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Chapter One

Africa as a Mirror

My Mother’s Country

AFRICA IS MY mother’s country. I do not know exactly how long my mother’s family has lived in Africa; but I do know that Africa was about and within her from the beginning, as it was for me. Her mother, my grandmother, was cradled, if not actually born, in an ox-wagon driving in the thirties of the last century steadfastly deeper into the unknown interior of southern Africa. The ox-wagon was part of the small and ill-fated Liebenberg Trek. My mother’s grandfather was its leader. This little caravan consisting of no more than seven or eight wagons, this small group of people numbering no more than forty or fifty souls, had moved in the far forefront of a vast exodus. They formed part of the Great Trek of Dutch farmers from British rule at the Cape.

They had crossed the Karroo safely; hauled their wagons laboriously through the boulder-strewn drifts of the Orange River; crossed the wide, melancholy plains of the Free State and forded the deep, yellow Vaal River. They had gone safely across the highveld of the Transvaal, which was plundered bare and still smoked after the raids of Zulu and Matabele, and were moving into the bushveld, somewhere near where the town of Louis Trichardt stands today, when they in their turn were attacked. We shall never know precisely what happened.

My grandmother was little more than a baby; she could just run about and speak. All that is known about the attack is what was gathered afterwards from the incoherent account in broken Afrikaans given by the half-caste maid, who looked after my grandmother and her baby sister.

According to the maid, the wagons, after a long and exhausting trek, had come to rest the night before on the banks of a fairly big stream. During the night the two little children were very restless and had kept their parents awake with their crying. As a result, the maid was ordered just before dawn to dress the children and take them out of earshot of the wagons. One gets a clear impression from this order of how little the sleeping laager suspected what fate had in store for it. The maid had collected the children and had taken them down to the stream, as she had some washing to do.

She had not been there many minutes when the quiet – that lovely musical, rhythmical quiet of the bushveld at dawn – was broken with the war-cries and yells of the attacking Kaffirs. She must have walked through a gap in the encircling impi [Zulu or Sindabile army or regiment, usually attacking in a crescent moon formation] just before it drew its horns tight around the sleeping wagons. She snatched the two little girls and, with one under each arm, ran ducking along the side of the stream until she came to a wide, shallow waterfall. The stream fell, as I myself have so often seen them do in Africa, over a wide, overhanging ledge of stone. Behind the water there was a dry hollow, and shelter. The nurse dodged in behind this curtain of water and sat there fearfully all day with her terrified, uncomprehending charges. Late that night she crept out. She found the wagons burnt out and the battered, disfigured bodies of all who had been in them strewn far around.

Somehow, sheltering behind the waterfall by day and going out to forage when it became dark, she kept herself and the children alive. Nearly a week later they were picked up by a party of horsemen, who were wisely patrolling the disturbed country ahead of a much bigger trek following in the Liebenberg tracks.

I have no intention of writing a family history, but this much appeared necessary because it shows, as nothing else can show, how much Africa is my mother’s country.

Venture to the Interior, Chapter 1

My earliest memories of Africa seem to focus round the large dining-table in my grandfather’s ample home near the Great River. The scene in this theatre of my past is almost invariably the evening meal. One waited for this meal with the kind of excitement I was to experience later as a dramatic critic before the raising of the curtain on the first night of a new play in London by a friend from whom one expected much. The excitement would start when the coloured maids began to light the heavy oil lamps in the darkening house: first in the long passage which led from the front door on the stoep which surrounded the homestead which my grandfather had designed and built, and last, the largest lamp of all, which hung in the centre of the dining-room. In the middle of this room was the family table made out of African wood so hard and so heavy that a piece would sink like iron if thrown into water. Suspended in massive chains from the ceiling over this table, hung an immense brass lamp that shone like gold. It took one person over an hour to polish it every week and to me it always looked like the kind of oil lamp referred to in some New Testament parable or, better still, a lamp which Solomon might have hung in his first temple in the Promised Land.

I used to watch the lighting of this lamp as one might watch the performing of a miracle. I would experience a great sense of reassurance as I observed the heavy shadows roll back into the darkest recesses of the old Cape-Dutch furniture and saw the lamplight fall, as in a Rembrandt picture, on the table set and ready for its full complement of guests. At the same time I would become aware of a subtle scent of spice drifting in from the kitchen, despite the solid doors and passage in between.

