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For Malik


‘You put together two things that have not been put together before. And the world is changed. People may not notice at the time, but that doesn’t matter. The world has been changed nonetheless.’

— JULIAN BARNES, LEVELS OF LIFE

‘You never know Rodriguez better than the first day you met him.’

— MALIK BENDJELLOUL, DIRECTOR OF
SEARCHING FOR SUGAR MAN

‘Maybe today, yeah
I’ll slip away.’

— SIXTO RODRIGUEZ, ‘I’LL SLIP AWAY’


Prologue

Sundance

(2012)

‘What you’re missing is that the path itself changes you.’

— JULIEN SMITH, THE FLINCH

THERE’S A CLIP in the ‘making of’ feature on the DVD release of Searching for Sugar Man in which Craig Bartholomew Strydom, the so-called ‘musicologist detective’ featured in the documentary, arrives at a restaurant on a snowy evening in Park City, Utah. The sidewalk is slippery and he and his wife tread gingerly. Director Malik Bendjelloul, the eternally youthful former child actor, walks over, camera in hand. ‘Is that video?’ Strydom asks, absurdly. ‘Yes, it is,’ replies the director in singsong English, a tonal trait carried over from his native Swedish. Malik is intent on filming the moment because this is the first time in over twelve years that Strydom will meet up in person with Stephen ‘Sugar’ Segerman, his co-conspirator in the Rodriguez story. It is the opening night of the Sundance Film Festival. The date is 19 January 2012, which will turn out to be the first in a string of highly significant dates for this rogue-style documentary. What the short clip does not – and cannot – tell you about are the numerous rocky roads that have been travelled to get to this moment in the Rockies. So many trajectories have intersected in the making of this film and the story behind it, and will continue to do so. No one knows it yet, but although it feels like the end, this night is only the beginning of an extraordinary journey that will finally bring recognition to a brilliant but elusive musician, forty years after the fact.

Segerman is the next to arrive. Jet-lagged and chilled to the bone, he has just flown in from South Africa, the unlikely setting for so much of this very American story. His blood has not yet had time to thicken. Like Strydom, he is doing everything he can to keep his emotions under control. It was, after all, partially his vision that helped breathe life into the stillborn career of one of the twentieth century’s most enigmatic musicians, Sixto Rodriguez. A two-album dud who, after a short brush with fame, had no choice but to go back to life as a blue-collar worker, unaware of his enormous success in South Africa, the pariah of the world, a continent away.

Strydom and Segerman shake hands in the snow. Strydom thinks back to the early eighties when his plan to find out what had happened to Rodriguez was just a crazy idea. That was before he met Segerman. The ‘Red Peril’ was near South Africa’s borders and the masses inside the country were getting restless, so the only way to keep the white minority secure in their leafy suburbs was to send in the troops. Or so thought the near-sighted National Party government of Prime Minister P.W. Botha. There were certainly enough troops, as all white males were conscripted into the military for two years. And so it came to pass that one day in 1984, while shooting the breeze with his fellow conscripts, Strydom heard an album that would for ever change his life. It came from a small tape recorder and, refreshingly, there was nothing banal about the lyrics. Instead, the voice sang lines like ‘I was born for the purpose that crucifies your mind’, and ‘In the factory that you call your mind, graveyard thoughts of stone’. Who was this poet, Strydom wondered. Someone answered that the singer’s name was Rodriguez, and that he had killed himself on stage after reciting his own epitaph: ‘Thanks for your time, and you can thank me for mine, and after that’s said, forget it.’ Strydom was amazed. Who would do such a thing? He made a vow to find out one day how the musician, known only as Rodriguez, had died.

The Deer Valley sun dips low and there is still no Rodriguez. By the time Segerman and Strydom make their way to the second floor of the restaurant, John Battsek is already seated at a large table, booked specially for this momentous occasion. Simon Chinn, who produced Searching for Sugar Man alongside Battsek, paces the floor anxiously, cellphone at the ready. Both men come across as being nervous as hell. They shouldn’t be, as both have made this journey before. Battsek has midwifed several documentary features through the arduous birthing process that leads to film-festival gold. His progeny includes documentary features such as the Academy Award–winning One Day in September; Restrepo, about the Afghanistan war; and the BAFTA Award–winning The Imposter, about a boy impersonating a boy who is lost, not to be confused with the subject of tonight’s documentary feature, the search for a man who didn’t know he was lost. Rodriguez, it is announced, is running late, but Battsek is no stranger to the machinations of musicians, having also produced 2010’s Stones in Exile, a documentary about the Rolling Stones’ self-imposed exile to the South of France to avoid exorbitant British taxes, a trip that led to the 1972 album Exile on Main Street.

The milestones on executive producer Chinn’s journey are no less auspicious. His oeuvre includes director James Marsh’s 2007 Man on Wire, a feature documentary about Frenchman Philippe Petit’s audacious and illegal high-wire walk between the Twin Towers in New York City on the morning of 7 August 1974. Would Searching for Sugar Man follow in Man on Wire’s footsteps? The film of Petit’s caper had opened at the Sundance Film Festival before going on to land Chinn and Marsh an Academy Award and a trove of other hardware. Chinn is also known for producing another James Marsh film, Project Nim, an enquiry into animal communication behaviour with respect to American Sign Language, featuring chimpanzee Nim Chimpsky. Positive reviews notwithstanding, neither man nor beast would go home with the Oscar on that occasion.

