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			André Brink

			South African writer

			
					Born in Vrede (South Africa) in 1935.

					Died on a flight from the Netherlands to South Africa in 2015.

					Notable works:	Looking on Darkness (1973), novel

	The Blue Door (2006), novel

	A Fork in the Road (2009), memoir




			

			André Brink was a teacher, novelist, playwright, essayist and committed anti-apartheid activist. He was born into a middle-class Afrikaner family, meaning that he was a direct descendent of the earliest Dutch colonists to arrive in South Africa, and was raised in an environment that was built on the racist and nationalist beliefs that he would later spend his life fighting against through his writing.

			After spending a number of years at university in South Africa, he travelled to Paris in 1959 to study comparative literature at the Sorbonne University. His time there opened his eyes to the senselessness of segregation and racial discrimination, and he went on to create a body of literary work, written in both Afrikaans (a Germanic language native to South Africa) and English, which is closely connected to his homeland’s political history.

			Brink died just days after being awarded an honorary doctorate from the Université catholique de Louvain (Belgium) while on the return flight to Cape Town.

		


		
			A Dry White Season

			An endless struggle

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Brink, A. (1984) A Dry White Season. London: Penguin.

					1st edition: 1979

					Themes: South Africa, apartheid, justice, equality, struggle, racism

			

			A Dry White Season is André Brink’s fourth novel, and brought him to worldwide renown. It was published in South Africa in 1979, but was immediately banned by the authorities. However, it was then republished by a London-based publishing house, which led to the book being translated into multiple languages and winning France’s Prix Médicis étranger in 1980.

			The novel is set in Johannesburg in 1976, and tells the story of an Afrikaner teacher named Ben Du Toit. One of his students, Jonathan, participates in the Soweto uprising to protest the promotion of Afrikaans as an official language in schools, and is arrested by the Special Branch, as is his father Gordon. They are both tortured and killed during their detention, and Ben decides to attempt to uncover the truth of the matter so that the perpetrators can be brought to justice. However, this decision comes at a heavy price…

		


		
			Summary

			A worrying disappearance

			In June 1976, Jonathan, the son of the black cleaner who works at the school where Ben Du Toit teaches, takes part in the Soweto uprising, and is never seen or heard from again. His parents, Gordon and Emily Ngubene, are unable to get any information from the police, so with Ben’s help they hire a lawyer called Dan Levinson. The special police tell Levinson that Jonathan was killed during the uprising, and that his unidentified body was buried a month ago.

			Gordon investigates further and discovers that his son was arrested and tortured by the Special Branch, which wanted to use him as a scapegoat for the riots. Gordon wants justice for his son, and convinces the witnesses to make a statement; however, he is arrested the following day. Ben goes to see Colonel Viljoen in an attempt to find out why Gordon was arrested, but his efforts are in vain.

			Gordon’s clothing is returned to Emily, who finds traces of dried blood and three broken teeth in the material. Another man who was detained at the same time as Gordon says that when he saw him, Gordon was unable to walk or talk properly, and that his face seemed to be swollen as a result of multiple beatings.

			Gordon’s lawyer manages to gather enough eyewitness accounts to build a viable case, but at the hearing, the witnesses who testify on behalf of the Special Branch persuade the judge not to give a final verdict. A fortnight later, the news breaks that Gordon is dead.

			A suspicious death

			Ben goes to a predominantly black neighbourhood to examine Gordon’s body, accompanied by Stanley, a friend of the Ngubenes. Although Gordon’s corpse is dressed in fine clothes, when Ben examines the body itself, he discovers that it is emaciated and covered in poorly disguised wounds.

			During the investigation, all the evidence that Gordon was tortured to death is judged to be unfounded and insufficient. His death is therefore ruled to have been a suicide by hanging, and all claims that it was caused by negligence or mistreatment are dismissed. At the end of the hearing, Ben meets a journalist called Melanie Bruwer, while an officer from the Special Branch called Stolz searches his home and confiscates his notes about the start of his private investigation, as well as some letters and personal journals.

			Ben wants to gather enough evidence to have the case reopened, so Emily gives him two brief letters that Gordon wrote to her during his imprisonment, one on a scrap of lined paper and one on a square of toilet paper. Although the first message does not openly say that he is being mistreated, the second leaves no room for doubt:

			“My dear wife I am still in these conditions (followed by a few illegible words) worse and too much pain you must try to help me for they do not want to (illegible) me. You must care for the children and if you need money you must ask the church or my (illegible) master who is kind to us. I do not know if I will come home alive because they are very (illegible) but God will provide and I miss you very much. Try to help me because…” (p. 176)

			From that point on, Ben focuses his efforts on finding the individuals involved in order to try to persuade them to make further statements. He is particularly eager to get a statement from the doctor who performed the autopsy, although this proves difficult, as the doctor is afraid of the reprisals he could face if he speaks out. These fears prove to be justified the very next day, when he and his family are placed under house arrest for five years.

			A battle with grave consequences

			Ben’s efforts have numerous consequences: he is placed under heavy surveillance, meaning that his telephone is bugged by the police, his mail is intercepted and his friends and colleagues are questioned about him. In addition, the Communist symbol is painted on his door, his tyres are slashed, his son is bullied at school, and many black people who have suffered oppression and have heard about Ben’s efforts to secure justice for Gordon come to his house asking for help. This endless stream of beggars soon takes a heavy toll on his personal life and his mental health, but he is unable to turn them away.