First Catch Your Eland, ‘Prelude’

All who worked for my grandfather no matter whether Griqua, Hottentot, Bushman, Basuto, Bechuana, Cape-coloured or poor white, were ultimately held in equal affection as part of his family, and the relationship was nightly redeemed by calling them into his dining-room to share with his wife and children in his communion with his God. One can only realize how significant such an attitude was when one remembers that the descendants of men like my grandfather are today trying to exclude such people from common worship in the same churches. I concluded, therefore, that in a brutal age my mother’s people might have been, perhaps, less brutal than most. That helped, though not overmuch, for I knew that with their deep Calvinist addiction to what they thought right, they would have done their duty conscientiously. Human beings are perhaps never more frightening than when they are convinced beyond doubt that they are right.

The Lost World of the Kalahari, Chapter 3

It was significant that my grandfather never referred to it as the Bible but always as the Book. He had such a feeling for the Book (which had been almost his only reading because he had never been to any school) that he had a special ritual before reading. He would reverently lift the large, heavy leather covers of the book with their metal clasps that shone like silver and open it slowly on the first ivory pages, smooth them out with his long, brown hand and then let them lie there exposed on the table a brief moment. I think perhaps he did this so that he could survey the large, green family tree with its spreading branches painted across both pages, and seek out, among the leaves, the names of his forefathers recorded there from the time they had landed in Africa as refugees from persecution in Europe some two hundred and fifty years previously. I suppose this silent roll-call of family history was necessary to quicken in him his feeling of continuity which, as he became older, appeared increasingly threatened by the discord gathering in the spirit of his people.

Jung and the Story of Our Time, ‘The Time and the Space’

I remember vividly the day when my grandfather’s favourite monthly magazine arrived with the weekly mail. It was printed in High Dutch and was called The Church Messenger. It had a bright yellow cover which I found repulsive with its title and sub-titles printed in a massive and inelegant black type. But it did have one virtue in my young eyes – its illustrations. In this particular issue there was one of what I thought to be the most beautiful ships I had ever seen. However, to my amazement, my grandfather seemed to be far from impressed by the beauty of the vessel. Pointing at it with a finger trembling with indignation and speaking in a voice which sounded to me like an Old Testament prophet, he resounded, ‘Laurens Jan, do you know what they say about this ship you are looking at? They say it is unsinkable. And mark my words, the Almighty will have something to say one day about so arrogant and blasphemous a boast.’

The lesson learnt was to go deeper when, in a later edition of the magazine, the same illustration was reproduced with the news that the ship had sunk after a collision with an iceberg in the North Atlantic, together with a monstrous loss of life. The name of the ship, of course, was the Titanic.

Yet Being Someone Other, Chapter 2

Above all, there was my Bushman nurse, Klara. She said her name meant ‘light’, and, for me, she was bathed in wonder: the light of rainbow morning, a crystal day and magic lantern evening, playing on the bright blue beads of glass of a heavy necklace around the smooth apricot skin of her throat. I remember her face as one of the most beautiful I have ever known; oval, with a slightly pointed chin, high cheek-bones, wide, large and rather slanted eyes full of a dark, glowing light as of the amber of the first glow on earth shining through the brown of evening on man’s first day. These features gave her an oddly Chinese appearance, especially as I never saw the thick, short, matted hair which was always wrapped in cottons of the brightest colours. No one ever shone more brightly in my emotions. She remained at the deep centre of the love of the feminine which has given me so much.

The Voice of the Thunder, ‘The Great Memory’

Meetings between different cultures, particularly of so-called civilized and so-called primitive men, are events of the most traumatic and fateful consequences, as immense as they must be unforeseen and irreversible. Neither ‘civilized’ nor ‘primitive’ men can ever be the same again once they have met one another and started the process of being a part of one another’s daily lives. No matter how much the exponents of one culture would like to limit participation, interpenetration or even partnership with other cultures, these are matters to which no human or conscious limits can be set.

Yet Being Someone Other, Chapter 1

I could remember the fear and the unbearable anguish which the drought of 1911 – when I was barely four years old – brought not only to the earth but into my own being. This drought was clearly not just part of the external world, hurting the land, killing sheep and cattle and the toughest of wild animals, and turning the veld into a Dead Sea of scorched land, but it was in my own blood and scorched spirit, and made me feel that I would die of a thirst beyond thirst myself, if the rain did not soon come.

When I heard the distant sound of the first thunder from below the horizon and saw it announce its presence in long sweeps of lightning through the dark, the inrush of hope and sense of promise brought back into a hopeless moment of life was almost unbearable and could have been overwhelming were they not immediately balanced by a fear that the clouds might vanish again as they had often done, and the rain still not come. By this time our sheep and cattle were so weak that they could no longer walk and move from the places where they lay, the sheep with muffled, moaning little bleats breaking from them from time to time, adding a bleak sound to a bleak scene. We had to take their ration of water and food to them, each and every one – a task which went on from dawn to dusk through those burning fiery days.

