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To my wife, journalist Janice Warman, who has edited this new edition with her customary precision, and who in the intervening years has herself published award-winning fiction and non-fiction based on the apartheid years in South Africa, Class of 79 (Jacana, 2014) and The World Beneath (Walker Books, 2015) She has also reported on post-apartheid South Africa for British national newspapers and magazines, and thus brings her own knowledge to this new version of Boerejood.   

And finally to my children, Dominic and Imogen, who gave me the time and space, encouragement and love to write this book. Thank you.

You have all helped this Boerejood to better understand himself, his country and both his peoples. Bless you all.

Julian Roup 

East Sussex 

August 2004-August 2024




They shall beat their swords into ploughshares and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.

Isaiah II, 4
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I

n bringing out this new edition of Boerejood 20 years after it was first published in 2004, a decade after Mandela came to power at the head of the ANC after the 1994 election, I felt that it needed to be set in context. What has happened to South Africa since then? Many readers had reached out to me over the years to suggest a new book in which all those I interviewed for the first edition were asked for their opinion now, with 20-20 hindsight. This Foreword to the new edition tries to set the great excitement around the coming of democracy in the context of the last 20 years.

Recently, someone close to me said: “All I know is that the ANC has become the largest criminal organisation in South Africa.” And this from a rock-steady citizen, not given to wild statements, and someone who has said for the past 44 years that he will stay to turn out the lights if necessary. He is going nowhere. He speaks for millions, I expect.

And who can blame them? When you read a phrase from The Guardian: ‘State capture by the ANC Zuma Government, in cahoots with the Gupta family’ (now in hiding in Dubai or Vanuatu or on trial in India for fraud and money-laundering) it is obvious that the country was treated as a private ATM by these people and their networks in the ANC. The miracle is that the country staggers on.

Thanks to Mandela, the feared ‘night of the long knives’ did not happen and the country was buoyant with optimism about the political reset. His great generosity of spirit set the tone and calmed the nerves of all who had lived in fear of black majority rule. It was a great time to be alive, to see the arrival of ‘one man, one vote’ finally manifested. One can only wonder how profoundly disappointed Nelson Mandela would have been at what the ANC has delivered as part of his legacy.

South Africa seemed finally to have outgrown and seen off its fears, Swartgevaar (black danger) and Rooigevaar (Red communist danger), and survived the Witgevaar (White danger) posed by the Afrikaners. Now all eyes were turned to the colours of Bishop Desmond Tutu’s Rainbow Nation.

The ANC began well, says the BBC, ‘with millions of small starter houses with electricity and toilets built for people who had lived in corrugated iron shanties for many years. The party says it has also delivered essential services to the poor, and more clinics and hospitals. The official estimate is that 1.4 million are still waiting for homes – although many believe that number is a considerable underestimate.’ 

But then the slide began with President Mbeki not tackling AIDS and Zuma turning the country into his own ATM. Hopeless, incompetent, corrupt governance has brought the country to its knees with unemployment rife and a new youth revolution one potential future outcome. 

President Cyril Ramaphosa is not much better, as mired in ANC corruption and incompetence as his immediate predecessors. The country’s infrastructure – power, water, education, have all crumbled. As has inward investment and the collapse of municipalities. There are few jobs and 40 per cent of the population is unemployed. The miracle is that the country is not in a revolutionary turmoil. It is the most unequal country in the world and among the most dangerous places to live. The economy is moribund, with virtually no growth in a decade and nearly half the adult population without work.

Basic public services are falling apart. In many parts of the country there is no clean water, while rolling power cuts have become a regular feature of daily life. One in five white South Africans have left and they are being followed by educated black middle-class professionals. The Rand is a basket case at R23 for £1, according to August 2024 foreign exchange markets. According to the World Bank, it has lost 97% of its value since 1980. There are 18,000 murders a year and 50 rapes a day are reported. Kidnapping children for ransom is on the rise. Gruesome tortures and murders are a constant threat to the farming community. The police seem incapable of protecting citizens or solving crime. This in no way excuses the murderous times under apartheid that preceded it. The title of a book by Moeletsi Mbeki, Thabo’s brother, Architects of Poverty (Pan Macmillan 2009), speaks for itself. 