Camilla Skagerström arrives. She is in conversation with Ann-Sofie Rase, the Swedish stage actress and Malik’s girlfriend. Camilla’s journey to get to a place at the table in this restaurant in the Wasatch Back Mountains has also been eventful. From the day she received the call from Malik to shoot Searching for Sugar Man, she was under no illusion that what would be required from her would amount to more than a camera and an eye for film. Filming for Malik, his natural enthusiasm aside, would involve a level of faith that would need to grow in inverse proportion to the diminishing level of funding. Granted, faith might be a necessary ingredient of all documentaries, but faith doesn’t pay the bills. Buoyed both by the recent Palme d’Or at Cannes for the short film Micky Bader, which she filmed, and the birth of her first child, she is delighted to be there. She sits down and smiles contentedly. It has been a long journey. The Cannes-winning documentary short in which she participated focused on the life of 100-year-old Holocaust survivor and swimming die-hard Ebba ‘Micky’ Heyman, who would not let the weather, her age or the seasons stand in the way of her daily swim routine in the ocean with her girlfriends. A bit like Malik’s attitude to filmmaking. This is Camilla’s first trip to the Sundance Film Festival, and she and Malik make nervous eye contact. Sundance, after all, was set firmly in his sights long before shooting began. She would know. She was with him almost every step of the way.

Orders are about to be taken and still Rodriguez has not arrived. Light in the Attic Records owner Matt Sullivan, seated at the far end of the table, makes a joke about having to search for Sugar Man all over again. Matt’s place at the table is for reasons linked to, but different from, the other players gathered around. If Strydom was the musicologist detective in the story, Matt was the music archaeologist. And as the name of his company suggests, it is Matt’s business to dig through record bins and rifle through detritus in attics, garages and storage facilities in search of that one elusive musical masterpiece that might have fallen through the cracks. Rodriguez’s 1970 debut album, Cold Fact, was one such find.

Looking through a pile of records at a Los Angeles sidewalk sale in 2006, Matt came across an album that looked interesting. The record in question was a compilation called Come Get It I Got It by David Holmes, with a remixed version of Rodriguez’s ‘Sugar Man’ as the second track. Matt put the record on the turntable and could not believe his ears. Whose was this distant, mysterious-sounding voice, which sang of ‘blue coins’ and ‘silver magic ships’ and ‘answers that make colours disappear’? More than anyone, Matt knows music, and for him to find an album or track that he hasn’t seen or heard before is like an art curator chancing upon a previously unknown Picasso at a flea market. He spent the night poking around for more information, but other than some cyber noise from South Africa of all places, he came up largely empty-handed. The record was as good as non-existent in America. No one seemed to own the rights to it. More importantly, no one in his extended circle of music enthusiasts had even heard of the elusive musician known as Rodriguez.

He tracked down Stephen ‘Sugar’ Segerman through the website Sugarman.org, the only real repository of Rodriguez information at the time. Segerman put him on to Cold Fact and, after a lengthy quest to obtain the rights, Matt was finally able to dust off the album and reissue it on vinyl. Despite low expectations, it soon took on cult status as an underground gem on the American West Coast. But in spite of Matt’s intervention, and as much exposure as he could drum up, the reissue performed no better in the US than it had on its inauguration; nothing but a fleeting blip on the niche-music listener’s radar. ‘Main Street’ America, it seemed, the wellspring from which Rodriguez drew his inspiration, was not yet ready to hear his music.

There is a commotion downstairs. Rodriguez has finally arrived. He makes his way up to the second floor. At his side are his girlfriend Bonnie and two of his daughters, Sandra and Regan. All three daughters feature in the documentary, although Eva has not made it to Sundance. (Notably absent from the eighty-six-minute film, critics would later point out, is the small bevy of ex-wives and ex-girlfriends who have accompanied Rodriguez on his life’s journey.) Tonight’s trip from the airport to the hotel, and from the hotel to the restaurant, has gone the way it always has: undetected. Imposing in leather and sporting a Ry Cooder hat and Roy Orbison prescription sunglasses, Rodriguez looks like a rock star one should recognise, someone whose records one should have. Unbeknown to him, he will not be going around undetected for much longer, especially not after tonight.

‘Ah,’ says Malik, leaping up from his chair, ‘the star of the show is here.’ But this statement is only partially true. The other star of the show, albeit from behind the camera, is none other than Malik himself. The waitress comes over and rushed orders are taken. They are already verging on being late for their own premiere. Strydom and Segerman take it all in. There’s something surreal about the moment. Malik, an idiosyncratic eater at the best of times, is too nervous to touch his food. Instead, he walks around the room singling out each person, thanking them for the respective roles they have played in this impossible story. But there’s no time for accolades. Chinn and Battsek usher everyone out.

Snow swirls into eyes and mouths as they slip-slide to the various minivans and taxis that wait to take them to their destination. A winter wonderland sweeps past. A marquee announces the film that will be opening the World Cinema Documentary Competition of the twenty-seven-year-old Sundance Festival. Three other films opened in their respective categories earlier in the day, Hello I Must Be Going in the US Dramatic Competition, Wish You Were Here in the World Cinema Dramatic Competition and The Queen of Versailles in the US Documentary Competition. When they arrive at the theatre, each member of the Sugar Man team is handed a Sundance Film Festival lanyard and pass badge, giving them unhindered access to red-carpet events and other functions not available to the general public. Just to see the words Searching for Sugar Man and the ‘official’ demarcation adds to the gravitas of the moment.