The Voice of the Thunder, ‘The Other Journey’

He was surprised I had not heard of it because the main wagon road from the capital into the interior wound round and over the shoulder of this hill. It was famous among all transport men because the road was so steep there that the oxen hauling their wagons had to strain at their yokes so much that the holes in their behinds yawned like old men fighting their sleep: hence it was also called ‘Make-the-oxen’s-arse-holes-yawn’: but its real, its ancient name was Icoco.

The Hunter and the Whale, Chapter 4

Van Bredepoel was just about to walk casually to the edge of the veranda, when there came the sound of an aeroplane flying towards the town. This was so unusual that even he hurried forward to look. Both natives immediately stood up, their backs to him, and scanned the sky.

‘What is that?’ he heard the old man ask his companion.

‘An aeroplane,’ replied the other.

‘It is heavy. Why does not it fall?’

‘It has a machine like a motor car which keeps it up.’

‘But why does not a motor car fly like that?’

‘Its machine does not go fast enough. You see, old father, the machine of that aeroplane goes so fast that before it can fall from one place it has already reached another.’

‘Ah!’ replied the old man, evidently satisfied.

In a Province, Book III, Chapter 3

There is always for us who are truly born of the earth of Africa a kind of drama in the sunset hours, which no contrived theatre can equal. They are not merely remote impersonal moments confined to the external world. They are events joining the wheeling systems of a universe beyond even the light-year limits of our discerning, in a single totality because they correspond to a pattern within the human spirit, charged with a natural mythological import as of participation at that precise moment in some kind of cosmological sacrament.

Yet Being Someone Other, Chapter 1

In the high street of our hushed little township, total darkness came over us, and the black snuffed out the light as utterly as the silence quenched the sound.

There is no black like that black left anywhere in the world today, because the busyness and unease which have deprived us of pure silence have robbed us of the same quality in the dark. For again, everywhere there are almost as many lights attacking the black over the earth as there are stars in heaven. Even below the remotest horizon of the deepest bush and desert there is a ceaseless vibration of light of all kinds, not illuminating any essential road for the human spirit or being, but depriving it of the healing rest which the perfect black over Africa gave it in my youth.

About Blady, Chapter 2

I know no land which matches so well the dark continent of the sky, with its fountains and pools and lakes and rivers of light and its deserts of darknesses, as does the vast and sombre earth of Africa. It takes the night to itself like a bride chosen from among equals. As the sun goes down it brushes the shy, virgin twilight impatiently aside, and then the two of them fly passionately into each other’s arms to be close together in an untroubled oneness. I have watched the scene all my life and I have never got used to the majesty and fitness of their dark mating. It has been in a way I cannot hope to describe an unfailing source of reassurance to me. I can only say this: as I watched from childhood, night after night, the familiar lights go up in the sky, the glittering constellations move into their appointed places, the vast Babylonian cavalcade of the sky start out for the dawn of renewal with such irresistible confidence that the far-off thunder of their advance set every star-beam a-tremble in our midst, and as I saw at that selfsame instant, Africa hurl its immense land swiftly at the distant horizon to salute one brave battalion after another as they passed, and send its great peaks soaring swiftly upwards and spread out its own rivers and lakes to hold the sky jewelled and alive in their deepest depths, at that instant something of oneness of being, longing, and destination of this cosmic occasion unfalteringly has been communicated to me. I have felt part of the same steadfast and unfailing rhythm and I have been without regret of the past or fear of the future.

The Face Beside the Fire, Chapter 2

One of the key factors certainly, when we are talking about the white South Africans who call themselves the Afrikaners, is their history which still has a half-Nelson hold on them and will not let go. They are not, as people tend to think, basically of Dutch origin. The core, the heart, the spirit of the Afrikaner is Huguenot, the extreme Huguenot of the right. The Dutch East Indies Company never had any intention of starting a colony in South Africa. All they intended was to have a kitchen-garden to grow food for their scurvy-ridden ships on their way to the East. But in 1685, when Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes, and the persecutions of the Huguenots started again in the most brutal manner, they fled: they fled to England, to Holland, and the Dutch allowed them to come to South Africa. Practically all the best-known South African names are French Huguenot names.