A leading South African writer journalist and editor, Max Du Preez, says in his book A Rumour of Spring, South Africa after 20 years of Democracy, (Penguin Random House, 2013) “My weather report says that winter will persist for a while, but there is a promise of an eventual spring. But it will be accompanied by a couple of thunderstorms.” 

Briers Van Rensburg, a mechanical engineer with extensive mining experience in South Africa, Africa and South America, who has been much involved in the country’s mining infrastructure, says of South Africa’s government: “Like a fish, it is rotting from the head down.” He adds: “With the horrible example set by our political leaders, who are actively involved in kickbacks, payments and tender involvement to family and friends, it is not surprising that at every juncture where there is any money, the vultures settle to strip the carcass bare.” He refers specifically to the Education Department, which has an enormous budget “and with that amount of money, there you will find the serious thieves. Rampant theft stops education in its tracks. Maintenance money is also stolen. The skills required to rebuild the country are not being acquired, due to the collapsing education system.” His is a clear-sighted, well informed and very bleak view.

In the past year, a particularly dark development has taken place which sets the Israeli Netanyahu Govt and the ANC Govt on a course of confrontation over Gaza. The two countries that represent my DNA are now at each other's throats. South Africa has taken Israel to The Hague for its war in Gaza. 

But now, with the 2024 general election results in and counted, the ANC has had a head-ringing slap from voters, down from 57 per cent of the vote to just 40 per cent. It finds itself in bed with 11 other smaller parties in a government of national unity and there is once more a moment of hope for the country. 

Will it succeed or will it be squandered again? A growing black middle class wants grown up competent governance as much as the Indian, coloured and white minorities. The fact is that so much more could have been done had not so much money and energy been wasted by corruption and factional struggles inside the ruling party.

Addressing Parliament on Thursday, 18 July 2024, President Cyril Ramaphosa spoke of the country moving away from a Vulture Economy to a Country of Co-operation, like the Sociable Weavers and Red-billed Buffalo Weavers cooperating to build a communal nest together. Time will tell if we are going to be a nation of Weavers or Vultures; the Vultures have grown fat for 30 years, so a change is long overdue. 

“We have an opportunity to make South Africa a better nation,” said the President Nou ja, laat ons sien. (Ok, now let’s see.)

It is not only in South Africa where the ‘democracy train’ has come off the rails. In Britain, we’ve just had 14 years of incompetent, corrupt, brutally uncaring Tory Government which has debased the country’s reputation thanks to some of the worst politicians to besmirch the office of Prime Minister. And in France, it’s been a close call with the far right of Marie le Pen’s National Rally Party. And in the USA, the Trump-Republican MAGA show is still playing to packed houses as we await the outcome of the 2024 Presidential election. As I write this, Kamala Harris has just replaced Joe Biden as the Democratic candidate, to much joy among the faithful. But it seems she has a mountain to climb. 

All of this has seriously undermined my faith in democracy. Long gone are the days when naively, I truly believed that one person, one vote would deliver peace, prosperity and a glorious future for South Africa.

It was Winston Churchill, the UK’s wartime Prime Minister, who said in 1947: ‘Indeed it has been said that democracy is the worst form of Government except for all those other forms that have been tried from time to time.’  

And what of the racial issue, the thing that set us all at each other’s throats for generations? Yvonne Malan, the Stellenbosch and Oxford-educated academic, says: ‘When we met in 2004 at Stellenbosch to discuss Boerejood, we spoke about identity politics – at least in the South African context – and it seemed to be on the way out. Now we seem to be stuck in a new iteration of it. The ANC has long since abandoned any pretence of upholding the values of non-racialism. It died along with the Rivonia generation. However, amongst ‘ordinary’ South Africans, there is still hope. You see it in the Comrades Marathon, you see it when the Springboks play and you see it in everyday acts of kindness and solidarity. But it is not something we hear much about from our leaders.’ 

As the French are fond of saying: ‘Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose’ - the more things change, the more they stay the same.

Amid the darkness that is South African politics, there are glimmers of hope. The 2024 general election, judged to be free and fair, gave the ruling ANC a shock. It seems, too, that there is a growing black constituency that is demanding good governance and an end to corruption. Both of these things are signs of hope.

On a personal note, my mother died before the publication of Boerejood, but my father was alive to read the book, which he enjoyed. He has since died and lies buried in the Jewish cemetery in Paarl, the place of his birth. My mother lies nearby in the Dutch Reformed Church graveyard. All that separates them is a mere 100 yards of earth and a sagging, single strand of rusty barbed wire. This was their choice, to be buried with their own people. They had found the courage to live together, but on death, each went back to their own.