A capacity audience files in slowly. The Sugar Man team take their seats, barely able to contain themselves. There is no reason on earth why this documentary should resonate with US audiences, and they know it. By rights it should fade like the career of the musician on which it is based. How could anyone expect otherwise? For starters, no one in America, let alone tonight’s audience, is expected to know the music. And the soundtrack of a biopic, especially if it is about a musician, is half the film. And why should anyone have heard the music? In the sarcastic words of Clarence Avant, the Sussex label head and impresario responsible for signing Rodriguez to Sussex Records in 1969 who is controversially featured in the documentary, only six copies of the album ever sold: ‘My wife bought one, I bought one, and maybe my daughter bought one.’

The theatre goes black. Life blinks.


PART I

THE MYSTERY


1

The other Sugar Man

(1954–1996)

‘We may be through with the past … but the past is not through with us.’

— QUIZ KID DONNIE SMITH, MAGNOLIA

LIKE MANY WHITE South Africans – including Craig Strydom a decade later – Stephen Segerman first heard the Rodriguez album Cold Fact when he was doing his compulsory stint of military service. The year was 1972; the place, Air Force Base Swartkop in Pretoria. Two of Stephen’s air force buddies drove in to the base one day and called him over to the car. ‘Hey, man, listen to this,’ they said, turning up the volume. The car was a gold Ford Capri, bullet sleek and ‘tit’, in the parlance of the day, the ultimate young man’s car in the 1970s. The first song to bleed from the speakers was ‘Sugar Man’, with its haunting voice and lyrics. ‘Sugar man, won’t you hurry / Cause I’m tired of these scenes / For a blue coin won’t you bring back / All those colors to my dreams.’ This was followed closely by ‘Only Good for Conversation’. ‘My pocket don’t drive me fast / My mother treats me slow / My statue’s got a concrete heart / But you’re the coldest bitch I know.’ By the time Stephen was through listening, he was sold.

As was the modus operandi in those pre-file-sharing days, Stephen copied the album using one of those double-cassette decks that everyone seemed to own. So began the endless rotation (and endless copying) of an album that articulated the gripes of a gritty blue-collar reality an ocean away.

In spite of very little airplay on any of South Africa’s state-owned radio stations (too controversial with its references to drugs; plus, it audaciously asked how many times you’ve had sex), Cold Fact took on a cult status. For twenty-five years, South Africa remained in the dark about the fate of Rodriguez, and Rodriguez remained in the dark about his fame and cult following in that remote country. How could he have known, for – bizarrely – he garnered not a cent in royalties. Unlike most albums that passed through record and later CD stores, Cold Fact has been on South African record racks for over forty-two years – a record in itself, surely.

But by the time Segerman heard Cold Fact in 1972, Rodriguez’s first contribution had already faded into obscurity in the United States, along with the artist. In the words of Mike Theodore, who co-produced the album, ‘America just wasn’t ready.’ Would it ever be? Segerman would play a crucial role in the long and winding journey of finally getting Rodriguez recognised there and around the world.

To step into Stephen Segerman’s music room is to step into his mind. Thousands of posters, photographs, CDs, DVDs, albums, cassettes and tchotchkes line every inch of space. Nothing is ever thrown away. It is all absorbed, twice. Once into his brain through the senses, the second time into his sphere as a possession. If asked a question he can go one of two routes. Rubbing his eyes as he is wont to do, he will either retrieve the answer from his mind or, failing that, he will go old school and retrieve the memory facsimile by hand, opening a drawer here, a box there, a closet elsewhere. Everything is mentally catalogued for seamless retrieval. But it took years to get this way.

Born in the liberal white Johannesburg suburb of Emmarentia in 1954, a month after Elvis went into Sun Studios, Stephen Segerman had by all accounts a normal suburban Jewish childhood, which is to say a safe, sheltered upbringing far from the realities of apartheid and the black townships that would later smoulder on the other side of town. Growing up in Emmarentia, Stephen spent most of his time riding his bicycle around a relatively small stamping ground: he attended Emmarentia Primary School, followed by a short stint at Yeshiva College in Glenhazel, and matriculated from Greenside High, with synagogues, stores, friends and sports fields all a stone’s throw away.

Looking south from Bernard and Joyce Segerman’s house, one might have seen the Melville Koppies, a nearby ridge and archaeological site. And in the year that Stephen was born, just over the Melville Koppies and less than a mile away, one would have stumbled upon a bustling, cosmopolitan area known as Sophiatown.

Sophiatown was an uncharacteristic (for South Africa) mixed-race suburb that had begun to encroach on the neighbouring white suburbs of Westdene and Newlands. When the National Party came to power in 1948, they put plans in motion, under the guise of the racially motivated Immorality Amendment Act of 1950, to forcefully relocate the black residents of Sophiatown to Meadowlands, a suburb of Soweto; the coloureds (not to be confused with the blacks) to Eldorado Park; the Indians to Lenasia; and the Chinese to central Johannesburg. Anti-apartheid activists Nelson Mandela, Ruth First, Helen Joseph and Father Trevor Huddleston united with residents to thwart the forced removals, but in vain. Before Stephen’s first birthday, around 2,000 armed policemen went in and forcibly removed Sophiatown’s inhabitants. The newly promulgated principles of apartheid were clear: people of different races could not live together. By the time Stephen was nine, Sophiatown had been flattened to the ground, all trace of its existence erased from the map of Johannesburg. The white suburb that rose from its ashes was impudently named Triomf, the Afrikaans word for ‘triumph’.

In the years to follow, with South Africa well on its way to becoming a police state, Nelson Mandela received a life sentence for high treason and Helen Joseph was repeatedly banned (her last banning order was lifted in 1985, when she was eighty). Ruth First was not so lucky. In 1982, a parcel bomb sent to her address in Mozambique by the dark forces of apartheid exploded in her hands, killing her instantly. Only Father Trevor Huddleston, who among other things had been instrumental in organising for a fourteen-year-old Hugh Masekela his first trumpet, came out unscathed, returning to Britain soon after the removals.