Apart from a few retired and minor company officials who were scratching a living out of the soil there, and some tolerated deserters and mercenaries in the garrison who had taken discharge and been given a piece of land, there was no real settlement of people at the Cape. Then suddenly came this great influx of Huguenots. They became the core of the Afrikaner people. They had no alternative but to make Africa their home. They had nowhere else to go in the world and, what is more, they were extremely badly treated by the Dutch. The Dutch gave them land in Africa but would not allow them to speak their native French in their schools. They would not allow them religious services in French, and made it clear it was to be Dutch, and Dutch customs throughout, or else. So they were, in essence, rejected again. They were rejected where it hurt most, in their culture and in their Frenchness, and no wonder they came out of this with a great inborn sense of injury and deception, and never wanted to have anything to do with Europe again, saying in their hearts, ‘From now on we are African and nothing but African. We shall make this our home and be our own people.’ And the less they were Huguenot and French in their customs, the more they became so in their spirit. Their spirit, always extreme, became more extreme still. So the key to the Afrikaner ethos is their own rejection, and their rejection in return of Europe, as well as their extreme, Huguenot stubbornness. Henceforth all was a matter of the Huguenot spirit and a growing, two-dimensional isolation, one geographical and the other, most important, psychological . . .

I think an enormous amount of the spirit of Africa has entered the Afrikaners by the back door. Unconsciously they love Africa with a passion that nobody else can understand. Their attachment to the land is really very deep because they are born of it and have suffered and sacrificed for it. They are white Africans, but they are Africans. To call them Europeans is a misnomer. You just have to compare them with the English-speaking South Africans who came there much later and remained in contact with Britain. In fact, when I was a boy, all English-speaking South Africans talked of Britain as ‘home’ – they never called it Britain – which used to annoy the hell out of the Afrikaners. They complained angrily, saying, ‘They talk of it as home, but this is home!’ It really was a very sore point with them, and is a measure of the distance between the two psychologies.

A Walk with a White Bushman



The Great Trek

As that historical and evocative call went up: ‘Come on; Trek!’ the women and girls in their brightly coloured head-cloths and dresses appeared not to climb back to their places on the wagons, so much as flutter over them like a swarm of butterflies. The little boys, standing at the ready between the great crescent horns of the huge oxen, confidently took up their leather leads and pulled the teams one after the other into following them. Seeing well-trained oxen bowing their heads to thrust their broad shoulders against their heavy yokes, while the long steel chains which connected them to the wagon came glittering out of the dust and went taut with strain, was as always a moving sight . . .

First came the magenta span of eighteen, to be followed by the brindled ones, the strawberry roans, the cream whites, the Capegooseberry yellows, the earth red and, last of all, the coal-black team. At that the Matabele, who love and know cattle as few men do, forgot all reservations and cheered the train on with a reverberating, ‘Hamba Gashle!’ Go in happiness.

They were answered in dialect with a shimmer of voices chanting, ‘Stay joyfully, you farmers there! Stay joyfully!’ At the same time, the long whips flashed and crackled like lightning over the heads of the teams and the wagoners exhorted the oxen with cries like: ‘Step up, Fatherland! Pull, President, you lazy devil, pull! We’ve drunk tiger-milk now and can do the job ourselves, if you won’t!’

As each wagon pulled clear out into the road, a rag and tatter minstrel walked ahead, either strumming a guitar, playing a concertina or mouth-organ, with the people riding on the wagons accompanying him in song . . . everybody . . . watching could just hear the wagons creaking mournfully under their heavy loads like ships in a storm at sea. Also they heard the muffled pounding of the earth under the great feet of the long spans of oxen who, watered and well-fed, despite their phlegmatic natures, seemed to be responding positively either to the music or the crackling of the whips.

A Story Like the Wind, Chapter 8

Both of them came from a people who had left Europe centuries before and come to Africa. They came originally not out of any petty or selfish motives because had they conformed to the life of their time in their native context of Europe, they would have been rich and comfortable in the homes they were about to abandon. No, they came not in order to make life more safe and the material rewards of life more abundant but to find a new and better way of being. It was wrong to judge things out of the context of the time which gave them birth. He did not wish to imply that their ancestors had not been right and probably justified in following the truth as they saw it most clearly in their own day. But the truth of yesterday could be the lie of today. They had come to Africa on the assumption that by moving to a new world they would leave their problems behind and find a place where there were no such problems and no such hindrances. They seemed to have had no inkling that human beings, whether they liked it or not, carried their problems about with them wherever they went.

