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‘There is no hillside without a grave.’
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Meaning: Death is unavoidable and will find you wherever you go. (Old Zulu proverb.)
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No one visits the old property anymore. They dare not. The locals keep away and tell children and newcomers to do so too. It is a place inhabited by some of the worst demons they have ever known. Those ones that can live in a rock, a tree, a bird, a buck, and even a river. These things may look innocent, as if they are simply part of the everyday, but they are not. What could be living within them is too terrible to contemplate. When people talk of what they believe happened and is still there, waiting on the farm that is no longer a farm, they look at the ground and speak in a barely audible voice. They tell of the black presence that is felt but not seen. They warn against taking the dusty paths amongst the thorn trees that lead to the deserted property. Evil is waiting there, silent and hidden, and it can come out at any time and in any way. You could quickly be gone from your world into another, snatched into a realm from where the wicked ones come and go in ways that you would fail to understand. The farm that was once called ‘Valley View’ by those who owned it, is now to be left alone. 

The sugar cane died long ago and the fruit on the citrus trees remains unpicked. Over-ripe oranges fall from the trees and rot in the rank grass. The baboons and the monkeys, as well as a few buck and several smaller creatures, have ‘Valley View’ to themselves. Those who have seen and heard them, as well as those who haven’t, say the baboons on ‘Valley View’ are large and aggressive. The baboons see the property as now belonging to them and chase away anyone who comes near with loud barks and bared canines. Their teeth, so the rumour goes, are longer and sharper than those of other baboons. 

It has happened before that a person will not come back from visiting an area such as this, and it will happen again. There are bad ones amongst the world of the living dead. They will take you for their evil purposes if they catch you. Do not cross the boundaries which separate this forbidden farm from the other farms and wild spaces nearby. You could end up in a realm of bad spirits and swallowing blackness. 

The worst of things could occur if one wondered alone here at night. The umthakathi, the witches that ride baboons and hyenas, could smell you out and come galloping through the dark. They could roast your flesh and eat it, or they could enslave you in the hidden places visited only by the living dead. You would never return. 

It is because of what the local people say, though they do not like to talk about it, that what was at one time a magnificent homestead now lies crumbling amidst the encroaching bush veld. Much of the roof has caved in. A lot of the windows are missing and so are the front and back doors. They were carried away years ago by those who did not know of the turmoil that ended everything on what was a farm called ‘Valley View’. Had they known, they would not have touched the items they thought they could take from what they believed was simply an abandoned farmhouse. As it is, when they were spotted carrying them a while later in the veld, they dropped the doors and windows and ran off sweating and screaming into the dust and heat of a particularly hot day. 

At one point during its long years of desertion, the roof of the stone building tilted inward and then crashed down. Grass and weeds flourish among piles of cement, old bricks and rotten beams. A stunted thorn tree now grows just to the left of the ruins. A grey loerie often rests on its crown of twisted branches, small leaves and long white thorns. When it is there, its distinctive call of ‘’Go way! Go way!’ rises loudly from its feathered throat. Long moments after, ‘’Go way! Go way!’’ echoes from the otherwise silent valley. 

Today there is no sign of the polished wooden floor on which the man who owned it once walked. Blaine Martins was proud of the farmhouse he inherited from his father. He often started the day on the wide front verandah with its stone pillars. He would stand with a mug of hot coffee in his hands and look contentedly over his land, part of which consisted of natural bush veld and the rest of sugar cane and citrus. 

When his father was alive, it had been their daily ritual to drink coffee on the verandah while they watched the dawn break across the valley. 

‘’This is where it all happens for us,’’ his father would often say, while making a broad gesture with his right arm. ‘’I can see everything from here. It helps me understand so much of the farm, and us. I find peace when I look out over the valley every morning. It reinforces my belief that our family was right to put three generations of work and care into ‘Valley View’.’’

After his father died of a heart attack one night, it was just Blaine who stood and drank coffee in the early morning on the stone verandah of ‘Valley View’. He was an only child whose mother had died when he was six. His father had never remarried and Blaine had little memory of the woman who had given birth to him and raised him until cancer killed her. He’d got his blond hair and blue eyes from her. She’d also read to him in a kind, melodious voice every night before he went to sleep. She’d instilled a love of reading and stories in him and, to this day, he’d never found it easy to fall asleep at night unless he’d spent time reading. 

After she had died, his Zulu nanny, Doris, who had helped look after him from the time of his birth, became the mother figure in his life. Like many of her generation, Doris had never really learnt to read and write. Instead of reading to him at night before he went to sleep, she’d told him traditional Zulu folk tales. It was from Doris that he’d a heard lot of the myths and legends of the Zulu people. 