Because of the way South Africa operated in the fifties, sixties and early seventies, the young Stephen Segerman was oblivious to all of this. With Rosemary Clooney and Frank Sinatra gently crooning in the background, his early childhood was as happy and normal as that of any white South African boy his age. There was never a shortage of music in the Segerman household, and no shortage of cultural ideas either. Every Friday evening – and this would become a defining factor in Stephen’s life and his later obsession with music – his father, Bernard, would walk through the door with bundles of surprises under each arm. South Africa might have already started closing itself off to the world, but nothing could stop Bernard from bringing the world into his home. Classic Comics, Look & Learn, Knowledge magazine and assorted books entered the Segerman household and were devoured by three culture-hungry siblings, Stephen leading the charge. ‘My head was just filled with that stuff,’ he says today. And if the magazines and books were not enough, there were the records, plenty of them: from the soundtracks of Mary Poppins and The Sound of Music to Cliff Richard and Elvis Presley. And in spite of many South African parents’ desire to ‘protect’ their children from ‘filth’ like the Beatles, Ringo, Paul, George and John were welcomed into the Segerman home.

This stuff came from American Books, a small bookshop Bernard owned with his sister. Situated in Eloff Street (right where Eloff intersects with Park Station), the shop was a treasure trove of books, magazines, records and toys, which formed the cultural nexus of an enquiring mind and further fuelled his young son’s love of music.

Stephen’s love of reading and knowledge led him to his first brush with fame as a ‘Quiz Kid’, and then much later to his role as a main player in the Rodriguez story and the subsequent documentary. It would be at the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) in Commissioner Street, close to his father’s next business, a jewellery factory called A. Weinberg & Co. on the corner of Kerk and Polly streets in downtown Johannesburg, that the next instalment of Stephen’s story would take place.

In 1950, four years before he was born, the SABC launched South Africa’s first commercial radio station. Until then there had only been the ‘stiff upper-lip’ English service and its dour Afrikaans equivalent. The new station was named after South Africa’s national animal, the springbok. Soon Springbok Radio was the primary source of entertainment in any given white South African household, fixated on the latest twist in one of its many radio serials. This was, after all, long before the belated launch of television in 1976.

Springbok Radio’s programme line-up included a show called Quiz Kids, based on the American equivalent. The premise of the programme involved the general public sending in questions meant to stump a panel of high-school teenagers and winning prizes, all carefully adjudicated by a charming radio host.

In the second South African run of Quiz Kids, Paddy O’Byrne was the quizmaster and SABC radio legend Johnny Walker was the show’s producer. The panel, for the sake of photographs at least, wore black academic gowns and mortarboards.

Stephen was thirteen and in his first year of high school when the headmaster, a certain Mr Jimmy Lane, announced in general assembly one morning that Springbok Radio would be holding auditions to select a new batch of ‘Quiz Kids’ for the upcoming series. Panellists were typically older kids in matric, the final grade of high school. Once they finished matric, the teens would no longer be eligible to participate in the show and would be replaced on the panel. ‘Any interested applicants,’ concluded the headmaster, ‘should meet me in my office after assembly.’

Stephen arrived at Principal Lane’s office, where a handful of hopefuls were already waiting. He looked around and noticed something was wrong with the equation. There were the top students of the school, older boys and girls, intellectuals, standing around confidently with their hands in their pockets – and then there was Stephen. Photographs from the time show a fresh-faced, newly bar-mitzvahed boy of thirteen, in stark contrast to the mature seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds who would have been waiting in the headmaster’s office with him that day. Finally, after several uncomfortable minutes, in walked Principal Lane, a man on a mission. ‘Thanks, chaps, for coming in,’ he started to say, but then, noticing the young boy standing nervously to one side, interrupted himself with, ‘You – you I’ll speak to afterwards. You go wait over there!’

‘But I’m here for the quiz, sir,’ implored Stephen, his voice barely audible.

‘Well,’ said the headmaster dismissively, ‘you can’t, it’s only for matrics.’

With that, Stephen, and what was left of his confidence, limped back to the classroom.

Later during break in the playground, a kindly older boy, who had been in the principal’s office that morning, walked over. As a youth leader, he knew Stephen well. ‘Don’t worry,’ said the older boy, ‘I’ll tell you where to go for auditions.’ So Stephen caught the bus, at a time when it was still safe for lone thirteen-year-olds to do so, and went through the auditioning process. He was successful, and so began the first of several years as one of South Africa’s youngest ever Quiz Kids and the longest-running panellist. Shows were recorded in advance during the week, mostly at the SABC’s studios. Since Bernard’s factory was close by, Stephen could simply catch a ride home with his father after each taping. The show aired on Mondays and Thursdays between 6:15 and 6:30 p.m.

In many respects, Stephen’s role as one of the youngest Quiz Kids was a positive one. For starters, he was able to earn some decent money and open an investment account. But he also became popular. His parents and family were extremely proud of young Stephen. Their hopes and aspirations of one day saying ‘my son the doctor’ or ‘my son the dentist’ were prematurely fulfilled with ‘my son the Quiz Kid’. In Stephen’s words, ‘They klabbed a lot of naches from me’ (which means they gained a lot of joy from him). The downsides of the experience were the things that typically happen to kids who achieve even the smallest degree of celebrity at a young age. While not quite on the scale of Quiz Kid Donnie Smith in the film Magnolia, Stephen nonetheless discovered the disadvantages of fame. Other children would throw out random challenges to him every day, on the playground or while walking between classes. Who wrote this book, they would call out. Who discovered that country? He took a lot of flak for it, and after a while he didn’t want people to know who he was.

