the Russian Parliament in M os
cow in October 1993, this is the first full-scale 
military action in which the Russian state has 
engaged on w hat it perceives to be its own ter
ritory. It justified its intervention -  on Sunday,
11 December -  by reference to the presence 
on Chechen territory o f large numbers o f il
legal armed groups apparently loyal to the 
Chechen President D zhokar Dudayev, whose 
election in late 1991 is itself seen by the Rus
sian authorities as illegal: these groups, the 
Russians said, were threatening the civilian 
population. Even if one accepts that this con
stitutes grounds for intervention it is still 
necessary -  and here has lain the difficulty for 
the Russian administration -  for journalists to 
believe that the questions do not end, but only 
begin, at that point.

I was in Chechnya and its capital, Grozny, 
for a few days immediately after the three 
Russian divisions arrived in the republic, 
though I left shortly before the final deadline 
for the effective surrender o f the pro-Dudayev 
forces ran out and attacks on the city began in 
earnest. It was the second Russian onslaught 
in two weeks. The first, on 26 November, fol
lowed an attack by the Chechen opposition.

away at the monolithic racist state. Over the 
years it has come to stand for a painstaking 
demolition o f obstacles -  all political, but with 
the sullen aspect o f  geological truths -  to a 
unitary democratic South Africa. The job, 
M andela tells us in his autobiography, which 
is nothing if  not authorised, was to smash this 
adamantine stuff, ‘the size o f volleyballs’, into 
gravel. Later he worked a ‘blinding w hite’ 
lime quarry dug into a hillside on the island.

The journalists who came and went in the 
first weeks o f December tried to get beds in a 
hotel called the Fransuski Dom, or French 
House, which was a comfortless form er apart
ment building which -  until the attacks came 
closer -  preserved a functioning restaurant 
and a few electric fires (the central heating 
had long since ceased to work). The unlucky 
found places in the nearby Neftyanik ( ‘Oil 
W orker’) or Grozneft ( ‘Grozny O il’), where 
they slept on beds with iron frames and dirty 
blankets, the toilets were holes in the floors 
and there was no food. Remarkably, a  private 
restaurant called the Lasania opened every 
evening: its basement rooms were warm and 
there was a constant supply o f  alcohol and 
quite good soup. It was packed until the small 
hours with Russian and foreign journalists 
loudly releasing tensions, floating instant 
strategies and cursing the Russian Army.

I thought the foreign reporters who covered 
the w ar admirable. Everyone had had at least 
one brush with great danger, some had com e 
very close indeed. A car with Reuters camera
men and reporters had been casually shot up 
by Russian troops after it had stopped at their 
comm and -  the only wound was a grazed ear. 
Didier Lecomte o f Liberation  lay beneath a 
bridge during a firefight near Grozny while 
shells landed all about him. David Hearst of 
the Guardian  and David Chater o f Sky News, 
who had gone up to the v illage o f Pervomaisk 
near G rozny to observe the Russian advance, 
were nearly killed by a shell and sniped at 
when they ran for cover. Witold Laskowski of

The lime was a ‘soft, calcified residue o f sea- 
shells and coral’, buried in layers o f rock. At 
the end o f a day in the quarry, M andela and his 
comrades ‘looked like pale ghosts’, covered in 
chalky dust, just as he had been at his circum
cision, although the one conferred ceremonial 
purity while the other expressed the ritual 
humiliation o f prison life.

Long W alk to Freedom  begins a t the begin
ning, with M andela bom  to Them bu nobility

ed simply in getting part o f the Russian Army 
to within striking distance o f  Grozny. They 
had heard one of the divisional commanders, 
General Ivan Babichev, telling a crowd o f 
mainly elderly Chechens that he did not in
tend to take his colum n into Grozny because 
he thought the order to do so ‘crim inal’. They 
could see -  indeed, they experienced -  the cas
ual or nervous brutality o f the Russian Army 
recruits. They could see that describing the 
Chechens as ‘slaves’ to Dudayev, as Nikolai 
Yegorov, the Russian Presidential plenipoten
tiary to Chechnya had done, was rubbish -  not 
because Dudayev was popular, but because 
the idea he embodied, o f  the independence o f 
his state from Russia, was.

