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PART ONE: JOURNEY
TO MAFEKING



I

 


“A chief knows how to die but never to
surrender to the race that has despoiled him!”

—The last Bushman of the Cape Province, in
reply to the request for his surrender.

 


Wilhelm Stradtfontein was thirty-six years
old. He was a big man with a strange light in his eyes. When he
walked, or when he talked, one got the impression of being in the
presence of a jungle animal that had momentarily lost the spoor of
its intended victim and had circled back into Man country by
accident.

He had dark hair of which not much was left.
If one looked closely at his eyes one could resurrect images of a
Hottentot misadventure by a Dutch seaman in the eighteenth century,
but no one looked that closely. Even to his superiors,
Stradtfontein’s zealousness and cold demeanor were something of a
mystery. But they needed him.

From his headquarters in Johannesburg,
Stradtfontein could see the mine dumps, and he liked that. Beneath
the un-intellectual exterior there was no conclusion about why he
liked the sight of the mine dumps; he just liked them. They were
like all of the South Africa that he knew best. They were dirty and
out of place on the landscape. They were a crime against the beauty
of nature on the plateau where nestled Johannesburg, the first city
in his heart. This appealed to him, even if he didn’t think of his
reaction on the conscious level.

And he missed Johannesburg. Mafeking was dry
and dusty and hot.

“Stradtfontein.” The adjutant called him in
just a little sooner than he had expected. Usually the commandant
liked to keep his officers waiting a little longer, for effect.
Stradtfontein stood up, the military coat bulging on his broad
frame, and walked to the door.

Stradtfontein, a captain of the Central
Police’s Special Corps, was born in Capetown. It was a city he
hated, because he felt that the whites there did not honor
sufficiently their obligation to their race. They let cheeky
Coloured get out of hand, and some of them were said to be even
tolerant to kaffirs. People like that were a disgrace to God and
the land that the Afrikaaner had built out of the wilderness.

He had dedicated his life to the protection
of his country and his race. Somewhere, he knew, in an Akrikaaner
heaven, God was smiling down at him as he moved about in His
work.

He had not always known the truth. When he
had been a boy in District Six he had even played with Coloured. In
those days it was hard not to, for where he lived. The laws hadn’t
been as strict, and the residential zoning wasn’t very good. He was
glad that the law was getting some sense now; that his children
wouldn’t have the same trouble. It didn’t occur to him that he
didn’t have any children and probably never would have any, but his
mind was simple and did not seek to complicate things.

He saluted snappily. Out the window he
noticed that the colors of the Republic were going down for the
day, with a short bugle call. “Captain Stradtfontein reporting,
sir.”

The commandant waved him to a chair. “Be
seated, Stradtfontein.” The commandant was a tall man, with the
sort of looks that Stradtfontein had often wished that he had had,
instead of his brutish bulldog look. He also liked the twirl of
dark mustache under the man’s nose. Very good.

The commandant took out a pointer and waved
it around a map on the wall. It was very hard to tell what he was
pointing to, for the light was bad and reflecting off the map. In
any case, Stradtfontein expected to be able to follow the man’s
speech. He crossed his legs and shifted his holster so that the
weight of his gun rested on his upper thigh.

“We’ve got a funny situation here,
Stradt.”

Stradtfontein objected to the familiar
shortening of his name, but in the case of the commandant there was
nothing that he could do about it. His eyes rested impassively on
the man.

“...a tribe of Heikom Bushmen have been
raiding the preserve on the Etosha Pan this season. And that’s not
our only problem. The C.D.C. has entered into negotiation with the
Portuguese over some sort of control of the Okavango that will
permit the establishment of a reservoir on the river and drainage
on the swamp. That will enable them to irrigate the Kalahari. I see
you’re startled, and I want to caution you not to speak of these
things after you leave this office.”

Yes, Stradtfontein nodded to himself, he
would say nothing of the special plans or the C.D.C.’s
negotiations.