Stephen continued on Quiz Kids for several more years before making the transition back to his preferred insular life of music fan and bookworm. He didn’t achieve much academically at school and had absolutely no idea what to do with his life thereafter. But his love for knowledge and natural rebelliousness made Stephen the right person to get involved in the Rodriguez story.

The year 1972 rolled around and, as a matter of course, Stephen was called up to do a year of compulsory military service in the South African Defence Force. Conscription had become mandatory for all white males in 1967, and by the time Stephen was called up it had become a serious matter, as there was trouble brewing to the north of South Africa.

The so-called Border War began in 1966, when South African security forces clashed with insurgents from the South West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO) in the north of South West Africa. Later that year the United Nations (UN) passed Resolution 2145, terminating South Africa’s right to administer the protectorate, an undertaking it had inherited under a UN mandate at the end of World War II. A second resolution, 2372, followed in 1968, this one recognising SWAPO as the legitimate representative of the people of South West Africa. The same resolution also renamed the territory as Namibia, much to Pretoria’s chagrin. The Republic of South Africa, then under Prime Minister B.J. Vorster, dug in its heels, holding on tight to what had effectively become its fifth province. SWAPO responded by embarking on a protracted guerrilla war to gain independence.

When Stephen was called up in 1972, the Border War was being fought mainly in the Caprivi Strip, a strange panhandle of land to Namibia’s north-east. But Stephen had nothing to do with this. After completing his basic training, he was posted to the 100 Air Force Maintenance Unit in Pretoria and performed his service as a pen-pusher, a clerk. Stephen’s efforts in the military can best be described as NAAFI, a military acronym from the time meaning ‘no ambition and fuckall interest’. And who could blame him? He was only seventeen years old and, like a large percentage of national servicemen during that period, reluctant to fight in a war in which he had no vested interest, let alone understanding. He got through his year without causing any ripples. He would kill time playing chess with another guy in the office, and for the rest it was ‘music, music, music’.

And so it happened that Stephen heard Cold Fact one day in his friend’s Ford Capri and became instantly hooked. It became the soundtrack of his time in the military. Truth be told, few similarities existed between the lives of the young men stationed at Air Force Base Swartkop in Pretoria and that of the man who wrote songs about inner-city USA; nevertheless, the album resonated. There was one important similarity between the two backdrops. Both countries were at war. And both wars were geographically removed from the actual lives of those fighting them: South Africa on the South West Africa/Angola border, the US in Vietnam. And, like most wars, these were politicians’ wars. Yet, in the sea of anti-establishment lyrics found on the album, only two lines actually allude to war: ‘… the government gives you your slugs’ and ‘I wonder about the soldier that dies’.

When Stephen got his hands on a copy of the LP itself, he was mesmerised by the eye-catching cover. On it a man in blue-and-white-striped trousers, a mauve leather vest, black sunglasses, sandals and a low-slung medallion sits cross-legged – Buddha-style – superimposed over (or in) what looks like a pearl or a crystal ball. Below the photograph are three graphic strips of an urban skyline laid out in a step-and-repeat fashion. Blurred but still visible in the top strip is the word ‘DRUG’, obviously from some indeterminate drugstore signage, but since drugstores in South Africa were known as chemist’s or pharmacies, only the secondary meaning would have applied. (The three strips, black and white in the original US release, had been re-coloured on the South African version, perhaps to obscure the word DRUG and possibly, in the case of the lower strip, to conceal the repeated image of a woman in a suggestive pose. This was apartheid South Africa, after all, and the pose might have been a little too prurient for the time.)

Flipping the album over, Stephen noticed that there were no musicians credited on the album sleeve whatsoever. On the back appeared the lyrics of all twelve songs, as well as a few credits: for arrangers and producers (Mike Theodore and Dennis Coffey), the mixer (Theodore again), photography and cover design, and the New York studio where the album was remixed. The only other information was on the face of the record itself: the name Sixto Rodriguez in fine print, an A&M Records logo, a Sussex Records logo, the track listing and timings, and, in brackets, the mandatory author information. Some tracks, Stephen noticed, were credited to Jesus Rodriguez, others to Sixth Prince. Two songs were credited to Gary Harvey, Mike Theodore and Dennis Coffey. The name Sixto Rodriguez never appeared on any of the subsequent vinyl pressings, and so South Africans just naturally assumed that the artist’s full name was Jesus Rodriguez. The Sixth Prince was a mystery.

The album had been pressed locally by A&M Records under the catalogue number AMLS 67000. In the days of vinyl, upon licensing the licensee would have received a master copy, which would have been used to press the record. Cold Fact didn’t get much airplay on the radio, and while none of the songs were officially banned, certain tracks were physically scratched with a sharp object by the censors so that they could not be played on the state-owned airwaves. Other than LM Radio, the official station from Lourenço Marques that reached South Africa on AM, there were no radio stations at the time other than the SABC.

Lack of airplay notwithstanding, in due course the album became a cult classic, and was copied and recopied and played everywhere.

After his year in the military, Stephen dodged compulsory ‘camps’ by enrolling at the University of the Witwatersrand. It was around this time that friends increasingly began referring to him as ‘Sugar’, from the mispronunciation of Segerman as ‘Sugarman’, a much more common surname. In fact, it all began in his final year of university in 1977, when Stephen moved out of his parents’ home and into a nine-person commune in a large double-storey house in the Johannesburg suburb of Parktown. Three of the new residents were called Stephen, a problem immediately spotted by the commune’s head, Stephen ‘Swaz’ Swersky, who, without further ado, allocated them each nicknames. With that, Segerman became ‘Sugar’, a moniker reinforced by his obsession with the other Sugar Man and that song.

