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			Preface

			While questioning the historical rise of religions and associated faiths, I have often found myself caught between the realms of philosophy, cosmology, science, realism, speculation, and language. In this book, I set out the results of my analyses of these concepts. Seriously though, do I have faith or belief in any of the myriads of supposedly transcendent deities? The following are some examples:

			Canaanite: 	El (Elohim), the ancient supreme deity and 
his wife, Ashera

			Sumerian:	Enki

			Mesopotamian: 	Enki, Inann, Hadad, Enlil, Anu, Dagon, Ereshkigal, Inanna, Marduk

			Abrahamic: 	YHWH (perhaps Yahweh)

			Christian: 	God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit

			Islamic: 	Allah

			Greek: 	Zeus, Poseidon, Hera, Demeter, Aphrodite, Athena, Artemis, Ares, Apollo, Hades, Hephaestus, Hermes, Dionysus, Aether

			Roman: 	Jupiter, Juno, Mars, Mercury, Neptune, Venus, Diana, Minerva, Ceres, Vulcan, Vesta

			

			Egyptian:	Ra, Atum, Shu, Tefnut, Geb, Anubis, Nut, Isis, Osiris, Horus, Thoth, Amun, Set

			Norse: 	Odin, Frigg, Loki, Freyja, Thor, Balder

			Japanese:	Amaterasu, Ebisu, Izanagi, Susanoco

			Aboriginal: 	Altjira, Rainbow serpent, Yhi, Eingana

			Slavic:	Perun, Veles, Mokosh, Chernobog

			Aztec: 	Huitzilopochtli, Coatlicue, Chicomecoatl, Quetzalcoatl

			Mayan: 	Hunab-Ku, Huracan, Ixchel, Chac, Itzamna

			Chinese:	Shangti, Jade Emperor, Chang’e, Guanyin, Pangu, Bixia, Caishen

			Hindu: 	Lord Shiva, Vishnu, Ganesha, Durga, Brahma, Hanuman, Rama, Sarasvati, Indra, Kartikeya, Agni, Varuna, Vaya, Radha, Sita, Rudra, Shakti, Yam, Prajapati

			Buddhist:	Vajrapani, Manjusri, Avalokitesvara

			Native American:	Tabaldak, Apistotookii, Angwusnasomtaka, Kokyangwuti, Whope, Cautantonwit, Dohkwibuhch, Airesekui, Iosheka

			Inca:	Ataguchu, Inti, Viracocha

			Hawaiian:	Kane, Ku, Lono, Kanaloa

			Those in bold above are the most ancient referenced deities and whose names may also be a generic title (plural) or are only the most prominent in history amongst 18,000 to 330,000 worshipped entities, according to various authoritative sources. My attempt to place them in chronological sequence became so difficult and complex that I have abandoned it. I do make some references in the following text to the periods during which worship of them was most prevalent.

			

			My answer is, frankly, no. And to each of those in whom I do not have faith, I am therefore atheistic, not in the sense that I am aggressively against their teachings but, rather, that I lack belief in any of them. It is not a philosophical void that I should be called upon to prove, simply that such belief does not exist in me.

			I am of the firm opinion that they all arise from myths and local folklore. That does not mean I reject those myths and legends out of hand. Rather, I prefer to devote sensible scepticism to a consideration of each in the hope that there is something of value to be learnt in the process.

			As propounded in 1762 by Jean-Jacques Rousseau in The Social Contract:

			“Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains.”

			[image: ]

			This defines natural man as having been free and happy while living in the forest but moving from that stage of autonomy to modern dominance by inequality, dependency, violence, and unhappiness. The prime authoritatively imposed restriction is dictated by religion. Positive reliefs are considered to occur, in the process of forming families, making tools, progressively developing and understanding technology, building cities, creating social organisations, and the like.

			

			Along that same line of thinking, any religious dogma is only a veiled attempt at social domination. It should be resisted with every critical, intellectual faculty of reason each of us possesses.

			It is, also, not a simple matter to distinguish between relatively benign religious adherence and often dangerous cults and sects. The latter are areas into which the emotionally unstable may be drawn on spurious grounds.

			Under their influence, adherents can even willingly commit suicide, and they do so in the firm belief that they are guaranteed automatic entry to heaven, paradise, or whatever afterlife existence is promised.