Doris’s storytelling, always told with many hand gestures, voice changes and facial expressions, had often carried Blaine into the parallel worlds of the Zulus. The worlds of the living and of the living dead that, according to belief, existed as one. The world of the living dead was one of ancestral spirits, friendly doers of good deeds who watched over and protected those still living, provided they were not antagonised. It was always wise to remember, however, that within this world there were also demonic creatures capable of bringing harm to those in the world of the living. Blaine would fall asleep with his imagination having been transported into this other realm of countless stories that helped shape the thoughts, deeds and feelings of those who knew it. As Doris had always told the stories in isiZulu, he’d also learnt to speak and understand isiZulu as fluently as a native speaker. 

Doris later became the cook when the previous one retired and she still prepared all his meals. Doris had become his Zulu mother and, in many ways, still was. 

When he had spare time, Blaine would walk through the tufted grass in the wild areas of the farm and sit quietly amongst the small birds that came to feed off it. He would sometimes sit still for an hour or more so as not to disturb the busy little finches. Occasionally a duiker or waterbuck would stop to graze, oblivious of his presence. He regularly saw both species of antelope on the farm and he enjoyed their quiet presence. 

Solitary by nature, he was never happier when, after a day’s work in the fields and the workers had gone home, he had the farm to himself. It was his time for peace and quiet. On hot days he would take a cold beer from the fridge and walk with Ben, his slim Africanis dog, and sit on a bench beneath the water tank on the small hill overlooking his land. He was proud of his undulating fields of sugar cane and orchards heavy with oranges.     

Another of Blaine’s favourite times on the farm was when he went fishing. On a Sunday, he would often amble in the remoter areas of the vast property or fish at one of his favourite fishing spots at the edge of the river. Ben, almost the colour of the khaki-coloured grass, could be standing right next to him and blend so easily into the landscape as to be almost invisible. It was because of this, and that Ben did not chase the birds or buck, that he always accompanied Blaine. As neither of them disturbed it in anyway, they were both able to move in contented harmony within their surroundings. When strolling through the grass or sitting still with Ben, Blaine was in his own private heaven. 

Blaine’s only regret was that he had never married and, at thirty-five, it was getting late for that. He had been engaged in his late twenties, but his fiancée was lost to him in a car accident and he’d never fully recovered from his loss.  About three years after her death he had tried dating other women, but nothing had clicked with them. No one had come into this life to replace his beloved Glenda. They had taken beach holidays together, enjoyed slow, hand-in-hand walks on the farm, played tennis (badly) and golf fairly well. Her car was hit by a speeding taxi one evening when she was driving from work to spend the weekend with him. 

Friends had come round to tell Blaine only after her body was removed from the wreckage. Three other people also died in the crash. Today a granite cross mounted on a stone plinth stands a few metres from where the accident happened. At its base, various varieties of aloes grow in abundance. In winter their candelabra-like orange and yellow flowers help enhance the memorial erected by Blaine. 

As it always does, time had moved on and, to some extent, so had he, but not as much as he needed to. It had begun to worry him more and more of late that there would be no one to inherit the farm when he died. He could not really bring himself to date other woman. Whenever he tried to get close to one, Glenda’s face would be in front of him and whoever he was dating. He knew it was his mind playing tricks on him, but it was as if Glenda was telling him she was still the one for him. For now, it was just him and old Ben. Despite the lack of a woman in his life, all was well on the farm and, to a lesser extent, in his heart. It did not stay that way for long. 
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The story that follows gripped the minds of some people for years to come. For those directly caught up in it, it was a time of unrelenting terror. One of an evil presence that became so strong that no one was able to fight it. It is the real story of why the old farmhouse is now a ruined shell, and of why the birds and the buck, as well as the other wild creatures, such as the eagles and the baboons, no longer see Blaine. It is of why weeds grow open to the sky in what is becoming less and less recognisable as a farmhouse. Most importantly, it is of why Blaine set out happily from the ‘Valley View’ homestead one afternoon and never returned.  

There are other aspects to it all, however, and they are not as easily explained, but Blaine’s disappearance while spending time engaged in an innocent pleasure, triggered off a living hell.  

Who knows now what evil will come out of the whispering grass or hook you with the thorns of a thorn tree? Is the lizard sunning itself on a nearby rock just a lizard or is there something within it that could destroy you? But before we get to anything like this, we need to begin with the simple recreational pleasure Blaine set out to enjoy one afternoon. 
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To Blaine, all was well as he went fishing on a hot September afternoon. He was on his way to one of his favourite fishing spots. It was a flat rock at a particularly narrow point in the river that formed the southern boundary of his property. He would have liked to have taken Ben with him, but Blaine needed to climb down almost vertical rock sides to get to where he intended fishing and he would have needed to carry Ben. It was an impossible task and Blaine had left him happily chewing a large marrow bone in the kitchen. 

Having lived his entire life on
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