His time at university was followed by a period of articles for which Stephen could never quite stir up the requisite enthusiasm. Sadly, in this endeavour, there would be no ‘naches’ for the Segerman clan. And just as Rodriguez re-entered the life of blue-collar employment on the car line on the other side of the world, Stephen went to work in his father’s workshop, designing jewellery and selling diamonds, and finally got married and started a family.

But his love of music never left him. Instead of incorporating music into his new family life, he incorporated his new family into his music life. He also receded further into his shell, his tortoise-like inner sanctum, a small room in the middle of his house, which he had begun to assemble and fill with every conceivable poster, book, album and sentimental item that had meant anything to him in his life. His regular Friday sorties to various record shops in Braamfontein and Hillbrow to look for new albums, books or magazines helped fill up the room. It was during one of these weekly cultural pilgrimages that he discovered The Best of Rodriguez, a 1982 compilation which he hadn’t seen before, and which – surprisingly – featured several Rodriguez songs that he hadn’t heard. How could this be? Surely there hadn’t been a second album? How had he missed this? So began his quest to track down a second Rodriguez LP.

As the years passed, political change eventually came to South Africa. It withdrew its soldiers from Angola and Namibia in 1989, ending the Border War, and when F.W. de Klerk took over from P.W. Botha as state president, he began a process of reform that resulted in the release of Nelson Mandela and other political prisoners, and the first democratic election in April 1994, in which Mandela became president.

In December 1994, Sugar was sitting on Camps Bay beach with some friends, while on holiday in Cape Town. Among them was an ex-South African, Ronit Molko, who had emigrated to the United States a while before but who often returned to visit her family and friends in South Africa. Ronit asked Sugar where she could buy Rodriguez’s Cold Fact album on CD in Cape Town. Sugar told her that she could buy it anywhere, ‘even from the CNA’, a nationwide newsagent with a branch across from the beach where they were sitting at the time. The answer was so obvious it seemed stupid. ‘Or just buy it when you get home to America,’ he said.

‘I can’t,’ she replied, ‘it is just not available in the US.’

Ronit explained that she had not been able to find it anywhere in America. No one there had ever heard of it. This surprised Sugar, because around these parts everyone knew and owned Rodriguez’s music. Rodriguez was as big as Bob Dylan and the Rolling Stones, and South Africans quite naturally assumed his music would be available everywhere. This was the first time that Sugar got an inkling that they might be dealing with a cult album. He was correct about it being in the shop across from the beach. They strolled over and bought a copy of Cold Fact for Ronit to take home with her.

Back in Johannesburg, Sugar’s curiosity was piqued and he once again took up the search for the missing Rodriguez album that he had never seen or heard, but which he knew had to exist thanks to the Best Of album. He searched through all his regular Johannesburg record shops – Kohinoor Records on Commissioner Street, Hillbrow Record Centre and Look & Listen, some second-hand shops downtown, anywhere he could think of – but without any luck. Then one day, while hanging out at the house of friend Andre Bakkes in Midrand, Sugar mentioned that he was looking for the second Rodriguez album. To his astonishment, Andre casually walked over to his turntable, flipped through his record collection and pulled out a copy of the original South African release of Coming from Reality. Sugar was completely stunned, having never even seen a copy of this mysterious LP. Andre agreed to let him take it home.

The cover of the album featured a photograph of Rodriguez dressed in a white shirt and black trousers, sitting on a porch. Once again his eyes are hidden by black sunglasses. His hair is long, and he stares at the camera with just a hint of a smile. It is immediately clear that the porch where he is seated is part of a derelict building. Behind him is a boarded-up blue door, a broken chair back and an empty bottle. Oddly, a child’s shoe, similar to his own, is placed alongside his right foot. In his hands he is holding what looks like a bag of something, or a piece of broken glass.

The album was released in South Africa in 1972, although the label lists it as 1973. It was once again from A&M/Sussex, and carried the catalogue number SXBS 7012. This time all the songs were credited simply to Rodriguez. Besides producer Steve Rowland, the only other credit read: ‘Impresario: Clarence Avant’.

From the opening strains of acoustic guitar, one thing was immediately clear: a level of confidence not heard on Cold Fact. Rodriguez invited the listener to ‘Climb up on my music, and my songs will set you free’. Sugar sat back and listened. The lyrics were as poignant as they were on the previous album: ‘Have you ever had a fever / From a bitter-sweet refrain / Have you ever kissed the sunshine / Walked between the rain.’ Sugar had the fever. Again.

What followed was the second important event in a chain of coincidences that started with Andre pulling that LP out of his collection. Shortly after Sugar found Coming from Reality, another of his close friends in the local music business, Andy Harrod, called to say that the record company was looking for a pristine copy of Coming from Reality, because they wanted to release the record on CD.

‘Why don’t they just press it from the master copy?’ Sugar asked, another seemingly obvious question. After all, that’s what record companies do.

‘Um,’ said Andy hesitantly, ‘they don’t seem to have the masters.’

How could that be? It was another spark to fuel the mystery. So Sugar, with Andre’s permission, handed over the LP version of Coming from Reality to Andy, who passed it on to the record company. The record company was obviously thrilled to receive such a well-looked-after specimen of vinyl, and to thank and reward Andy and Sugar, they asked if they would write the liner notes for the new South African CD release of what would now be called After the Fact – Coming from Reality.

A week later, the friends had cobbled together the liner notes; pretty standard stuff but for two seminal lines:

There were no concrete cold facts about the artist known as Rodriguez.