			If there is a prayer to be offered, it should be on behalf of the 72 virgins whom Islamic devotees believe are available for the unbridled pleasure of each follower willing to give up his life in annihilation of atheists to their deity. Unfortunately, they give no thought to the very virgins facing this plight.

			Accordingly, I invite you to join me as I recount openly my own journey from initial deep faith to universal atheism and beyond. I commence with a quasi-autobiographical account of my life to date which, if you as the reader consider it spurious to the essence of the rest of my story, you may wish to skip. Nevertheless, I have included it to provide a detailed understanding of significant events that have had a bearing on the development of my so-called “worldview”, i.e. lack of belief and faith in any deity and religious dogma.

			The meanings of some specific terms appearing herein may not be self-evident. To ease understanding of them, I have included a glossary after the Bibliography at the end of the main text.

			I have stated mainly principal educational qualifications achieved by individuals but have not noted any honorary degree award. Where they also hold headship of a university or research department, they are referred to as “Professor” or “Prof”. Those upon whom national honours have been conferred are given due respect, e.g. Sir Roger Penrose. In isolated instances, I have been unable to establish relevant qualifications – sadly, for example, that of my high school music teacher, Noel Iverson.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Personal Background

			“It is reason that gives life to politics and thought.”

			Christopher Hitchens

			In his writings, revered author CS Lewis FBA records his slow journey from atheism, through World War I trench experiences and injury, to later theism conversion in 1929, and then to deep Christian faith at age 32, in around 1931.

			My life’s journey has led me in the opposite direction, from at times quite deep Christian faith towards eventual atheism that, at age 85, I share with you here. I am certain that this has not plunged me, nor will it do so, into any eternal, mythical lake of fire and damnation.

			1.1.	Early Christian years

			My parents were lower middle class South Africans but both intelligent, astute, and hard working. Mom, Eunice (nee: Sarah Mary Magdalene Coetzer), and Dad, Wilfred (Garforth), had married after a two-year remote courtship, which is another whole story on its own. In 1936, they moved into a small, rented house on Persimmon Street in Malvern, a suburb to the east of Johannesburg, the “City of Gold”. They were staunch Christians, attending Anglican church services every Sunday morning. I was born three years later as an only child, a couple of months after the start of World War II, and was duly baptised at the church.

			Thinking ahead in those tough times, Mom and Dad wondered about the possibility of furthering my education by sending me to a good school once they could manage it financially. However, at that time it was in their dim and distant future.

			They approached the local Anglican pastor, Father Gordon Glover, whom they knew to be a man of independent thought and whose views they could trust. Many of his Anglican parishioners in the Johannesburg diocese sought his sound advice. The pastor knew my parents to be devout members of his congregation and that they would not have come to him unless it was for good reason.

			“Father, you see, we want the very best for our boy,” my parents explained. “We’d like him to have the opportunities we didn’t have. If the Allies win the War, there will be hard times ahead. He’ll need a good start if he is not to end up without work or in a menial trade like both his dad and granddad. We don’t know what it would involve and fear we may never be able to afford to send him to a very good school. We need your advice.”

			The pastor had never had such questions thrown at him before. This was foresight that ordinary people of that day in his parish had not previously displayed. Normally, he was asked for help on what sort of spiritual or scriptural advice parents should give their children. An idea came to him quite suddenly. “Have you ever been to any of the private schools in Johannesburg?” he asked.

			He could see from the looks on their faces that they were only dimly aware of such establishments, not that far away.

			He continued, “If you are both free after church on Sunday, let me take you to St John’s College. It would be a nice outing and, in any event, I have been meaning to see one of their priests. It will give you an idea of the kind of place to which you may want to send your boy. My colleague there would be able to tell you what is involved and how much of a sacrifice it is likely to be for you. Then, I want to drop off some papers at the University of the Witwatersrand and you could have a look around there as well. At this stage, all I will say to you is this: don’t let others with less vision stop you from reaching for your goal.”

			Although they were taken entirely by surprise by the kindness and extent of his offer, they readily accepted it.

			Evidently, I was already walking and talking by then and, at 23 months, was reportedly showing signs of more than average intelligence. So, they asked whether it would be in order for them to bring me along.

			“Of course,” he said, with enthusiasm.