There was, however, a group that was m ore 
important than the foreign journalists -  not 
because they functioned better, but because of 
who they were. T hat was the Russian journal
ists. There were relatively few o f them. O f 
the main papers, I believe only hvestiya , Kom
somol skay a  Pravda  and the weekly Obshch- 
aya Gazeta had reporters in Grozny; the Ost
ankino and Russian state TV channels and 
the independent NTV channel all had crews. 
The Tass wire service had two reporters. In 
sum, the Russian contingent was sm aller than 
the British -  which was probably the biggest.

I spent much o f  two days there working 
with the Izvestiya  correspondent, Nikolai 
Gritchin. He is a m an o f about my age -  m id
forties -  and he was immediately friendly, in 
part because that is his nature, in part because 
it helped to be working with a foreigner, if

in Umtata on 18 July 1918, transferred to the 
compound of a royal guardian after his fath
e r’s death, and raised on Chambers English 
Reader, doing well in school ‘not so much 
through cleverness as through doggedness’, 
an attribute that cam e in useful later. There is 
also a flicker o f pastoral. ‘W hen I was not in 
school, I was a ploughboy, a waggon guide, a 
shepherd. I rode horses and shot birds with 
slingshots and found boys to joust with, and

contacts; like alm ost no other, he ran a risk of 
his contacts killing him.

Yet Gritchin was one o f the most important 
reporters there -  if  not the m ost important. 
Since 1991, under its ch ief editor Igor Golem
biovsky, Izvestiya, once the paper o f the Sov
iet Government, has been m ore faithful to 
liberal ideals and open practices than any 
other publication. Still rather Soviet in its 
layout, and struggling with a circulation of 
600,000 and the infrastructure for one of 
six million, it is the paper for the intelligent 
reader. For long a steady supporter o f  Yeltsin, 
it defected some m onths ago to assum e a 
stance o f sceptical independence, h vestiya  is 
Le M onde, the N ew  York Times, E l Pais, the 
Frankfurter A llgem eine  (and what the Times 
used to be): it is the paper which others can 
outshine, outscoop and outsell, but not topple.

Thus G ritchin’s reports were crucial. I read 
them when I returned to Moscow. O ne was an 
account o f the day we had travelled together, 
o f a kind no foreign reporter could have filed. 
It began when we found a car and driver, and 
ended when we got back to Grozny. He wrote 
about the m an who drove us out, and how he 
had offered his services to Dudayev’s guards 
as a  comm unications expert but been refused. 
It mentioned the d river’s pay, and the diffi
culty o f getting supplies. It gave some space 
to our second driver (the first refused to go 
past a  certain point), a m an o f forty (he looked 
sixty) who had five children, and a house 
emptied o f furniture and carpets because he 
had sold them. His total worldly possessions



some nights I danced the evening away to  the 
beautiful singing and clapping o f Thembu 
m aidens.’

This was an upbringing o f privilege, despite 
his father’s fall from grace and early death, 
from which M andela went on, in 1941, to be 
articled to the Johannesburg legal firm o f  Wit- 
kin, Sidelsky and Eidelman.The rest may be 
pretty fam iliar and if not, can be found in the 
curriculum vitae at the back o f Fatim a M eer’s 
worthy biography. 1944: membership o f  the 
ANC and marriage to W alter S isulu’s cous
in, Evelyn; 1947: secretaryship o f the ANC 
Youth League; 1952: presidency o f the Trans
vaal ANC; 1956: separation from  Evelyn; 
1958: marriage to the m other o f the nation; 
1961: formation o f Umkhonto we Sizwe; 1962 
(a busy year): on the road in Africa, to meet the 
FLN, Haile Selassie and others; in Britain, 
to meet Gaitskell and Grimond, both in oppo
sition; arrest, detention and banning, five-year 
jail sentence; 1963-4: Rivonia trial and life im
prisonment; and, fast forwarding somewhat, 
1990: live at Wembley.