It is not known if he is even alive or dead. Any musicologist detectives out there?
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Kimberley to the moon

(1964–1997)

‘The cure for boredom is curiosity. There is no cure for curiosity.’

— DOROTHY PARKER, AMERICAN POET AND SATIRIST

WHEN CRAIG BARTHOLOMEW Strydom read those words in the liner notes from the Rodriguez CD that he had unpacked at the Look & Listen music store where he worked, he couldn’t believe his eyes. A couple of years earlier, Craig had set himself the task of finding out how Rodriguez had died. It was on a list of journalistic articles that he wanted to write, a list that was pinned on his office wall. Now he found that someone else was asking the same question.

Like Stephen, Craig was to play a part in the rediscovery of Rodriguez. But when the ‘musicologist detective’ moniker was perpetuated in the press release that announced the film Searching for Sugar Man in 2012, Craig had to admit that at no stage of his life had he been a musicologist or a detective. Delicately, he would have to explain the genesis of this strange title to audiences during the many film-festival Q&A sessions, including a 1,000-strong audience in New York City. Ultimately, it became easier to simply admit that he was in fact a musicologist detective, the first of his kind.

In the diamond-mining town of Kimberley where Craig was born in 1964, highfalutin dreams of being a writer or a musicologist ran up against more regional job-market realities. A large percentage of the city’s population worked on the mines or for industries dependent on the mines. His father and four of his father’s five brothers worked at various stages for De Beers or its subsidiaries. (Craig, too, would work for De Beers as a diamond sorter for a short period.) Had it not been for the discovery of diamonds in 1871 on the Vooruitzigt farm owned by the De Beer brothers, Kimberley would more than likely not exist on any map today.

In the decade in which Craig was born, Kimberley was no more than a sleepy mining town, a mere shadow of its former multi-ethnic self at the height of the diamond rush and the early stages of the city’s inception. Fortune-seekers from all four corners of the globe had descended in droves to play Mother Nature’s infectious lottery. At the height of the diamond rush, diggers from as far off as Russia, Australia, California, Britain and Brazil could be seen socialising after a day’s exhausting work, making deals while watching their backs in makeshift saloons. Following closely on their heels were the tycoons, throwing money at consolidation. Mining at the time might have been a race to the bottom, hence the world’s biggest manmade hole, but it soon became a race to the middle as the consolidation process brought about homogenisation and, over time, fewer but larger monopolistic corporations. Kimberley in its early days was like the Wild West. What could a boy do but dream in a town founded on dreams?

Crouched with his father around the radio (known at the time as a wireless), less than a year before Rodriguez released Cold Fact an ocean away, five-year-old Craig found himself captivated by the live broadcast of the first moon landing. The next day, greeting the milkman at the front gate of their mine-allocated house on Ernest Oppenheimer Avenue, Craig excitedly told him about the moon landing, which, to his childish sense of wonder, had been nothing short of miraculous. Two men, Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin, had walked on the surface of the moon! Still looking up at the sky to where the boy had been pointing, the milkman asked Craig if he, too, wanted to visit the moon. Craig could not believe his luck as the milkman graciously offered to take him to the moon on his day off. Plans were made for an early-morning departure that coming Sunday. The instructions were clear: wait in the front garden, at his mother’s rockery populated with miniature cactuses, for the milkman’s arrival. Sunday came. The milkman did not. An hour later, the boy’s mother found him in tears, hugging his neatly packed knapsack.

Craig’s parents, Bert and Gladys, were of mixed English and Afrikaans descent, but they spoke English at home. His father was a lay-preacher and both parents were unflinchingly religious. Nonetheless, his upbringing was happy. His parents were loving, nurturing, eternally youthful and involved, not an easy thing with five children and a handful of stray cousins. Craig’s grandmother had been an opera singer in her youth, and he listened enraptured as she sang a Bach cantata at the City Hall one Christmas.

In contrast to the Segermans, popular culture did not beat down the door of the Strydom household, but now and then it would sneak in. Craig’s earliest musical memory is ‘Downtown’ by Petula Clark, which he would sing in the back of the family’s beige VW Variant. Once he stumbled upon a drawer in his mother’s room filled to the brim with LPs – the Beatles, Rod McKuen, Françoise Hardy, Roy Orbison and Elvis. Looking back, it seems incongruent that his very religious parents would have had such music in their home. Even more inconsonant was the day his father arrived home with a copy of Barry White’s ‘You’re the First, the Last, My Everything’ as an anniversary gift for his mother. Black soul? Of course, by 1972 Cold Fact was already on the shelves in South Africa, albeit in a limited fashion, but there was no way Craig or his father would have heard it. It wouldn’t be until 1984 that the album would cross Craig’s path. Kimberley was slow on the receiving end when it came to popular culture.

When the town did get a dose, it was short and intense. Like the night he and his brother had to wait in their uncle Peter’s car, both boys dressed in pyjamas and dressing gowns, when Rabbitt, Trevor Rabin’s second band – and South Africa’s answer to the Beatles – came to town. Disobeying orders, Craig sneaked into the lobby of City Hall where the concert was taking place and caught his first glimpse of screaming, near-fainting groupies and long-haired fans.