He remembered the Okavango Swamp when he had
visited it years back. He remembered the primitive people of the
area, their smells that would offend a man of God, and their
strange religions. He recalled an old woman who had run up to him
with a Christian rosary in her hand, entreating him to kiss it to
save his eternal soul. She begged him to kiss it. It was noxious.
With the backhand that he reserved for smaller prey, he had sent
her sprawling, but she had come back for more. He could see her
now, the sweating bitch, in her ragged black garments. Black, of
all colors! It looked odd against her Hottentot skin, the putrid
yellow like the color of a manure-contaminated clay. She had
pleaded with him. How the devil had she gotten a rosary? She looked
like a gypsy of old Europe. Finally he stopped and looked at her,
the whip at his side coming into his hands with a swift quiet that
was practiced and perfect. He noticed his men looking at him, and
knew that they wanted no part of it. If he was going to kill
harmless old hags he would have to do it alone, that was what their
wide eyes told him. They wouldn’t interfere, but even for their
Special Corps blood it would be too much. Sometimes he wondered if
they were Afrikaaners, these softies from the cities who couldn’t
stand the sight of a little blood. Give him a good farmer any day
to these polished fops. They were only good with Sten guns and
other artillery that kept them out of the infighting. But, he
didn’t want to do this in front of them, whatever it meant. Why had
she picked on him, of all people? What was she ranting about? Who
were the Gods of the Hills of Creation? He wanted to kill her. How
could he tolerate her hanging after him, asking him to kiss that
silly rosary? A madwoman, but what could he do against her?

At last he had laid into her when she had
accused him of forgetting his Hottentop blood. He laid open her
side with his first brilliant swath, and she quivered back in
fright, at last an animal in the dirt, where she belonged. The
waves of dust circled over her, and he could see even now the fleas
and ants were approaching her. He turned and walked on.

“I understand, sir.”

“There’s another thing.” Why did the
commandant gesture wildly with that stick? Couldn’t he see it was
only confusing? “You’ll have to meet with the British Commissioner
and an important engineer they’ve brought over from the States. We
don’t—uh, want any ‘incidents,’ if you know what I mean.”

He knew what the bastard meant all right. He
meant that South Africa was very conscious of what the rest of the
world thought of her, that they were letting every sucker nation in
the United Nations tell her how to handle her affairs, all of them
playing up to the powerful black minorities in the General
Assembly. The whole thing was disgusting. He wanted to retch all
over the sons of bitches. They were making an apologetic nation out
of what must have been God’s noblest scheme when he created the
African continent.

“Yes sir.” His face was still impassive.

“There might be Bushmen in the area of
construction, Stradtfontein. I don’t think they’ll be much trouble,
but I want them cleared out as quietly as possible.”

Stradtfontein didn’t ask where they would be
cleared out to. He knew that the meanings were implicit in the
higher officer’s words. Nothing more needed to be said. Everything
was to be left to his discretion, and he knew that his superiors
were not in the dark as to what his feelings were about the scum
that was still awash in their nation, like some scab that remain
long after a wound has healed. They festered on the edges of
destiny, for what the Afrikaaner had been born to make of this
continent.

He knew, all right. They wanted him to do
their dirty work, but they didn’t want to be soiled from it. No one
need ever know about dirty skirmishes on the edge of civilization.
No blabbing English scandal sheet would ever hear of it. Quiet as
darkness. Darkness with thunder in it.

“I understand, sir.” Impassive.

“I have quarters assigned to you and a set of
orders on your bureau. Check with the registrar downstairs.” The
commandant saluted him with a wave of his hand and Stradtfontein
was gone. The man with the mustache dipped into a drawer in his
desk and brought out a bottle of London Gin. He wetted himself with
it from a thimble of a glass, knocking down several shots before he
dumped the bottle back into its resting place.

Drat that Stradtfontein, he makes me nervous.
Big eyes staring at you from that immovable head. I’d hate to be
his permanent superior. You can’t tell what he’s thinking, if he
does think.

He turned on the radio to get a little music,
then idly stepped through his file on the Captain. The thing was
steeped in blood. He was glad that he had gotten the right man for
the job. A man like that was perfect for the frontier, and for this
thing especially. No one would fool with the Republic while he was
around, that was sure. He let himself forget his awe of
Stradtfontein’s physical person in his admiration of his dedication
and the way he could, carry a job through.

Well, that was what the Special Corps was
for.

****

Stradtfontein threw his cap on the bed with
an air of resignation. He sat down and felt the mattress. Drat the
things. At least for an officer of the Special Corps they could
show some consideration. He buffed lightly at his jaw with his
fingertips and then went to the mirror over the sink to make
inspection. He took off his shirt and looked at his chest. He was
white as white could be. Except for his face, neck and arms, he was
pure as snow. He knew what snow was. He had seen some once at an
amusement park. The stuff was the color of cotton candy, pure. He
liked the thought of it. But was his skin really that white? He
peered into the mirror seeking a clue. It was possible, he told
himself, that some dirt had seeped into his pores and was affecting
his coloration. He would have to bathe immediately. He paused to
look also at the black hairs that met across his body, swirling
about in a sea of darkness. They met his nipples and engulfed them.
He was a huge, hairy beast, and he knew it. It was the thing that
made him cling to whiteness, for he often was afraid that he was
very close to animal things. But didn’t he prove otherwise every
day as he did his own small part in helping the white race on to
greater glories? He smiled confidently at his reflection and flexed
his biceps. Bands of steel they once were, and now they were only a
little looser than they had been yesterday, the yesterday of
extreme youth.