Democracy’s ‘One man, one vote’ has not brought solutions – equality, work, wealth and health. It has brought the opposite of those things and those hyenas in power still feast on the stripped carcass of this beautiful country. As Alan Paton, the author of the classic South African apartheid novel, Cry the Beloved Country, might say were he alive: ‘The Beloved Country weeps yet.’ 

Julian Roup

East Sussex

August 2024
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W

ho am I? What am I? Why am I here?

These are questions that every human being wrestles with. In my case, having two conflicting heritages – Jewish and Christian – and having lived in a country beset with madness and cruelty, I wanted answers to those questions more than most. I had lived most of my life as a Jew. Now, at last, I wished to reclaim my other heritage – that of the Afrikaner, my mother’s people, the only white tribe in Africa. I wished to find them and know them; I wished finally to enter their kraal, their laager, like the agteros, the last ox into the kraal, of my mother’s idiom. Boerejood looks at the issues of growing up with a divided heritage, split loyalties, deadly opposites. It moves from a childhood swinging between two aspects of a personality, two inheritances, to a late adulthood in search of the Afrikaners. This book is a quest to find out how the Afrikaners are coping since Mandela walked free in 1990 and democracy arrived in South Africa, a decade ago, in 1994. It is also a journey of personal discovery to look more closely at the society that made me what I am.

I went in search of answers to questions that have puzzled me greatly. These included: Why did the Afrikaners go so quietly in the end? Why did they not opt to pull down the pillars of the temple like Samson, or commit themselves to a Masada-like suicide, if the thought of life under a black majority was so horrific? The Rhodesians, with a much smaller white minority, fought a rearguard action for 15 bitter years of bush war; the Afrikaners, it seemed, went with a whimper rather than a bang. Why? I also wanted to know how the Afrikaners finessed their fear of swartgevaar, black danger, as they put it – for 50 years. How did they sell black majority rule to the volk? How do the Afrikaners live with this new reality – the one they feared the most? Have they changed, and if so, how? What do they tell their children? What are their hopes for the future? Do they wish to live as a protected minority in a rainbow nation, or do they still yearn for a place of their own? What stories do they tell themselves from the past, the present, and what will be their future story? What have they become? And what have I become?

In researching this book, I revisited many of my old haunts in the Cape, meeting as many Afrikaners as I could. This makes it a partial view, perhaps, but as this book is also one of my own history and my life in South Africa, it must be focused on the Cape. If the result is seen as my impression only, I am content, as that has been my aim.

Ten years after democracy arrived in South Africa – 342 years after the Cape was discovered and settled by the Dutch – I was going in search of the soul of this white African tribe, wishing to discover how they fared. Did they feel themselves safely in the kraal of their own community and culture or did they feel it was a holding-pen for future slaughter? And was the emasculated bull, the ox, an image that had new meaning for the Afrikaner? This beast that had once pulled the settlers’ wagons across a continent, tough, strong, patient: did it now have a new symbolic value? The ox was the chosen sacrificial animal for centuries – were the Afrikaners to be some kind of sacrificial animal, compensating Africa for the hurt it had suffered at their hands?

I would follow the image of the last ox and see where it led me.
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In Search of the Afrikaners
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I

find it strange that I wish to write about the Afrikaners, having spent a lifetime away from Africa, a total of 24 years in England. I would not have thought that the Afrikaner was a subject I’d ever want to write about. I, and many others with far greater reason than I, loathed them, these hypocritical racists, these church-going lovers of black and coloured women, this second, self-proclaimed Chosen People. These were the people who would, given the chance, happily have backed Hitler, glad to see the back of that other Chosen People – the Jews, my father’s people.

This Afrikaans tribe was the people whose greed and fear and intellectual dishonesty condemned millions of fellow South Africans to a life on the fringes, to unrealised potential, poverty, disease and death. This was the people who had cost me my country. Hating what they were doing in my name as a white South African, I felt the need to make the one protest I was capable of – leaving. So I left for England in January 1980.