In 1973, Craig’s father announced that they would be moving to a farm twenty-six kilometres from Kimberley. If anyone thought this would mean leaving diamonds behind, they were wrong. His father had taken the job of running an alluvial – or open-faced – diamond mine on the banks of the Vaal River. Although he now found himself even further removed from popular culture, the two-year sojourn into farm life had an important effect on Craig. Along with his brother and one of his sisters, he attended a farm school called Klipdam Holpan Primêr near the town of Windsorton. Occasionally, when the river was in flood and the bridges washed away, they were home-schooled by their mother. But far from being a daunting experience, Klipdam, which at the time had only twenty-six pupils, afforded Craig his first forays into the world of detecting. Always the dreamer, he would climb a water tower in the playground and spy on the other kids using his pocket-sized telescope. School also brought him his first fistfights, a welcome end to a cosseted life. As one of only two English boys in the predominantly Afrikaans school, it took several skirmishes to achieve a semblance of status quo. With only a few girls his age, the competition among the boys was severe. On golden summer nights, films were projected on the side of the school building and, on one such Saturday, a highly sought-after girl named Anne sat on his lap for an entire reel. This was an achievement – both in stature and early romance – and no amount of numbness and pins and needles could persuade the ten-year-old to ask Anne to get off.

Outside the farmhouse, apartheid was in full swing, and Craig’s naturally philanthropic father cobbled together a makeshift church and took on the role of caregiver to the small community of black people who lived and worked there. As a way to compensate for their low wages, he would cart in large quantities of tripe, which they were able to purchase at cost price. He would also help save the township from having to hire hearses to deliver their dead for Sunday burials. Occasionally, the yellow family VW Kombi, which had replaced the Variant, could be seen transporting five children (not unlike the Waltons of TV fame), a coffin (supposedly empty: a rare white lie from Craig’s father) and a twenty-five-gallon container of tripe. The ensemble, the summer heat and the olfactory consequences ensured the experience would be burnt into the boy’s memory, whether he liked it or not.

In 1975 he and his family moved back to Kimberley, and in June the following year, up north in Johannesburg, the township of Soweto erupted. The black youth, objecting to being taught in Afrikaans, the language of the oppressor, began to riot. The police opened fire, and scores of dead children later a false calm settled over the townships, but not for long. The deaths had finally forced the world to sit up and take notice. A campaign of economic disinvestment intensified, as did the cultural and sports boycott. Soon it would begin to have an adverse effect on the country. For both apartheid and the National Party government – on the wrong side of history – it was the beginning of the end.

By 1983, South Africa was in the full throes of an internal revolt. Practically all the townships had become hotbeds of unrest, specifically those around Johannesburg and in the Eastern Cape. It was during this troubled time that Craig received his call-up papers to report for duty to the South African Defence Force. By now, with the escalating unrest that permeated everyday life in South Africa, and with the Border War having spread into Angola, compulsory national service had been extended to two years. Added to that were the so-called ‘camps’, another two years of service spread over ten years.

The army, with its early-morning inspections, guard duty, freezing route marches and politically questionable training – ‘fire two shots, the first at the target, the second as a warning shot, in that order’ – was a big deal for any eighteen-year-old. Training was designed to break down the conscripts and remould them into servicemen, i.e. men in service of the apartheid government and its ideologies. Unfortunately for the government, this kind of heavy-handed indoctrination had the opposite effect on many of the young men it tried to brainwash. Craig was able to wangle a transfer from 1 Parachute Battalion to 3 Military Hospital as a medic. This – a non-combat environment – went a long way towards alleviating the conscience of the budding liberal. At 3 Military Hospital, he discovered a circle of kindred spirits, such as a chef named Andy, who, as a result of his refusal to carry a weapon, was forced to walk around with a broomstick for two years, and a guy called Chris Reinders, who led the group in heated intellectual discussions.

So when the first strains of Rodriguez’s Cold Fact impregnated the air of the sixty-four-sleeper bungalow in Bloemfontein’s Tempe military base, young minds were already opening. It was a Saturday afternoon. The men – still boys, really – were relaxing, doing washing and enjoying a little R&R from the intensity of the week. They were huddled around a trommel – a large army-issue metal trunk – and snacking on a spread of communal snacks when someone put in a cassette that Craig had never heard before. Taken aback by the profundity of the lyrics and catchy hooks, he sat up and asked, ‘Who is this?’

‘Rodriguez,’ said his friend David Viljoen.

‘Anyone know anything about the man?’ pressed Craig.

No information was forthcoming, except that the singer had apparently committed suicide on stage after reciting his own epitaph.

‘How?’ asked Craig.

The answers were varied, but two stood out: ‘He shot himself,’ said Ian Robertson, ‘everyone knows that!’

‘No, he set himself alight on stage,’ said someone else.

From that day on, with Rodriguez’s voice emanating from the tinny sound systems belonging to the soldiers, Craig pondered this bizarre story. Importantly, over drinks one night, Craig announced to his comrades that he was going to find out how Rodriguez had died. The story was just too good to be true, and appealed to his idea of poetic mystery. He simply had to get to the bottom of it. ‘Ja, that would be kiff,’ said Michael Hynek (known as Dumpy), sipping his Castle Lager. ‘Go find the oke.’

It is safe to say that none of them had any idea where Craig’s stated intention would lead. By the next morning, nursing a hangover, the idea was probably forgotten anyway. But then, a few weeks later, David gave him a cassette, a copy of a copy, of The Best of Rodriguez. It did not cross Craig’s mind at the time that the album obviously had songs on it that were not on Cold Fact. The album was simply assimilated into the wider playlist that formed the backdrop to his army experience for the next year and a half. Finally, in July 1985, Craig’s two-year stint came to an end. With their military service over, Craig, David and Ian spent a few weeks at David’s house. That’s when Craig saw a





























Were you tortured by your own thirst

In those pleasures that you seek

That made you Tom the curious

That makes you James the weak?

– SIXTO RODRIGUEZ, ‘CRUCIFY YOUR MIND’
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