			Sunday was an early spring day and it dawned clear and warmish. The four of us set off towards the north of Johannesburg (Joburg) in the parson’s car after morning service. Mom and Dad later told me they were fully conscious of the magnitude of this potential undertaking. They recalled that I sat quietly next to Mom in the rear, serious and well-behaved in the manner which was already characteristic.

			St John’s College is one of the oldest educational institutions in Joburg. It experienced an inauspicious start in 1898 as a parish school of St Mary’s Anglican church in downtown Joburg. Due to upheaval resulting from the Anglo Boer war, and as a diocesan school, it was unable to compete with the better-resourced government-funded schools. Numbers dwindled, and it very nearly closed. In a last resort to save it, the local Archdeacon asked the Community of the Resurrection, a Yorkshire-based Anglo-Catholic religious order, to take charge. Four of the Community’s Oxford-graduate missionaries, James Oakey Nash, Clement Thomson, Henry Alson, and Eustace Hill, headed the effort.

			Right Revd. Nash, as headmaster, birthed a grand plan, envisioning a school resembling the renowned public schools of England which all the above-mentioned brethren had successfully attended.

			Nash found a suitable rustic setting on Houghton Ridge to which St John’s might be relocated. He acquired the land, assisted by a substantial donation from diamond magnate, Thomas Cullinan. Only modest buildings were erected initially due to lack of more funding, although architects Sir Herbert Baker and Frank Fleming had already developed blueprints for expansion. It took decades for those ambitious plans to be realised. After further land purchases, the school and its playing fields expanded to encompass 30 acres.

			By the time of our visit, we learnt that the initially envisaged construction project had long-since been completed on the northern rim of the Witwatersrand, phonetically pronounced “Vit-vaters-ront”. And fine structures they had turned out to be. As a result, the school became a landmark which could be viewed from a long way off, particularly so in the case of its 105-foot-tall, dressed stone clocktower facing a crucifix-in-plan goldfish pond in the paved entrance quadrangle, per my images below.

			[image: ]

			In due course, a cast bronze copy of Andrea del Verrocchio’s statuette of David, with Goliath’s head at his feet, had been placed on a plinth at the heart of the pond.

			

			When it was completed, it was a substantial edifice at a time when few surrounding buildings, even in the centre of town, stood as much as four or five storeys high.

			Because of it being more than walking distance from the middle of the dusty mining town of Joburg, the school had initially admitted 
only boarders.

			In the early years, boarders were accommodated in the dormitories of two preparatory school “Prep” houses and two in the “College”. However, because of its developing reputation for fine scholarship, and both academic and sporting excellence, more and more of the nouveau riche clamoured for their sons to be admitted.

			Two extra day-scholar houses were established in the Prep and two further houses were also built in the College. The latter were to cater for the number of day scholars coming from the Prep. The College’s houses were named after the members of the founding brotherhood, namely Thompson, Hill, Nash, and Alston.

			Our little family first set foot on the slate-paved entry quadrangle of the college in October of 1941. At that time, entrance to the school for children was already limited to those young White males who satisfied minimum educational and intelligence standards. Furthermore, parents of prospective entrants had to register their sons at least two years before the year of potential admission. In modern times, that requirement has become even more onerous. Now, registration must take place almost immediately when a boy is born, if not before, provided gender can be established.

			Our pastor guide had made only casual mention of this to us before we arrived so as not to make the process seem too difficult. Nevertheless, Mom and Dad were very impressed with the place even before they began to look around. The further they walked through the school, the quieter they became.

			Many of the classrooms, the refectory, the chapel, library, dormitories, and other buildings had been constructed and faced with the same dressed stone quarried nearby, as had prominent mining magnates’ local residences and the clock tower. They were an impressive sight, particularly when viewed from playing fields in the valley below per my photograph, taken in 2024.
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			My parents wondered if it was only wishful thinking that I could ever be a part of something like this. It was so far beyond their previous ken.

			They became a little disconsolate when the pastor told them, in response to their question, about the high school fees: “I won’t pull the wool over your eyes, they are steep – and they don’t include all the other ‘hidden’ costs such as uniforms, books, stationery, pocket money, optional extra-curricular activities, and the like. At present, the fees for each of the year’s four terms are about £12 for day boys, double that for boarders in the Prep school, and £15 for day boys in the College. The College fees for boarders might also be nearly double the rate for day boys, but I’m not certain of the exact figure. I’ll find out for you, if you wish.”