So in their three hundred and twenty years of a new life, even in the Africa of their promise, when this craving for a better way of being seemed thwarted, they had again and again renounced homes and possessions just as readily as any in Europe and moved deeper into the interior, looking once more for a place where their problems would not exist, where life would be innocent like a slate wiped clean, and they could write all over it perfect phrases and sentences of the perfect life on earth. They had of course found no such thing. They had not only not found it but had gradually begun to create a greater form of tyranny than they had opposed and fled from in the beginning, so unaware were they of the new heresy of believing in places where evil did not exist. Not only were there no such places in Africa but there were none anywhere else in the world. Man had run out of places, had run out of geographical solutions for his problems and changes of scene as a ‘cure’ for his restlessness. The journey in the world without as an answer to our searching and resolution of our failings was dismally bankrupt.

There was only one thing which could lead to an answer and that was to let the sense of journey expressed for so long in travelling the world without become a journey within the spirit of man.

A Far-Off Place, Chapter 15

I saw in my mind’s eye my father, Oom Pieter, my mother, and the long succession of Afrikaner pioneering faces and figures I had known in my boyhood, spare, generous, upright, fearing God but no man, always venturing courageously on and on into Africa’s dark interior. Is this how the Great Trek for a better life is to end? I asked myself passionately. Is there no one great enough to take over the adventure and carry it on in some other dimension, to carry it on from world without to world within?

Flamingo Feather, Chapter 18



People of Africa

The essence of all this was put to me once by a great hunter, who was born in Africa, and who died there after having wandered all over it for seventy years, from the trembling bushveld of the Transvaal to where the mountains of Abyssinia dwindle down in dead hills to the Red Sea. Africa, he told me, was truly God’s country – the last in the world perhaps with a soul of its own; and the difference between those born of its great earth and those who invaded it from Europe and Asia was simply the difference between being and having. He said the natural child of Africa is; the European or Asian has.

The Heart of the Hunter, Chapter 10

I have never known Africans, no matter how poor, who do not offer to share their food even with strangers who happen to find them eating.

The Hunter and the Whale, Chapter 6

Deep in every Bantu African is a belief that a man cannot eat the meat of an animal without in some way incorporating the character of the animal into his own self. He is convinced that you become what you eat. One tribe will readily eat zebra meat and a neighbouring one will not touch it. Antelope, which is a delicacy in one region, will be strictly taboo in another . . . I knew of a Bantu tribe who had never seen crocodiles but who none the less called themselves: ‘Bakwena’ – Men of the Crocodile. It was a startling illustration of the oneness of Africa, the underground telepathy which continues to exist in spite of the social and political forces that work against it on the surface.

First Catch Your Eland, Chapter 4

Matter which is inanimate to us, is never mere matter to Africans but manifestations overflowing with the power of the spirit. Sickness is never just a physical infection but an invasion of the human spirit by another spirit of malign intent.

The Hunter and the Whale, Chapter 9

Then the voices rose again in the oldest ’Takwena chant I know.


‘Yes! Oh! Yes. Yes. Yes!

We go one of the three ways:

The three ways a man and his brothers go:

The way to battle in the breaking morning;

The way from victory in the red of evening;

The way of dust to the last sleep at nightfall,

By the great Flamingo Water.

Guess, oh guess, guess, guess,

You who hear me,

Which of the three ways do we go?’



The reply that came was immediate, like fresh orchestration of the thunder overhead and a startling revelation of the numbers of ’Takwena gathered in the bush. At the end of a long roll of thunder it came in deep waves, from far, far down in resonant throats, far down from the well of the past, straight from the source wherein the vital being of a great people springs, came the response:


‘Oh! How can you ask the way of our going,

How can you wonder at the measure of our feet,

When, look, the blood on our spears is warm

And the last of our enemies with the day is dead.

Aye, look! We go the way from victory,

Home in the evening:

We go to our cattle and our kraals and our women by the fire

In the blue of Umangoni.’



I’ve heard this chant on many occasions. I’ve joined in it myself more times than I care to remember at the end of a day’s hunting . . .

Wherever the men of Umangoni gather, sooner or later it is sung. The words may vary, but the music is always the same and has not, I believe, varied by a single note since far back an unremembered ’Takwena heart first experienced it.