			Most of the witnesses who agree to sign a statement are arrested by the Special Branch shortly afterwards. Ben is consumed by regret, as many of the people he identified during his investigation have been exiled, jailed or even murdered. Emily throws herself in front of a train after learning that her other son, Robert, has been killed by a patrol from the South African army while trying to cross the border into Mozambique. Meanwhile, Melanie, who has started an affair with Ben, loses her South African citizenship, meaning that her right of residence in the country is revoked.

			Ben talks to Colonel Viljoen about the intimidation tactics used by the Special Branch, but this only exacerbates the situation: that night, someone in the street shoots at his house. He notifies the press, but the editor of the Afrikaans-language newspaper deems the story too dangerous to publish. Ben therefore approaches an English-language newspaper instead, even as he starts to lose all hope in his cause. The article sends shockwaves rippling across the country, but consequences soon follow: the newspaper is sued for libel, and the reporter is sentenced to a year in prison for refusing to name his sources.

			Meanwhile, the lawyer Dan Levinson flees the country and is granted political asylum in London, where he organises several conferences on police brutality in South Africa. However, it is revealed that he also swindled many of his black clients by setting exorbitant prices and demanding fees that they had already paid.

			Endless solitude

			Ben feels utterly powerless and no longer knows who to turn to. He resigns from his job, and his wife, Susan, decides to leave him shortly afterwards, as she has been subjected to the intimidation tactics used by the Special Branch and has also discovered her husband’s affair. Ben is left with no one supporting him except his son Johan, who is the last member of his family to openly stand by him. He then goes to visit Stanley in Soweto, but Stanley’s wife informs him that he has fled to Botswana.

			Ben’s daughter, Suzette, with whom he has always had a strained relationship, suddenly starts acting unusually caring and attentive towards him. During one of their conversations, Ben tells her where he has hidden his documents about the investigation. However, when he returns home, he is gripped by the sudden fear that the reason for Suzette’s sudden kindness is that she is actually acting as a police informant, and takes the precaution of moving all his papers. The following night, someone breaks into his garage and searches through the toolbox where all of his documents had previously been hidden. Knowing that his daughter has betrayed him, Ben concocts a ruse and innocently asks her to keep all the papers for him. He is hoping to use this subterfuge to trick the authorities and divert their attention, allowing him to post his real notes about the investigation to a journalist.

			Shortly afterwards, Ben is hit by a car and killed. A week later, his friend receives the package and decides to publish the report, in spite of the risks this entails, “[s]o that it will not be possible for any man ever to say again: I knew nothing about it” (p. 316).

		


		
			Character study

			Ben Du Toit

			Ben Du Toit is a 52-year-old history and geography teacher of Afrikaner descent. He leads an orderly life which revolves around his family, his job and his love of DIY. He and his wife Susan have three children: Suzette, Linda and Johan.

			When Jonathan, the son of the cleaner of the school Ben works at, goes missing and then dies in suspicious circumstances, Ben’s life is thrown into chaos. He is the only Afrikaner (and therefore the only white man) who has ever treated Jonathan’s father Gordon kindly: specifically, when some money was stolen from one of the school’s classrooms, the other teachers were quick to point the finger at Gordon, but Ben defended him against these false accusations, and discovered that some of the final-year students were the real culprits after investigating the incident. Later, when he found out that Jonathan was intending to leave school due to lack of funds, despite being a brilliant student, Ben offered to pay for his studies out of his own pocket. Gordon therefore comes to Ben for help.

			Through his friendship with Gordon, Ben gradually becomes familiar with the conditions that black people are forced to live in under the apartheid regime. When Gordon also disappears and is killed in suspicious circumstances, Ben decides to pursue the matter and keep fighting for the truth. He wins over a number of supporters (such as Melanie Bruwer and Stanley), but the opposition he faces is much stronger, and his fight against the government’s lies brings him into direct conflict with the powerful Special Branch. Ben is left isolated, overwhelmed and devastated by the deaths that are piling up around him, and starts doubting everything he has done: “How much longer must the list grow of those who pay the price of my efforts to clear Gordon’s name?” (p. 267). When faced with very real danger, Ben displays great bravery and commitment, and ensures that his work outlives him by passing his notes on to one of his former classmates, who is now a writer.

			Gordon Ngubene

			Gordon works as a cleaner at the school where Ben Du Toit teaches. He is married to Emily and is Jonathan’s father, and is a good husband, a good father and a fair, likeable man who never does any harm to anyone.

			In addition to his job as a cleaner, Gordon and his family also do odd jobs for the Du Toit family as thanks for Ben’s support when he was accused of theft.

			Gordon is from Transkei (former Bantustan in South Africa, 1976-1994), and was a gifted student who managed to complete his secondary education despite his academic career being interrupted by family problems on multiple occasions. Although he cares more about his life in the city than his roots in Transkei, he nevertheless sends his eldest son Jonathan back to his homeland so that he can be “circumcised and initiated” (p. 38).

			He is left in a state of shock when his son
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