			They wished not, for the moment. The amounts were enormous by their present standards. The Prep school fees alone for day scholars were slightly more than Dad’s current net monthly total wages, after deductions. They would have to think about this very carefully.

			The party left the school in a rather subdued mood but Pastor Glover was not overly concerned. The idea that had come to him when they had approached him earlier that week was once they knew Dad’s then net income as a moulder would not allow them to send me to St John’s, Dad would have to consider improving his future prospects. Glover was fairly confident that was likely to happen.

			Now, Pastor Glover was about to administer the coup de grâce. There was really no need for him to do anything at the university that day, particularly as it was a Sunday. However, he believed it would be proper to introduce this couple and their child to the opportunities afforded by tertiary education so that they could consider them in their planning as well.

			Give them something really worthwhile to chew on, he thought.

			I had evidently been quietly attentive at the school, walking hand-in-hand between my parents as they explored its many interesting areas. But my reaction to the university was a real eye-opener. The pastor had parked his car outside the Great Hall where wide steps led upwards to the Corinthian-columned portico, topped by its full-span Greek-style architrave. He had always considered it to be one of the most imposing buildings in South Africa.
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			As a little boy, I got out of the car more quickly than any of them and hurried forward as urgently but solemnly as my stubby legs would allow. It seemed as if, somehow, I was aware of the importance of the place. Dad let me toddle ahead, sensing in me an eagerness to be there, which none of them had expected in advance. Dad’s own childhood had not exposed him to even a distant association with higher learning. So, setting foot on university grounds was never imagined. He was stirred that I, as his son at such a very young age, should be stimulated by the events of the day and the new environment. Inwardly, he resolved to provide me the opportunities so far denied him.

			Mom walked slowly alongside the pastor, a little behind Dad. She too noticed my quiet excitement as the three adults mounted the top of the 20 shallow step rises. Glover turned around and we all followed suit. I reached up, sliding my left hand into the soft, reassuring warmth of Mom’s right. Left-handedness was already a natural part of my behaviour.

			The wide view over the university’s grounds leading to the treed valley beyond the large swimming pool spoke to us of tranquillity. The tall columns at our sides provided the feeling of confidence that only learning and knowledge above the average brings. This was an altogether different world from ours. Nevertheless, it opened vistas to the concept of “Town and Gown”, as the interaction between the bustling city and this seat of higher learning had recently come to be known.

			“I’m afraid we can’t stay too long,” the pastor said in his gentle way. “I have to drop off this envelope in the Theology tutorial box down the passage and then we must be on our way.” He pointed inside the Great Hall Building.

			I held back and didn’t follow the tall, cassocked figure beyond the line of columns, as if in mute recognition that the time was not yet right for me to venture into hallowed halls.

			The pastor came out a short while later. Dad said he noticed a corner of the same white envelope peeking out of the priest’s pocket. He smiled to himself, realising how thoughtful the man had been to manufacture a need to visit the university, purely because he wanted to show the place to us and strengthen my parents’ resolve for the hard road that lay ahead, if ever I was to study here. Dad realised this was way too many steps into the future.

			Mom told me that as the car left the grounds, I turned around, kneeling on the bench seat next to her to look through the rear windscreen panels.

			“Mummy, one day I want to go behind the pillars,” I said quietly.

			It was a statement that Mom never forgot, nor did Dad who, although sitting in the front passenger’s seat, could nevertheless just hear my utterance. None of them at the time could foresee how prophetic my 
words were.

			My obvious enthusiasm that day made up Dad’s mind to change his occupation, which was exactly the result for which the pastor had hoped.

			1.2.	Family financial circumstances and first death encounter

			Dad was a moulder in a foundry during World War II. He had enrolled in the SA Navy but was not called to serve because he was engaged in essential support services – the foundry produced casings for military shells. He was to pull himself up by his bootstraps from an only Standard 6 education, through night-school study at the Johannesburg Technical College towards a draughtsmanship qualification while still working day shifts. He was determined to leave the foundry. He saw elderly workmates stooped over from heavy mould-lifting stress. He also noticed them coughing continually, having long inhaled metallic dust-laden air there. In those days, there was little emphasis on industrial safety.