He looked around. No one was watching. Slowly
he flexed his arms hard. It was a practice that he carried out
every day, no matter what. He liked the lumps that grew up in his
arms. It was that that gave him his power over men, and it made him
proud, fiercely proud. He threw his arm out in the gesture of a
Hitler salute. It was intended for himself.

Then he undressed and went to the shower. In
this little hellhole of a desert city he felt quite at home. Man
was beating back the desert with an intensity that matched his own
loyalties. Railroads were coming in, motor lorries were all over
the place, the Republic was extending itself willy-nilly across
international boundaries. Some day the time would come when they
would have first and just claim to not just this small portion of
Africa, but all of it! He was sure of that, more sure than he was
of anything. He was on a great tide of progress, the progress of
God into the wilderness. From the holy commandments he divined his
right to pass this way for the Glory of God and Man. He was an
apostle of the first order, a veritable Caesar bringing order out
of black chaos. Some day the world would recognize him and then he
would be as great in others’ eyes as he was in his own. It was
inevitable. He smiled and sang beneath the shower, soft songs he
had learned in the alleys of Capetown.

“Oh, your mother was a kaffir,

Yer father was a Jew,

Come on tell me, baby,

Now what the hell are you!”

“Hey,' Stradt, don’t sing that. It makes me
nervous. Lookit the way those guys are watchin us.” The smaller
boy, slight and blonde as a nordic, crept closer to him and touched
his arm.

Willie Stradtfontein winced. The other boy
sure admired him. And he admired him, too, in another way.
He wanted to put his arm around the boy and comfort him. “Don’t
worry. They don’t mind. Them niggers sing it all the time.”

It didn’t bother him that the boys who were
staring at them were not properly African, but Coloured, that
mixture that has lost its birthright in the sands of time. But, at
ten years old Willie Stradtfontein was not in a position to
understand the finer points of his relationship to the other people
who lived in District Six. He was just a normal boy who had no
special attitude on race. Why, he played with Coloured boys all the
time!

Slowly the gang inched toward them. One boy
was in a black cotton jacket that hung down almost to his knees. He
was the whitest of the lot, and his hair was almost straight. He
wore it straight and swept back, like a tsotsi. His teeth were even
and white, and when he spoke it was awesome for other boys to watch
him, for he spat out his words with a sort of clicking sound, as if
he had only yesterday come out of the Great Pan with a Hottentot
mother leading a herd of oxen.

“We don’t like your singing, white boy.”

Willie looked at him from eyes that were
partly closed. Only yesterday he had played with the Coloured boy
in a game of upjack. He couldn’t believe that he was serious.

“I like to sing,” he told them.

“You hear that, he likes to sing.” The other
boy threw the remark over his brown shoulder and was joined in
laughter by his companions. They edged forward, several of them
bending to pick up rocks, their grimy faces holding a trace of
despair, but with none of them awake enough to see it. One boy
kicked a tin can and it roiled down to Willie Stradt’s friend,
bouncing off his ankle. The blonde boy grimaced and moved in back
of his defender.

The clouds of dust from the playground floor
swirled around them, an apricot mist from soil as old as man, the
soil that had been waiting there when the first Hottentot pushed
down from the north, when the Bantu found the Hottentot, and when
the white men found them both. Was it there before the Bushman? No
one knew, but its faint color was the color of a Bushman skin, like
the skin had come from the earth, or the earth from the skin.

Willie was tired of fencing. He approached
the leader and told him, “I’m going to sing about Kaffirs and you
ain’t going to stop me.”

A rock hit his head and he reeled back, the
bloody bruise bubbling up from hidden springs in his young body.
With his glazed look and the red mark on his head, but still
standing, a poet might say the boy Stradtfontein represented the
white man in Africa. But that wouldn’t have been quite right.

The Coloured boys were astounded. It had not
occurred to them that they might draw blood. Even their leader drew
back. He saw the white boy through a haze. Other rules were calling
him. There was a faint whisper running through his body, something
about touching white people like this, that it was not good. But
over it rode a stronger feeling, a feeling of identity, a feeling
of power. He strode forward and landed another fist on Willie’s
bleeding face. Willie moved back, but not much. He continued to
stand, his right foot out as if he were advancing instead of
retreating. Again and again blows struck at him but he did nothing.
Finally they stopped and stared at him. His face was a mass of
blood and dirt, but through the darkness his eyes shown, not eyes
of fear or terror, but eyes of command. He had not yet given up his
right to command!