Flamingo Feather, Chapter 12

Even the way these ricksha-pullers were dressed seemed utterly unrelated to our brash, busy, colourless and European day. This man’s head-dress, for instance, was made of tall feathers dyed green, blue, red, yellow and black in colour. From it protruded the horns of a great steer, so polished that they shone like warm Baltic amber in the sun. His broad shoulders and chest were covered with a canvas tunic, falling to his knees and worked over with beads of the same uncompromising colours arranged in precise geometric patterns. His arms were bare but the wrists flashing and jingling with bracelets of copper, steel and outsize brass curtain rings. His legs below the knee were painted white, but his ankles again were bright and shining with more circlets of metal and bone. As he blew his glittering whistle, his teeth would show a dazzle of white against his black skin, and whenever he came down from the peak of one of his great leaps, the glass and metal jewellery upon him resounded like some percussion of antique music. His jewellery did not sit upon him like decoration imposed from without, but seemed as natural as painted feathers are on a bird of paradise. Even the spokes of the wheels of his ricksha were hidden behind cardboard disks bright with harlequin colour, and the passenger seat was covered with leopard skins. He looked like some messenger from the court of time, and indeed his vehicle might have come straight from Bacchus to fetch us to some harvest festival of great summer. Instead it was the cheapest form of transport available in a modern city. Today I wonder at the iron limitations of our awareness that prevent us from seeing how great the heart, and how heroic the spirit, that can make carnival of so mean a trade.

The Hunter and the Whale, Chapter 12

The great contribution to the regeneration of Africa as I saw it would have to be a profoundly apolitical reassessment of values – a rediscovery of the overriding values of the dignity of man and the reverence for life of which politics could only be a servant and not the initiator and master.

First Catch Your Eland, ‘Prelude’

In my part of Africa my indigenous countrymen, when they want to convey to another person that they recognize him fully, will say: ‘Indeed, you throw a shadow,’ implying that he is not one of those thousands of see-through strangers but real, because only real things throw shadows.

About Blady, Chapter 6



Black and White

I suppose black is the natural colour of what is strange and secret in the human spirit. It is the uniform of the unknown.

The Hunter and the Whale, Chapter 6

What is least and most despised in the life around us? The black man, of course . . . And who is the natural man in our unnatural society? The black man again . . . And who is growing great with revolt on behalf of the unrecognized future? The black man . . . If you ask yourself questions on those lines then surely you must see how truly and poignantly the image of a little black man, member of a natural instinctive people, expresses all that is natural and truly unfulfilled within us . . .

The Face Beside the Fire, Chapter 16

The black man in Africa does not feel himself to be black. He feels himself to be as filled with whiteness as we do. He too stains the white radiance of eternity like a dome of many-coloured glass until death tramples him to fragments. Black in this ancient language of the spirit has precisely the same meaning for him that it has for us, and the colour of a man’s skin is not the colour of his being.

The Dark Eye in Africa, Part III, ‘The Discussion’

This then is the great, the joyful and the tragic drama of the African’s life: its glory and its humiliation. As far as the will takes him, he follows the body and its interests across the gulf of our split natures into that dark country on the other side. He puts all his trust and faith in the splendour of his body, he encourages it to shake and convulse with desires of flame, and appetites so violent and clear that their satisfaction alone may become purpose and end enough. He is strong, brave, enduring and patient in their service, but at heart there is still this ‘Oh no! Oh no! Oh no!’

It is not enough, there is a hunger still that escapes, that will not be satisfied. There must be something else, something more to give it, but what and how and where? Perhaps there is magic. Ah, he has tried that, and goes on trying it, but in the end the circle rounds on itself, leads the old trail back to the devouring stomach, the beating heart, to the world below belt and navel.

He belongs to the night. He is a child of darkness, he has a certain wisdom, he knows the secret of the dark. He goes to the night as if to a friend, enters the darkness as if it were his home, as if the black curve of the night were the dome of his hut . . . He does not really care for the day. He finds his way through it with reluctant, perfunctory feet. But when the sun is down, a profound change comes over him.

He lights his fire, he is at once happy and almost content, sings and drums until far in the morning. And what should he do about it?

We could tell him – we who have too much of the light and not enough of the night and wisdom of the dark. We could, but we will not because we are split against ourselves, we are infinitely prejudiced against the night.

Half the love we give ourselves would do for him; half for our bright morning selves, and half for him. It is enough for both: two halves for a whole, and the whole for both.

Venture to the Interior, Chapter 23

In a profound sense every man has two halves to his being; he is not one person so much as two persons trying to act in unison. I believe that in the heart of each human being there is something which I can only describe as a ‘child of darkness’ who is equal and complementary to the more obvious ‘child of light’. Whether we know it or not, we all have within us a natural instinctive man, a dark brother, to whom we are irrevocably joined as to our own shadow. However much our conscious reason may reject him, he is there for good or ill, clamouring for recognition and awareness and a fair share of life, just as the less conscious black man of Africa is struggling and clamouring for life, light and honour in our societies. I need not emphasize how the rational, calculating, acutely reasoning and determined human being that Western man has made of himself has increasingly considered this side of himself not as a brother but as an enemy, capable with his upsurges of rich emotion and colourful impulses of wrecking conscious man’s carefully planned and closely reasoned way of existence.