			The company’s chief engineer kindly agreed to rearrange Dad’s shifts to suit his extra studying, warning him that he was embarking on a daunting task. He said it was an enterprise that, to his knowledge, no other local moulders had attempted. It was the practice for ordinary young men of the day to obtain a trade and stick to it lifelong. He also told Dad that after qualifying, and if he found a junior draughting job, his monthly income would decrease substantially below that of a journeyman moulder.

			Mom and Dad agreed that the effort could very well be advantageous in the long term, especially for my future education. I still recall as a small boy in 1943 sitting quietly on a chair with a cushion at the dining table, where Dad was completing nightly drawing homework assignments and, with his encouragement, carefully colouring in discarded draft piping diagrams.

			Dad qualified so well that he was asked to become a mentor to aspiring students at the Tech, rising eventually to weekend provisional lectureship status. How he managed the demands of all of that, I could not tell. In my young mind I did realise that my dad was a very special person.

			He took on a job as a junior draughtsman at Simon Carves, a local engineering company, albeit as the chief engineer had predicted, at half the income of his total monthly wages as a journeyman moulder. The financial deprivation forced our family to give up the sparsely furnished, rented house in Malvern and to send Mom and I to stay with her parents in Bethlehem, Cape Province, temporarily until conditions improved. While we were there, Mom’s mother succumbed to breast cancer. Grandad moved us all to Seymour, closer to his own relatives, also in the Cape.

			That was my first traumatic emotional encounter with death and loss, although I was in the lounge of the house when Grandmom died in 
her room.

			In the meantime, without accommodation and insufficient funds to find extra income in the immediate aftermath of the family’s separation, Dad had to sleep several nights on a bench at Joburg’s Park Train Station.

			Remarkably, within a year he was promoted to Senior Draughtsman. With the better salary that came with the position, he was able to arrange for us to return to Joburg, again by train. We took up single-room rented accommodation, firstly at Tabarna and then in The Grand Station Hotel, effectively furnished boarding houses not far from Joburg’s Jeppe High School. Only six months later, Dad became the chief draughtsman!

			I distinctly remember in 1945, peering with excitement between gaps in the balustrade on the first-floor balcony and watching returning soldiers at the end of the war marching along Commissioner St. towards City Hall. At the time, I attended the nearby Oak Tree kindergarten where the teacher told my parents they should not worry about my future because, as she said, I was a “bright boy”. I was very keen on arithmetic and, as noted earlier, was naturally left-handed. Fortunately, the school didn’t attempt to force right-handedness on me.

			In 1946, Dad saved up enough to buy an army-surplus Indian motorcycle. After work he took me on several fast rides around Joburg’s streets. I sat on the pillion, clutching onto Dad in front. He insisted I wore a leather helmet for reasons of safety, as he did. I loved the wind on the exposed part of my face. Vibration of the powerful engine excited me.

			1.3.	Music ambitions, basic education, second and third death encounters, and alternative faith exposures

			A year later, I survived scarlet fever in Mount Royal, a boarding house on Saratoga Ave in Doornfontein, Joburg, close to the Pepsi Cola bottling plant. Under doctor’s orders, I spent about ten days in bed in the single bedroom we occupied, with curtains drawn to keep out the daylight. Somehow, my parents avoided infection.

			Mom, who occasionally played syncopation on the upright piano in the boarding house’s lounge, took me to the nearby Alhambra theatre to see A Song to Remember, the 1945 fictionalised life story film of Chopin.

			As we came out, I said: “Mom, I want to play like Chopin.”

			So, she arranged piano lessons for me with a nearby elderly teacher, which was the start of my love for music that persists to this day.

			It was an era when rock ‘n’ roll music was not even in its infancy. Records were mainly 78rpm 12-inch vinyl platters, although they were not that freely available. Movie houses, then known as “bioscopes”, were few and far between.

			It is rumoured that in the 1890s, the infamous and botched Jameson Raid was planned in Mount Royal’s basement. Led by Cecil John Rhodes and Dr Leander Starr Jameson, this was a rather crude attempt, with the aid of English-speaking Uitlanders of the British South Africa Police Force, to settle the Transvaal province’s leadership dispute. It was hoped to overthrow Paul Kruger’s Republic to establish a pro-British government. Unfortunately, the poorly organised force was rounded up by Boer commandos and the early British policy for South Africa lay in ruins.