He bent down, almost leisurely, his eyes
still fastened on the Coloured boy. He pried a spike loose from the
dirt, where they had been pitching horseshoes, took one step
forward and plunged the thick long weapon into the boy’s stomach.
The dark one stood there unbelieving, his hands clutching at the
piece of iron that was taking his life away. When he fell forward
at Willie Stradt’s feet the weight of his body pushed the spike
clean through him, and his companions had long since fled.

****

“Willie, we want you to tell the court what
happened.”

“He hit me and I stabbed him.”

The prosecutor looked around the courtroom
nervously and wrung his hands. “Now, that’s not quite all, is it?
Isn’t it true that he kicked you also, and knocked you down, and
might have killed you?”

It made him angry. He hadn’t been knocked
down! What was it they had told him to say? He looked down at his
shoes.

“Come now, Willie, you know that isn’t
all. Tell the court exactly how it happened.”

He looked into their sweating faces. Several
of the men were wearing shorts and it occurred to him that the
judge’s wig was silly. He hated them all. What was the fuss about
stabbing the cheeky kaffir? He tried to think about why he felt the
boy’s life was unimportant, but he couldn’t grab at the reasons for
it. It just didn’t seem important. He squirmed in his seat.

“Willie, won’t you say something? Here,
here’s a lollipop. Now tell the court what happened.”

For a moment he wanted to cry, then he took
the lollipop and almost simultaneously dropped it to the floor. He
said in a clipped Afrikaaner: “He kicked me, he knocked me down, so
I killed him. I stabbed—” He felt his breath come in short, quick
gasps.

“Leave the kid alone, you
Kafferboetie!” An angry man was joined in jeers by others in
the rear of the courtroom. Several rose and milled about. Policemen
lined up alongside them, but didn’t raise their nightsticks.

“You heard it, your honor,” the prosecutor
shouted over the din.

“Case dismissed.” The judge licked his lips
and looked around the courtroom. A few black families were far back
in the gallery. No, they were Coloured, he saw. Well, all the same.
He slammed his book, picked up his cane, and started down from the
bench.

****

“May I see Charlie, Mrs. Donner?”

She opened the door to the little flat and
looked down at him “Who’s with you, Willie?”

“Just me.”

She looked around the hall and nodded, then
she ushered him in. Slamming the door she knelt down to him and put
her hands on his shoulders. “Did you tell anyone, Willie?”

He blinked. “You mean that Charlie was with
me in the playground?”

“Yes.”

“Nope.”

“You’re a good boy, Willie.” She touched one
bandage on his cheek. “I know your cuts will be fine in no time.”
He winced.

“Can I see Charlie?”

“Well, I don’t know...” She looked down at
the little boy she had known. Now his lips were puffed up from the
beating he had taken. Several spots on his face were almost black
from blows, and the cut under one eye had had to have stitches. It
would probably never show, but you could never tell...

“I want to see Charlie.”

“Well, all right. I have to go to the store,
but you’ll stay here with him till I get back, won’t you?”

“Sure.”

“There’s some cookies on the table if you
want it. Play nice, he’s in his room.”

When she left he went to the table and took a
handful of cookies. It was hard for him to use his lips properly,
so he had to force them in to his teeth. Then he went in to see
Charlie.

Charlie was laying about on the bed with a
funnybook. His blonde hair was lank over one eye, and when he saw
Willie he brushed it back up.

“Hi.”

“Why dincha come to court?” He moved over to
the bed and leaned over the smaller boy.

“My Ma didn want me to. I’m sorry, Willie.”
He looked like he was almost going to cry.

“Aw, that’s okay.” Willie reached out and
grabbed his hand. He felt the boy’s little fingers bending up
inside his hand, as if afraid of the touch. “I’m not sore.”

Charlie licked his lips. “Yeah...” His eyes
scurried around the room like little mice.

“I wancha to know, Charlie, I—”

“You brought that kid in here? With our kid!”
Charlie’s father’s voice boomed through the house followed by
footsteps and the slamming of a door. He stamped into the room and
grabbed Willie on the shoulder. “Hey!” he yelled, and then he
stopped as he saw Willie’s face, puffed and blue and scratched! He
tried to continue and say something, but the words stuck in his
throat. He couldn’t help thinking: If not for this kid my kid
might’ve gotten it too, maybe a worse beating, maybe killed. But
the kid was a killer. He stared over Willie’s head at the blue
waters of Table Bay and tried to forget, tried to think good
thoughts, but it was no good. He leaned down and looked at the
young Wilhelm Stradtfontein.