No, I had no love for the Afrikaners, this bull-necked tribe of biltong and boerewors eaters, worshippers of rugby players. My God, we had nothing in common – except for my mother, Elise Louw. She gave the lie to everything I felt for her people. It was her courage and love that had faced down her family, even as they cursed her on her wedding day when she married a Jew. She it was, who, putting her own convictions to one side, raised three children in the Jewish faith. Her own faith till the day she died was Dutch Reformed Christianity. As embodied in her, the faith was a constant example to me of forgiveness, that central tenet of the philosophy of Jesus. Truly, she embodied all that was best in Christianity – and this despite the condemnation of a Dutch Reformed dominee she went to, seeking advice and help about the central conflict in her life, a Christian raising Jews. ‘You will burn in hell,’ he told her with relish. She managed once more to do what she always bid us do: turn the other cheek.

Growing up as a Jew, it was not surprising that my feelings were for the underdog, the oppressed, the persecuted. And the underdog was ever before my eyes. I fished and swam and rode on the beaches of Blouberg, enjoying my privileged freedom less and less as I became more and more politically aware; I had the image of Robben Island and all it stood for right in front of me, just eight kilometres away.

No, indeed, I had no love for the Afrikaner.

But my mother and other individual Afrikaners gave me pause, made it difficult for me to condemn them all out of hand. I fought this inclination to condemn, a quality that they exhibited so horribly, an ability to condemn whole peoples because of the colour of their skin, their faith, their beliefs. I could not help but notice the kindness and generosity of neighbours to this strange, mixed-up family of mine. Even as prime ministers and presidents walked past our home at Blouberg, all dressed in their Sunday black, off for a stroll down the whites-only beach, I had other examples to balance the great evil I saw all around me.

There were the stories my mother told me, stories of courage and endurance against overwhelming odds, stories of her people, a small nation, ‘’n handjievol’ – ‘a small handful’ as she described them – against the teeming black millions of Africa. This was a volk who, seeking their own freedom, ventured deep into the heart of this inhospitable continent, over mountains with straining ox teams, in the face of drought, hostility and war.

I was forced to admit that they had a vitality, these people, a robust attitude to life. They lived with gusto, and they loved the land. This was something that spoke powerfully to me. They felt themselves to be Africans, of Africa. They were not going anywhere. They had the power and intended to keep it. This, for better or worse, was their place and here they would live or die. It was an attractive quality, often lacking in English-speaking South Africans, who looked to England, America, Canada, New Zealand and Australia.

The embattled Afrikaner, it was said, had the respect of the blacks. They understood the blunt Afrikaner’s approach and mistrusted the two-faced double-dealing of the English-speaking community, which paid lip service to liberal values and, when push came to shove, voted en masse for the Nationalists. You knew where you were with the Afrikaner. It might not always have been pretty, but there it was.

These people were shaped by Africa; its harsh realities were in their blood. They were a frontier race, pioneers, with all the rough and ready qualities needed for that task, the subjugation of land and people. Despite my every instinct, there was deep in me a bitter respect for the Afrikaners.

My Jewish grandfather Herman Roup was passionate in his defence of the Afrikaner, whom he said had been prepared to trade with him when he was a penniless immigrant, a nobody. He had traded with Afrikaans farmers all his life and had achieved prosperity as a result. And my own father not only chose to marry an Afrikaans girl, but would also say, ‘The Afrikaners made me. They employed me and promoted me in their businesses, they backed me financially when no one else would, and later they became partners in my business. I owe the Afrikaner a blood debt. Our family’s good fortune has been built with the help of the Afrikaner.’

Being what I am, a Boerejood, I cannot write about the Afrikaners without looking too, however briefly, at the Jews. I’m proud of their achievements and sometimes less than pleased by their actions. They are, after all, family.

A newly published book, Community and Conscience – the Jews in Apartheid South Africa by Gideon Shimoni reaches conclusions I can’t argue with. Shimoni writes: ‘There is nothing in this record [of Jews in South Africa] deserving of moral pride, neither does it warrant utter self-reproach. From a coldly objective historical perspective this was characteristic minority-group behaviour – a phenomenon of self-preservation performed at the cost of moral righteousness.’ That strikes me as about right.

I think of Rabbi David Sherman, the Reform rabbi who was a fixture of my youth and my intellectual and spiritual development. His sermons, coolly dissecting the iniquities of apartheid, formed an important part of my thinking on race and injustice. I was proud to stand by his side as I read from the Torah on the day of my bar mitzvah at the Reform Synagogue in Sea Point in 1963.