			History suggests that this was arguably one of the main causes of the Second Boer War. I have found no reliable record of how true it is. It did lend a rather romantic aura in my young mind at the time to the quite drab place where my family and I were living. We were in not only cramped accommodation but also with only sparse ablution facilities. To use them we had to walk along the first-floor open balcony into a long and dark corridor to one of two communal bathrooms serving about 30 residents.

			My schooling continued at Marist Brothers Preparatory school in Koch Street, a double bus ride to the south-west of us, where I was enrolled in 1946. This educational establishment was founded by Christian brothers who followed the spirituality and charisma of St Marcellin Champagnat of the Roman Catholic community.
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			I entered as the youngest pupil in Grade 1 but passed so well in the earliest year that I was promoted directly to Standard 1 a year later, bypassing Grade 2. I continued to achieve excellent marks in the following tests and exams, usually coming either first or second in class.

			Incidentally, the school no longer exists, having been demolished and replaced by the Mariston multi-storey hotel. That was at the time that Joburg’s first cinemascope theatre was erected nearby.

			

			I had formed a good and close friendship with another scholar, Robin, but in Standard 2 he became very ill with some undisclosed gastro-intestinal complaint after swallowing a chicken bone. While I was visiting him at the hospital with Mom and his parents, he suffered convulsions and died suddenly. I was distraught. This was my second encounter with death and emotional loss.

			By then, my parents believed the time had come to move on with the plan to send me to St John’s, if possible. I had to sit the entrance acceptance exams a couple of years beforehand. At the outcome, after a nervous wait, we were told that, subject to my prior performance in Standard 3, I would be admitted to Standard 4 (Lower III in their terminology). I would also be awarded a bursary to cover the tuition fees, but not boarding or extra-mural costs.

			You can imagine Mom and Dad’s potential partial relief. They nevertheless realised they would have to acquire a source of additional external funding and Dad approached his bank, Barclays DCO, which provided a small loan facility.

			Mom thought that she should now also start contributing to the family’s financial wellbeing and took a job as a trainee credit controller at Bradlow Furnishers, a large Joburg home accessories outlet, to which she travelled daily by bus. Like Dad, she applied herself so well that within three years she gained a permanent position. Soon after, she was promoted to Head of Department. Naturally, I was as proud of Mom as of Dad and, again, for good reason.

			Although both my parents were away during the afternoons when I returned to the boarding house from school by bus, I had learnt to some extent from their work ethic examples and studied hard. However, I also became a proficient pinball player on the single table at the café across Saratoga Avenue, which I now recount with mild embarrassment.

			There were unsavoury characters at the boarding house. The divorced mother of Keith, my best friend there, was a lady of the night. So, after dinner in the communal dining room, we often had some rough-looking men entering the building. Other residents played poker and drank in the lounge until quite late, obstructing precious piano practise time for me. Buxton Street, a few Doornfontein blocks away, was a red-light district. Without experiencing joys of the flesh at that tender age, I was nevertheless exposed to conversation of which my parents appeared to be blissfully unaware.

			Keith and I loved to frequent the children’s play park on the other side of the low hill known as Braamfontein koppie. One afternoon, as we crested it and walked through the fairly thick undergrowth, we heard what sounded like heavy breathing. Fearing that we might be attacked, we hid silently, peering in the direction of the noise. We saw a boy and girl, both only partially clothed, lying on a blanket and moving rhythmically against one another! Not really understanding, we scampered towards the park, deciding to take a slightly different route next time.

			The koppie was also a most intriguing area where I found what I thought was a large gold nugget in the exposed stratified rock face, only to be told by Dad that it was iron pyrite, commonly known as “fool’s gold”.

			In time, I asked Dad why I was an only child. He told me Mom had suffered with a breast abscess after I was born. The doctors advised her not to have another baby, which, in any event, she and Dad also could not afford.

			Mom became good friends with Naomi Golding, a Jewish woman who, together with her husband, Harry, managed Mount Royal. During the latter part of the eight years that we boarded there, she and I were invited to join them a few times at Shabbat on Friday nights.