The temptation to scoff at this tome is 
strong but problematic. M andela is now an 
homme d 'e ta t , accountable largely to the busi
ness and political class. Like all grandees, he 
publishes with an eye to present duties (no less 
than to posterity). The result is too much retro
spective homily and oiling, not to say greas
ing, o f troubled waters; the reader soon feels 
like a gull in a tanker spillage. The resume of 
the bitter antagonism, during the Seventies, 
between Black Consciousness and the Con
gress is anodyne; Buthelezi is only ‘a thorn in 
the side of the democratic m ovem ent’; Mrs 
Thatcher, one o f P.W. Botha’s most carefree 
allies, is a ‘considerate lady’ -  a m ore fatuous 
description is hard to imagine.

Politicians sit for their ghosted mem oirs and 
authorised biographies, as they would for a 
portrait or a sculptor’s sketches. But because 
M andela’s life h asheen  almost wholly one of

public service and because the account of the 
man and that o f the statesman are not easily 
distinguished, there is an odd sense here that 
the statue m ight as well have sat for its subject
-  or that M andela was already cast in the 
m onumental likeness of his principles (the im
peccable bearing, the refusal to budge) and 
that this new comm ission, skilfully ghosted by 
Robert Stengel, is tautological. But the very 
fact that M andela’s life has been so trans
parent, even behind bars, relieves him o f his 
saintly status and turns him  into an interesting 
strategist. As a Transkei dignitary, a  militant, a 
convict and a President, his exemplary behav
iour is a m atter o f political realism: coaxing 
the best from others and then praising precise
ly those virtues he elicits has remained a life
long policy -  part o f  the business o f leading, 
persuading, refusing and moderating.

It worked well on the turnkeys who dealt 
with him  in prison, and on m ost o f the National 
Party with whom he dealt on his release. For 
many reasons, M andela could not m itigate the 
violence o f the transition but on the whole, in 
his presence, matters tend to get no worse. In 
his absence, they tend to fester. In detention, 
he was the keeper o f the A N C’s ideals; without 
him, in the world beyond the prison gates, the 
movement itself was captive to the chaos and 
cruelty o f insurrection. In family m atters, loy
alty requires that M andela protest W innie’s in
nocence in the crim es which began at 8115 O r
lando West, Soweto, and continued after her 
move to Diepkloof, though he is rumoured to 
have taken a much m ore nuanced view in priv
ate. Here, too, his absence is an important fact
or. ‘She married a man who soon left her . . . 
when your life is the struggle, as mine was, 
there is little room for family. That has always 
been my greatest regret, and the m ost painful 
aspect o f  the choice I made. ’

Nadine Gordim er’s novel is set in the period 
after M andela’s release. I t is about homecom
ing and transition. The heroine, Vera Stark,

who works for a progressive legal foundation, 
is not an exile as such, but she has lived at 
a distance from herself, which is slowly clos
ed by her encounter with a black land rights 
spokesman, courageous, ambitious but un
pretentious -  virtues that are not confined to 
M andela, but which try a novelist’s skills, and 
occasionally a reader’s patience. D idymus and 
Sibongile, old friends o f Vera, have returned 
from Europe and Africa. Didymus, an ANC 
worthy, fails to land a senior post at home -  
his wife gets one -  and it transpires that he 
h&s been involved in the persecution o f ANC 
m embers (during the Eighties, both the ANC 
and Swapo detained and tortured their dissid
ents) up in some front-line state ‘where the 
methods o f extracting information by inflict
ing pain and humiliation learnt from white 
Security Police were adopted by those who 
had been its v ictim s'.

This thread is spun pretty much in passing. 
It is taken up again at a party in Johannesburg, 
but here Gordimer forecloses any discussion 
by making the speaker a ludicrous cam eo char
a c te r -  a young English journalist ‘in a catfish- 
patterned dashiki ’, whose motives for bringing 
up the subject of ANC detention camps are 
suspect. G ordim er’s books often unstitch then- 
own politics in this way and, as derision o f  one 
thing becomes extenuation o f another -  or 
vice-versa -  it does no harm, even at the risk 
o f  appearing a fool, to slip into a dashiki by 
about page nine and start mumbling one’s ob
jections; tricky, however, for readers who are 
close to G ordim er’s world -  everyday ‘M ove
m ent’ folk, o f whom, and in many ways for 
whom . None to Accompany M e  is an ordinary 
tale.