I’m less proud of the role played by Percy Yutar, the Jewish State Advocate in the Rivonia trial of Nelson Mandela and his colleagues. But I think too of Helen Suzman and the many Jews who stood up and vocally opposed apartheid.

As always, wherever you look, at whichever end of the political spectrum, there are Jews in the mix. There are good and there are bad. As in all groups, there is an equal proportion of heroes and villains.

But it was the Afrikaners whom I now wished to meet and understand. I wanted to sit with them in their homes, on their farms, in their wealth and in their poverty, in their churches, their businesses, their innermost sanctums, if they would let me in, into their universities and into their minds. I wanted to meet their leaders, their priests, their poets and writers, their farmers and workers, their young and their old. I wanted to hear the stories they told themselves and their children. I wanted to know their hopes and fears for their future, and how they spoke of the past.

I would be going in search of the soul of a people, my mother’s people, a people I had never really known. It would be a quest entered into with as much of an open heart as I could muster.

I would be going in search of many things; but one in particular, the answer to a question I had wondered about for years. Why did the Afrikaners relinquish power so quietly?

How had Afrikaners come to do this unthinkable thing? Did the story of Piet Retief not keep them awake at night, guns in hand, waiting for Africa to reclaim its own? Would the Afrikaners, like the once-dominant Moors in Spain, be relegated to a footnote in history as the tale of Africa unfolded? The Moors were beaten in battle and sent packing, the Afrikaners voted for a change that would diminish their role to that of a cipher. How was this possible?

I had many questions. I wanted to know how it was possible for me to have misjudged Afrikaners so. I had made the biggest decision of my life – to leave South Africa – based on a belief that they would never willingly submit to black rule, and that the ensuing bloodbath would involve me as a member of the South African Defence Force, as I had done my national service and was liable for call-up in the event of a national emergency. I wanted no part in that. So I left, and was astonished and amazed 14 years later to be proved wrong when they and other whites opted for reason rather than the bigoted stupidity I had expected, and went quietly, relinquishing power voluntarily in an orderly manner. On the scale of mistakes I’ve made, you could say this was a big one. This was a judgement call that I had got completely wrong. Perhaps this trip, this voyage of discovery, would show me a truer picture of the Afrikaners.

I began by contacting Afrikaans friends and family, people I hadn’t spoken to for 30 years, unsure of my reception. I need not have worried; they offered help generously. Beginning with these people, I asked them to suggest others I might speak to, people who could speak for the Afrikaners as they had been and as they were now. They didn’t disappoint me; they found me an extraordinary group of human beings to speak to, and I began a journey that would teach me many things.

I left England for South Africa in June 2003, almost a decade after Nelson Mandela had walked free, and a century since the Bittereinders (those Afrikaners who had fought the British to the bitter end) had left the country for South America after the Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902). I was intent on reading this latest chapter in the life of the Afrikaners.
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A

s a horseman, I knew that my fairly unusual gene pool was, genetically, a great advantage – hybrid vigour is not something to be sneezed at. I can never be accused of in-breeding. All those jokes about second cousins blithely pass me by. I am an outcross if ever there were one.

This mix made for an unusual household in a truly bizarre country, and although I loved the country, I left it at the age of 30. So it’s not surprising that my life has been a search for an independent identity, a land of my own, a country of my own and a language of my own. On the surface, it would seem that England provided the solution to all these issues – but this is both right and wrong. The search to find my place in the world, physically and spiritually, is a journey that I’m still on.

I never learnt to speak or write Hebrew, despite Hebrew lessons twice a week and synagogue on Friday nights and Saturday mornings until I was about 14 and began to assert myself. And my Afrikaans was poor, a sort of kitchen language that allowed me to communicate with our servants, but not much use outside the house.

My parents went through an understandably lengthy courtship, thanks to the mutual antagonism of their two communities. My mother’s family wasn’t exactly thrilled by the match and my father’s family was equally aghast. But after 15 years of on-off romance, they finally married, in 1948, the year the National Party came to power.

My mother’s people, the Afrikaners, have a strange attitude to the Jew. Many are, very generally speaking, subject to all the usual anti-Semitic feelings. This attitude is confused by the fact that they also identify with the Jews as a Chosen People. And thus we got the weird relationship between the apartheid Nationalist government and that of Israel – a mix of anti-Semitism and military respect that didn’t stand in the way of diplomatic and economic links and considerable trade in armaments.