			I was adopted by a stray dog, a fully-grown cross between an Alsatian and a Retriever, with a curly black coat, white shirt, and paws. We named him Danny-Boy. We were not strictly allowed pets but, because of Mom’s friendship with the managers and because the animal was so well-behaved and liked by the other residents, it was permitted to stay in our room, sleeping with me on my bed.

			[image: ]

			My father had been encouraged by a good friend to join the Rosicrucians, who believed in reincarnation. In typical dedication to whatever he turned his attention, he became a master after only about three years of study. I used to have his polished brass crucifix with a faux ruby at its centre. Dad taught me to recite a couple of their prayers.

			Thus enlightened, Dad moved on to Raja Yoga philosophy, rising to chairman of the Sri-Sivananda Saraswati School in Joburg, also holding weekly Hatha yoga exercise classes in a nearby communal hall. He explained that he was capable of astral travel while meditating and, occasionally, could also perceive human aura. He was introduced to Sanskrit and learnt the meanings of some words, particularly the sacred “Om” (pronounced “Aum”).
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			He and I prayed and meditated together, deeply reciting mantra. I was still quite young and never attained his level of spirituality.

			

			My gentle mother, generally known as “Eunice”, who was liked almost universally by those with whom she came into contact, joined him often at the yoga school. Whether it was indeed something she would have done of her own volition, given her Christian background and recent Jewish association, I will never know.
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			Dad built a darkroom in the corner of our one-bedroomed accommodation. There, he developed the 4”x5” film he had exposed with his Speed Graphic plate camera at boxing tournaments each Saturday night.

			He printed pictures, off wet negatives, selling them close to midnight to the Sunday newspaper, to whose head office in Joburg’s CBD he had to walk more than a mile away from our boarding house. We did not yet have a family car.

			Watching him process, print, and glaze the pictures, I learnt the basics of photography which stood me in very good stead in my future university research, as I describe later. In fact, Dad became one of the first in South Africa to process colour reversal film.
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			On 22 November 1949 (a date that seems to have become superstitiously significant in my life) near the end of my last year at Marist Brothers, I underwent an emergency appendectomy a couple of days after my tenth birthday which, unluckily, coincided with the start of the final exams that I was then unable to sit. So, my parents appealed to the headmaster for a pro-forma exam certificate based on my very good year’s performance to that date, which he was more than willing to prepare. This was passed on to St John’s college which accepted it as sufficient evidence of my academic prowess and suitability for admission to the school, as well as for award of the bursary.

			As mentioned before, St John’s had been founded by Anglican members of the Community of the Resurrection, so it was expected that all scholars would attend weekly divinity classes, morning chapel, and, for boarders, Sunday mass and evensong in the school’s magnificent Chapel with 
rood screen.

			Those of us who chose to act as weekly early morning “servers” assisted the priest in the small War Memorial (Crypt) Chapel underneath the main chapel.

			[image: ]

			Initially, in 1950, I adapted quite well to boarding life in the Prep at the school. I suppose having lived in boarding houses much of my life until then meant that the change was not too traumatic. Of course, I missed my parents.

			

			Because our family didn’t own a car, my parents had to walk the nearly one-and-a-half miles from Saratoga Avenue, around the previously mentioned koppie, to St John’s on sports days and on weekends, provided I had been granted a so-called Sunday “exeat” (permission to leave for good behaviour). They collected me after morning mass, to return me by 6pm, in time for evensong.

			[image: ]

			Midway through my first year, my visiting parents told me that my dog, Danny-Boy, had been diagnosed with leukaemia and had to be put down. I was distraught. In retrospect, I wondered whether this devoted animal had suffered emotionally because of my absence from home. Another death and loss with which to deal at a young age.

			[image: ]

			As an extra-mural activity, I again took piano lessons, this time with Mr Noel Iverson, the school’s music teacher and choir master, at additional cost 
to my parents.

			He chose me, amongst other juniors, to join the excellent choir, and I took part in three annual Gilbert and Sullivan operettas, as well as Christmas carol services in downtown Joburg at St Mary’s Cathedral. As a treble, I could hit F above top C, which amazed the other choristers!