The Dark Eye in Africa, Part II, ‘The Basis for Discussion’

[Michael] Dowler was a bachelor. He was a man of about thirty-five. He was sensitive and loved civilized things – music, books, good food, and comfort. His house on the lake bore eloquent testimony to all this; but, if he wanted civilization, why come to Africa? He lived by the great lake with a certain royal abandon. He had four handsome, well-dressed African servants, who were obviously devoted to him and he to them. He watched over them with a solicitude remarkable in one so young. The more I got to know Michael, the clearer became my impression that he gave these children of African nature the consideration and affection he would have liked to give his own dark, unfulfilled self, only centuries of so-called European civilized values prevented him from doing this. We all have a dark figure within ourselves, a negro, a gipsy, an aboriginal with averted back, and, alas! the nearest many of us can get to making terms with him is to strike up these vicarious friendships with him through the black people of Africa.

Venture to the Interior, Chapter 19

We do not understand that we cannot do to others what we do not do to ourselves. We cannot murder and kill outside without murdering and killing within. We turn our hate on to the native, the dark people of the world, from Tokyo to Tierra del Fuego, because we have trampled on our own dark natures. We have added to our unreality, made ourselves less than human, so that that dark side of ourselves, our shadowy twin, has to murder or be murdered.

Already there is the smell of murder approaching far off in the sky over Africa. And this need not be, that is the pity of it. If we could but make friends with our inner selves, come to terms with our own darkness, then there would be no trouble from without.

But before we can close our split natures we must forgive ourselves. We must, we must forgive our European selves for what we have done to the African within us. All begins with forgiveness.

Venture to the Interior, Chapter 23



South Africa

Apartheid, to me, is a truly horrible political expedient because it is evolved by a people who know it to be unworthy, and who merely exemplify man’s capacity for finding good reasons for doing bad things.

‘Introduction’ to William Plomer, Turbott Wolfe

[This is how, in 1929 at the age of twenty-three, Laurens van der Post viewed the South African situation.]

People in Europe seldom realize what powerful emotional forces complicate the coloured question in South Africa. In the detachment created by distance, and the feeling of not being personally involved, it is so easy to see it as an economic problem only, or to regard it as that formidable pamphleteer, Mr Wyndham Lewis, regards most coloured questions – as chiefly the result of the inferiority complex which certain romantic novelists, gushing pink sentimentality over the world’s noble savages, are supposed to be thrusting on Western Europeans and Americans. But actually the native problem is not as simple as all that. It is as much, if not more, an emotional as an economic problem, because at the back of the white South African’s attitude to the native is always fear of the bitterest kind; not the fear inspired by any feeling of inferiority, but fear derived from the smallness in number of his own kind. He has looked at the native so often along the barrel of his rifle that he never sees in him a potential co-operator, but always a dangerous enemy that at the first opportunity may rise and take by arms what is now denied him. Whenever the native agitates for reform, the white South African’s first impulse is to reach for his rifle.

At the school I went to in South Africa the native problem came up for debate at least once a year. With only a few exceptions, in reply to the history master’s question, ‘What is the best solution of the Native Problem?’ the whole class would howl back even before the debate could begin, ‘Shoot the lot!’ The history master, however, was inclined to be something of a liberal, so he suggested to the class that South Africans should model themselves on the old colonists, ‘who treated the native like a useful dog, gave him food, clothing, shelter, doctored him when he was ill, and flogged him when he misbehaved’.

I do not pretend that this is the position in South Africa today. Flogging, much to the constantly voiced regret of South African farmers, is illegal, but I mention it as an illustration of an attitude which an innocent, blue-eyed, and comparatively well-educated South African thought natural and right. It is this mentality to which General Hertzog’s policy is designed to appeal. General Hertzog has always possessed a keen sense of the value of racial feeling in politics – a fact to which the success of the Nationalist Party testifies. By far the greater number of South Africans would sooner support the politician who appeals to their racial sense, than the politician who presumes to appeal intelligently to their reason. The old conflict between the Englishman and the Afrikaner is more or less solved; its solution must have lessened considerably General Hertzog’s pull over his own people, so he seems determined to strengthen his party by forcing South Africa into, or rather by intensifying, another racial struggle, which can be quite easily far more disastrous than anything South Africa has experienced . . .