“Willie, we don’t want you coming here
anymore. We like you, but we don’t want Charlie in trouble anymore.
Do you understand?”

He didn’t choke on his tears, for the tears
ceased to exist. They hardened in a casing and stuck there,
wherever tears are supposed to come from. Willie said, “I
unnerstand,” and looked around. He had long since let go of
Charlie’s hand and the other boy was turned to the wall on his
bed.

Willie walked out past them and through the
hall door without looking back.

****

“Dit sal wees die tydperk van lewe . .
"

“Can I put these things here?”

“Wat?”

“Can I put these things here? Which bed is
yours?”

Stradtfontein stepped out of the shower and
stared down at the man, a civilian. Instinctively he didn’t like
him. The stranger was not bad looking, but he was not strong
looking. Automatically Stradtfontein classified people as weasels
and non-weasels. This man was clearly a weasel. He watched for the
look of deference, for the moment when the smaller man would look
around his body and be impressed.

The newcomer didn’t look, he only said,
“Well, soldier, if you’re not going to give me directions I’ll just
have to make a choice. I like this one.” He propped his fingers
against the mattress of one bunk and gave a shove. The feeling was
firm.

“That’s mine. Take the other bunk.”
Stradt didn’t allow his eyes to be deceptive. He made them tell all
too clearly that he expected his wishes to be taken as commands.
The stranger looked at him again, then, not at his body but at his
face. The man’s own eyes narrowed.

“Why didn’t you say so when I asked?”

“I’m saying so now, foreigner.”

“I’m a German.”

“You’re a foreigner here, German.”

The German put his bags down, banging a set
of lockers.

“I take it we’re going to be roommates.
That’s too bad.” He rubbed his arms as if trying to get them back
into shape.

“How long have you been in South Africa?”

“Oh, is this South Africa? I thought that
Mafeking was in Bechuanaland.”

“You Europeans are all alike.”

“How’s that?”

“You come out here and expect to be treated
like kings. But we know how to deal with your kind here.”

The German laughed.

“You think not?”

The German’s eyes stopped laughing and for
the first time he began to wonder how he had come to all of this
strangeness.

 





 II

Franz had an itch this morning. It was a
strange itch that began in his toes and wound up in his head, the
sort of thing that drives you crazy until you find out where it is.
He found it. Ah. He was relieved.

Franz is not spectacular. He has a tousled
head of brown, wavy hair. He is of medium height and medium
features. He is totally indistinguishable from other postal
employees, except perhaps for some un-medium freckles on either
side of his nose.

But Franz is special, because he does not
feel that he is a German.

Wulfburg is on the Rhine River. It is a city
that is centuries old. Only just now as archaeologists dig into its
awesome past are they discovering how old. The archaeologists have
come from America, England and all over Europe just to study
Wulfburg. Currently there are about three of them on hand in the
town, ready to assist at any time day or night with a little
digging if they think that the cultural aspect of Western
civilization will be any better for it.

And why? Well, it all began a short time
back, not long after Hitler’s war, when a human skull appeared on
the site of an Allied bombing raid. Someone had gone into the deep
pit of the blackened area to draw up plans for reconstruction for
the Economics Ministry, and there it was, a full-grown skull, sans
skin and hair. The skull was definitely that of a man (or a woman)
and definitely pre-everything that had been found up until that
date. That is, it was the oldest human head in existence that
archaeologists had dug up. Some called it a missing link,
but no, it was only a human skull, quite removed from that of the
ape.

On this particular morning the archaeologists
would begin their explorations on the southern levels of the city,
near the post office that Franz worked in. They had discovered an
underground river that ran down that way that was connected to a
series of caves that they expected to yield unmatched clues to the
beginning of mankind.

Franz knew nothing of this. He was blithely
innocent. He had his mail, stacks and stacks of it. There was
nothing new at the post office. There was particularly nothing new
with Franz, for he felt no different from the way he had felt in a
long while.

The feeling that he was not a German was on
old one to him. Franz was a war baby. He grew up under the shells,
screaming down at him as they flew to industrial targets in
Frankfurt. He hoped that he would some day be able to forget the
days of War II, Hitler’s war. Sometimes he would still wake in the
middle of the night from the shock of it, a bomb ringing in his
ears like an organ at church. But he knew that he would forget,
some day
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