The rhythm o f the novel is good. It glides 
easily from  the inside o f  V era’s head, with its 
round-the-clock screenings -  first husband, 
second husband, erstwhile European lover, 
thoughts on m iddle age, the struggle, children
-  to the outside, where events are moving al

most as hectically. But the interior is always 
vivid while the world is sketchy, forever in 
draft. Being with Vera, whose sensibilities are 
the main thing, is like being on a ship at night 
in rough weather, where there is little by way 
o f a view beyond the rise and fall o f  cabin furn
ishings. But this has its purpose. The rewards 
o f personal freedom after years o f general 
misery would not be grasped in a novel that 
divided its attention more evenly. ‘Everyone 
ends up moving alone towards the self,’ Vera 
reflects, in the calm at the end o f the book, 
when she has left white suburbia. She has 
thrown over the old life, just as the old politics 
has been overthrown, and in her connection 
with the land rights activist, who embodies her 
own hopes as well as those o f the people who 
queue outside her office at the legal found
ation, she seems at last to become her own 
wom an -  ‘herself a final form o f company dis
covered’.

Edward Said calls exile (the palpable kind) 
an ‘unhealable rift between a human be

ing and a native place’, and Hilda Bernstein 
has chosen the title o f her book with this in 
mind. It contains roughly a hundred testi
m onies by South African exiles. From the end 
o f  the Fifties to 1990, large numbers o f  peo
ple ( ‘30,000? 60,000? -  nobody knew exact
ly ’) were outside the country -  in the front-line 
states and other parts o f  Africa; W estern Eur
ope, Canada and the United States; and, be
cause o f the A N C ’s Cold W ar alignment, in 
the Soviet Union and the Eastern bloc, part
icularly East Germany. Their backgrounds dif
fered greatly. Some were township youths 
who fled in the Seventies to become soldiers in 
Umkhonto we Sizwe, others were teachers, 
lawyers, business people, housewives: others 
still were children, caught up in events and de
cisions which impinged on them indirectly.

Bernstein collected these testimonies as 
apartheid was ending. She believes that there



was not m uch ‘sense o f  triumph or fulfilm ent’ 
among the exiles as they prepared to go home. 
She seems to have felt little herself. She and 
her husband Rusty, both m embers o f the Com
munist Party, fled the country in 1963 (she 
later wrote The W orld That W as Ours, a  m ar
vellous account o f their own lives at that time). 
Rusty Bernstein -  a defendant, with Mandela, 
in the Rivonia Trial -  had been loath to leave; 
in family debates, he argued for the long view: 
‘That some whites stood for Africans . . . and 
refused to run away -  that m ust be important 
to my children in the end.’ Like hundreds o f 
others, the Bernsteins had in the end to jump 
the country or live with one earner in jail and 
the other ‘banned’ -  Hilda was not even al
lowed to publish advertising copy after her 
husband’s house arrest in 1962. The changes 
when they cam e took the very people who had 
pressed for them by surprise. ‘Nobody had en
visaged that freedom would come this w ay,’ 
Bernstein remarks. A second adjustment was 
necessary after the wrench of exile. But it is the 
initial shock and the lives it displaced that pre
occupy her in this book.

The R ift deals entirely with individuals and 
families opposed to the regime. It includes 
anti-apartheid notables such as O liver Tambo, 
the Slovo children, Trevor Huddleston, the 
poet Mazisi Kunene and the musician Hugh 
M asekela, but consists mainly o f a long col
umn o f unknowns or little knowns and is in 
this sense a  very admirable book -  enviable, 
even: a vast, comm emorative labour that ex
plains what was difficult, sometimes horrify
ing, about exile, in the words o f those con
cerned, many o f them unambitious people we 
will never hear o f again.