If the old die-hard attitude, which will deny a native his rights as a man because of his colour, triumphs in South Africa, it is not improbable that the policy of the Union of South Africa may become the policy of the colossal area stretching from the Cape to Abyssinia. When that takes place the position of the white man as time goes on will become more and more precarious. Materially he will never prosper for any length of time: for to imagine, as South Africans imagine, that one section of the community can prosper by repressing the remaining four-fifths is merely ridiculous. The ranks of ‘poor whites’, already alarmingly great, will continue to grow, and on the mental and physical level on which most poor whites exist the taboos of his race lose much of their power. On that level, intermixture with the native becomes easy and for him even desirable, and those who, like General Hertzog, now talk so glibly of preserving white civilization will have greatly accelerated its end. To declare miscegenation illegal, as Mr Tielman Roos has done in South Africa, will not be much good. Sexually the white man has often enough recognized no colour bar, and the laws against miscegenation will only make criminals of people who otherwise had some chance of becoming respectable citizens.

To reinforce his decreasing numbers by immigration, while the native is being artificially restricted to his present standard of living, will be impossible, because no race has yet been able to colonize against a lower standard of living. That is the reason why South African immigration in the past has been insignificant in comparison with that of Canada and Australia. The only chance of survival the white race in South Africa is likely to have would be by entering into a competition of hardihood and efficiency with the native, in raising the native standard of living as near his own as possible. Otherwise, as a well-known native leader said to me once, ‘We shall be putting on muscle, while you put on fat.’

What the colour bar and the white South African’s prejudice, backed up by law, has done in South Africa is to give the white man endless opportunities to loaf. Like most societies who have created in their midst artificially privileged classes, white South Africa is beginning to pay dearly for its privilege to loaf. Out of the European population of 1¾ millions about 160,000 are poor whites. These people as a rule have enormous families, and as the native can live on about one-tenth of what they need, few employers in full possession of their senses are, in spite of their colour bias, inclined to give the poor whites work.

In addition to all this, South Africa has complicated matters by declaring that the white man alone must do skilled work. The spade work on the railways, digging mines – that is nigger’s work; and most poor whites are sufficiently snobbish to consider such work ignominious. But the overseer, the man who stands with his hands in his pockets and sees that nigger gangs do not slack working, is a skilled labourer. In short, the type of European South Africa is encouraging was naïvely suggested in a local advertisement, which asked for a man ‘who understands animals and can handle natives.’

Most South Africans, of course, claim that they have a perfectly rational ground for their attitude to the native. Theirs is not, they claim, a defence dictated by feeling masquerading as reason, but a defence justified by cultural and scientific evidence. To hear the average South African discussing native policies, one would imagine that the country was existing in the golden age of pure reason. A few months ago when a European farmer was sentenced to seven years’ hard labour and a flogging for beating his native servant to death, petition after petition was sent to the Prime Minister to prevent the execution of the second part of the sentence. One of the leading Dutch newspapers argued that it was rationally inconceivable that a white man and a native should ever be punished in the same way. The white man, this paper claimed, had such a sensitive soul, as a result of two thousand years of culture, that to punish him in the same way as an ordinary uncivilized nigger was unjust, because he suffered by punishment much more than any insensitive black man ever could. For a country that accepts the principle of capital punishment, it would, perhaps, have been more logical to argue that when a man, in spite of two thousand years of civilization, is guilty of brutality rarely equalled by any ignorant nigger, he is such a hopeless case that the community ought to get rid of him at any price.

But this feeling, passionately held by thousands, that there ought to be different standards of justice for the white man and the native runs right through South African society. There is, the white man believes, some peculiar and innate intellectual drive about him which places him on the crest of one wave of evolution, leaving the native in a trough a thousand waves behind.

Some years ago a Dutch clergyman tried to convince me that the brain capacity of the native is only nine-tenths of that of the white man: he repeated this statement afterwards in an incredible book that he wrote on the superiority of the South African women. He happened to know several native languages, and he agreed with me that Zulu was one of the most highly organized languages he knew. The average Zulu, he said, was a better talker than the average white South African. Yet the argument boiled down to this, that the ability to use words clearly, with a remarkable freedom from platitudes, was not of the same value as the ability to drive a motor car, handle a rifle, or wear a top hat with dignity, something which the Zulu, fortunately, is incapable of doing. What constitutes civilization for him and for most South Africans does not postulate a single quality which cannot be acquired by imitation. It has all the attributes of the civilization which Japan acquired in a generation, without any great loss of stability. To pretend, therefore, that people who have created one of the most attractive languages in existence have not the brains to do what Japan has done, is certainly non-proven.

A tax-collector in Natal once, in trying to persuade an old native chief to consent to extra taxation, told him that he would get his
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