			For a reason I never fathomed, Mrs Geyser, my Afrikaans teacher, took a personal dislike to me and found every reason possible to send me to Saturday morning detentions. On one occasion, I arrived but could not find the work she had assigned to me. So, I could not complete it. She accused me, against tearful protestations to the contrary, of wilfully destroying the paper on which she had written the tasks. She had unusually closely ruled paper on which to write and said I could not have missed the assignment she’d left on my desk. Neither she nor Father Murray-Smith, the Prep housemaster, believed me when I claimed there was no such paper to be found, especially because it was later discovered in the rubbish bin outside my classroom. I was caned as a result (corporal punishment was permitted).

			This had a further consequence as it blotted my good behaviour copybook and I did not receive either a weekly Satiscard, normally signed by subject teachers, or an Exeat. I had to stay alone at school in pain that weekend and could not spend Sunday with my parents.

			[image: ]

			It came to light that one of my classmates had deliberately stolen the assignment and torn it up. Another of the less than joyful experiences of early education!

			After I was promoted from the Prep School to Remove (public school Standard 6) in the College in 1952, my classmates and I were required to take part in weekly Cadet (military) training. As part of that we also attended small-bore shooting evaluation at the school’s 20-yard range.

			The equipment was basic, without spotting scopes, and, as protection, we used only rubber mats and strap-on elbow pads. I scored so well that I was selected for weekly training sessions. Fortunately, the school had standard BSA Martini design, lever-arch, falling-block breech 0.22 rifles with universal butts that could accommodate both left and right hand shottist. I enjoyed this discipline which required focus and where performance was easily measured. My scores improved regularly.

			Then, I began to hate my early years in College at around the age of 12. I was bullied mercilessly because I was a slight lad whose interest was in music, not sport.

			Incidentally, I had also been bullied to some extent by bigger boys at Marist Brothers, for similar reason. I mention this, not for any desire to elicit sympathy, but to explain why, almost from the start, I was susceptible to those who displayed the least bit of kindness towards me.

			The bullying intensified, and eventually my parents had to speak to the Hill housemaster, Mr Piel-Pierce, in order to put a stop to it, after they visited the school and found me in tears.

			

			I had spent most nightly prayer time on my knees at my bedside in the dormitory asking God for this to go away and for the bullies to be taught a good lesson. I wasn’t yet remotely mature enough to realise the selfishness of such emotional appeal for supernatural intervention.

			Oddly enough, McLaverty, the leader of the gang of bullies, did get what I might call his come-uppance. The school had banned fireworks on 5 November, “Guy Fawkes Night”, for safety reasons, but McLaverty’s sister sent him firecrackers in a box labelled “Confectionery”. He and his cronies opened them and poured the black powder into a small glass bottle which they sealed with a cork stopper. They had made a hole in the cork through which they inserted a piece of string as a fuse.

			One afternoon, on open ground above the school’s rifle range, they lit the string and backed off. When nothing happened after quite a while, McLaverty, in a show of bravado, went to inspect, bending over to retrieve the bottle. The contents exploded, permanently damaging one of his eyes and significantly injuring the other. He survived after hospital treatment and the headmaster announced that he and his cronies had been expelled.

			I saw this all as positive proof of the power of prayer.

			In 1952, at age 13, I underwent Confirmation as an Anglican at the school, once again on 22 November. I had no choice and didn’t really understand what it signified because I had already begun to question aspects of the faith during divinity classes.

			God seemed to me, from my limited reading of scripture, as an invisible deity whose demands of His chosen people were inconsistent with what I thought were always right and proper. But who was I at such an early age to be critical of apparently universal beliefs, according to school pastors?

			After the 27 July 1953 broadcast end of the Korean War, and while my voice started breaking, another young member of the choir and I rehearsed so we could perform a beautiful carol duet and some plainsong during the Christmas carol services at St Mary’s, me as an alto.

			Ultimately, I became a first bass voice in the choir. I had a very good ear.

			

			We also listened to the coronation of Princess Elizabeth to become Queen Elizabeth II after the death the previous year of her beloved father, 
King George VI.

			In 1954, after working as a senior draughtsman at Rand Mines’ Corner House in Joburg, Dad was appointed Chief Draughtsman at East Rand Proprietary Mines (ERPM) in Boksburg to the east of Joburg. At last, we had a house of our own, 25 Cinderella Deep, a single-storey, two-bedroomed, semi-detached unit, of the type assigned by the mine to senior staff. Now I
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