The most pressing problem for some was 
simply staying alive or learning to live with 
the violent death o f a family member. Marius 
Schoon, an activist -  presumably a Com mun
ist -  who spent m ost o f  the Sixties and Seven
ties in prison in Pretoria, lost his wife, a trade- 
union organiser, and their young daughter, in a 
South African bomb blast in Angola in the 
early Eighties. He had been away and was 
flown to the scene, where he m et his two-year- 
old son, the sole survivor. ‘Our street was cor
doned off, there was no traffic . . .  W e went up 
to the flat and it was terrible . . .  I mean it was 
too ghastly.’ Schoon took his son to England, 
then Ireland. The boy saw colonies o f m on
keys, o f which he now had a dread, all over 
the roads in Devon and Cork. W ithin two years 
he appeared more settled. ‘But there must be 
things going on inside him ,’ Schoon reflects. 
‘H e’s not all that well, he’s got epilepsy . . . 
and he goes away, he just goes away. It lasts 
quite a long time and it ’s very w orrying.’

There was not much solace in survival. 
In 1982, during the famous South African raid 
on Lesotho, a hit squad attacked an ANC safe 
house where Nelly M arwanqana and her fam

ily had fled after her husband’s third stint in 
detention. Nelly was spared in the attack. A 
man with a balaclava burst into their bedroom 
and ordered her out with the youngest o f her 
children ( ‘I think h e’s shy to kill my husband 
in front of m e’). She retreated to the bathroom 
and heard the shot. W hen the gunmen left and 
the chaos subsided, she found that her old
est daughter and her 18-year-old son had also 
been killed. At the funeral, Nelly wished her
self dead. ‘Why these Boers left me alone? I t’s 
better to kill me and all this family o f  M ar
wanqana must be finish.’ Bunie Sex wale, an
other activist whose house was burned out in 
the same raid, and who lost several friends, ob
scenely dispatched by their killers, came to 
think that there was something shameful about 
survival; she spent years ‘having to justify 
why I did not die’.

Most o f the accounts treat directly of fear 
and some are, in themselves, scary. The pace 
and promiscuity o f political redefinition is too 
m uch. Here is Dirk Coetzee, who ran death 
squads for Pretoria during the Seventies and 
Eighties and recanted shortly before M an
dela’s release, on his de-briefing with a sen
ior ANC man -  maybe 1989 or 1990:

Hell, I mean I was so nervous telling Jacob Zuma 
about Griffith Mxenge - 1  was responsible for it; 
he was stabbed 44 times and his throat was cut 
and his dogs were poisoned -  and he was a friend 
o f Zuma, close friend. And Zuma didn’t wink an 
eye. I was very well-received, very well-looked 
after, very well-cared for. Up till now, this day. 
Hell, it’s just beautifu l. . .  So warm, so genuine, 
so human! ‘We know, Dirk, we understand, 
you’re a victim of the system, like thousands 
and millions of other South Africans, black and 
white.’

‘Everything unlikely has become likely,’ Sib- 
ongile tells Vera in Gordimer’s novel, ‘that’s 
our politics these days.’

There will be no proper de-nazification of 
South Africa, and plenty o f people, known but 
unpursued, neutralised by the changes, and 
who connived in deeds like Coetzee’s, will 
raise their glasses to the New South Africa 
when protocol requires. Others, like Didymus 
the torturer, may or may not lose sleep about 
the past. Inside or outside the country, on one 
side or the other, the various histories have not 
been easy, but the resemblance between them 
stops there. W ithin the opposition, Bernstein 
argues, those who remained and those who left 
have ‘different fears . . . neither can fully 
understand the pain of the other.’ The ‘com 
mon notion o f them selves’ whose absence so 
dism ayed Dan Jacobson about South Africans 
is difficult under these circumstances and, 
even in the generous light o f  democracy, 
South Africa remains a place o f obscure, in
choate identities -  o f solitude, as much as any
thing. I t’s Gordim er’s skill to celebrate that 
quality and Bernstein’s right to regret it. □
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TEXT: The Rift: The Exile Experience Of South Africans by Hilda Bernstein, Cape Pounds 25 pp516.

Every so often, an author uniquely matches a subject Carl Sandburg as the biographer of Lincoln 
comes to mind and here we have the subject of South African exiles dealt with by one of the finest 
writers of that same exile community. It is a community already rich in writers such as Breyten 
Breytenbach, Christopher Hope, Wally Serote, Mazizi Kune and Anthony Sher, but Hilda Bernstein 
brings special credentials to the task. In exile since 1964 when she crossed the border into Botswana on 
foot to escape arrest, she is the author of several books of rare quality on the concerns of South Africans, 
and The Rift, appropriately, crowns the collection.

It is a big book in more ways than one. At more than 500 pages, it chronicles the experiences of 
many South African exiles with total reportorial integrity, letting them speak for themselves from a 
variety of categories such as artists, fighters, activists, and lobbyists, all of them having in common their 
South African cause and their South African origins.

For me, the most moving account of all is that of Marius Schoon, whose wife and baby daughter 
were blown up by the South African security police death-squad in Angola. Marius and his little son, 
Fritzy, survived this ordeal at terrible cost to their psyches, and spent the rest of their lives in Dublin until 
able to return to South Africa.

Marius, a gentle and quixotic soul, had been in prison in Pretoria from 1964 to 1976 for trying to 
blow up a government installation to register his own protest at the iniquity of the apartheid system. The 
attempt had been inept enough to make Inspector Clouseau appear a model of efficiency by comparison, 
yet the viciousness with which Marius Schoon was pursued by the assassins of the security police 
bespoke the special hatred the apartheid system reserved for those they saw as renegade Afrikaners 
their own kind refusing to be part of their system.

After serving out his term, he had been released under strict banning and house arrest orders which 
had made getting a job impossible, and in order to marry Jenny Curtis, who was also banned, he had had 
to arrange for them to decamp to Botswana, where they worked as teachers for six years.

Regardless of the pacific nature of their work, there they were deemed by the South African security 
police to be a dangerous threat to the state, and orders were issued for their murder.

The ANC got wind of this and sent them to Angola for their protection. However, after they had spent 
six months in Angola, the South African death squad caught up with them. Marius was out of the flat 
when the bomb went off that killed Jenny and their daughter Katryn.

It is the account of his and Fritzy's battle to come to terms with their shock and their loss which 
makes this section the highlight, for me, of this extraordinary book.

Another riveting account, from a totally different point of view, is that of Captain Dirk Johannes 
Coetzee, former field commander in one of the South African death squads. In a chilling section of the 
book, Coetzee describes in matter-of-fact tones the most horrifying murders ordered by his superiors, 
including that of the Durban lawyer, Griffiths Mxenge, who was stabbed to death and mutilated.



After this section, readers will be in no doubt about what all the exiles were fighting against in their 
various ways. Most of the accounts, however, are more mundane recitals of families being forced to 
flee the country for political reasons, and the enormous difficulties in adjusting to new ways.

A number of the exiles whose stories Bernstein has chronicled are famous, such as Oliver 
Tambo, Ronald Segal and Hugh Masekela. Others are leading figures of the long, anti-apartheid 
campaign abroad, such as Kader Asmal, Abdul Minty, and Ronnie Kasrils. Most of the exiles reported 
here are otherwise ordinary people whose idealism and principles forced them to leave their homes in 
order to cany their own anti-apartheid struggle further.

Here then are the many and varied accounts of people ranging across a spectrum of occupations, 
trades, and professions, from professors to political activists, priests to carpenters, doctors to teachers 
men, women, and children, black and white, with stories of heartache and hope, success and failure, 
ruined childhoods and marriages, all resulting from the impact of the apartheid policy.

Yet, as the book establishes, the South African exile community has proved to be one of the most 
successful exile communities in the world in terms of achieving its goals. That is what makes this book 
particularly timely. Its publication coincides, appropriately, with South Africa's first-ever democratic 
election, the long-awaited day for which so much was sacrificed by so many.
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