This benighted couple, my parents, decided that if they had children they would raise them in the Jewish faith. How this decision came about, I’m not sure. Perhaps my father felt that in this way he would not be completely opting out of Judaism; and for my mother, knowing her, it would have been an act of love, the final proof that she had not a scrap of her people’s anti-Semitism.

The irony inherent in this decision is that according to ancient Jewish law one cannot be Jewish if one’s mother is not Jewish. And though my mother wasn’t particularly interested in her religion when young, she never converted to Judaism. (Had she converted, we, her children, would be seen as ‘proper’ Jews.) In her later years, she began to be greatly bothered by what she had done. She began attending church regularly on Sundays at Wynberg and Blouberg, depending on where we were at the time. Towards the end of her life, she also attended prayer meetings at friends’ homes as well as at our house.

She was much helped in her religious dilemma – the ever-more-committed Christian raising so-called Jewish children – by a wonderful priest, Doctor Johan van der Merwe, whom she met at the Dutch Reformed Church in Blouberg. His encouraging words reassured her that of all the teachings of Christ, the greatest was that of love – to love thy God, and thy neighbour as thyself – and that this placed her and her decision to raise Jewish children beyond the reach of hellfire. She was greatly relieved by this judgement from someone who was a Doctor of Divinity and who headed the seminary for training Dutch Reformed priests in the Cape.

My mother warmed to Dominee van der Merwe even more when he briefly joined my brother Herman on a hitch-hiking tour of Israel in the 1960s, after Herman had spent three months on a kibbutz, sexing turkeys and trying it on with Dutch and Scandinavian girls who had been attracted to the kibbutz ethos. Herman was in search of his true identity and the experience of Israel and contact with Israelis gave him a greater sense of being Jewish, though he, like my sister Janine and I, married out of the Faith.

How my father managed to convince the rabbis of the Reform Synagogue in Cape Town, admittedly liberal though they were, to accept his brood of three as the genuine kosher article, I will never know. But he was a great salesman in his youth and has a huge, some would say overwhelming, personality, and he got his way.

And he didn’t leave it at that. My father became a force within the Reform movement and helped significantly to see a temple built at Wynberg. He sat on committees and was a general thorn in the flesh of many of his fellow worshippers. ‘The bloody Jews are driving me crazy,’ he’d say. It was an expression we got used to at an early age. (What the Jewish God made of all this I look forward to finding out one day.)

So, to my mother’s horror I, and five years later my brother, were circumcised, a few days after our respective births. She was comforted by Esther, her mother-in-law, who, while she did not approve of her daughter-in-law, was not going to be deprived of her grandchildren. After all, they had come down on her side of the religious divide and so she could be magnanimous. Esther’s words of comfort were, ‘Nonsense! It’s nothing! It’s the only pain a man ever feels in this life!’ I also had a bar mitzvah at 13, as did my brother, and my sister a bat mitzvah. On the way to the synagogue, accompanied by my mother among others, Granny Esther, dear old thing that she was, said to me, ‘I want you to promise me that you’ll marry a nice Jewish girl when you grow up.’ Too stunned by this gross act of insensitivity to say much, I mumbled, to my everlasting shame, what must have passed for assent. But, like my siblings, I too married out of the Faith.

This religious duality had its lighter and its bittersweet moments. When my mother’s dominee came round each year to collect funds for the church, my father would take great delight in providing a seriously large cheque – with this proviso: ‘Make sure that you tell everyone how much the bastard Jew gave and then they won’t be able to give less!’

My mother’s prayer group once discussed the apartheid issue. Most of the group opted, not surprisingly, for the view that God had intended apples to be apples and pears to be pears, and that never the twain should meet. My mother offered the thought – borne out by our family – that fruit salad had merits worth considering. It stopped the conversation dead for a while, I’m told.

And talking of food, the food on our table suffered an identity crisis; it was neither one thing nor the other. Of this you could be sure, though: it was not kosher. We ate milk with meat, and bacon and eggs were a breakfast staple. But lunch or supper could be chopped herring or chopped liver, beef with carrots and prunes, pickled herrings, red herrings or corned beef. There might be those Afrikaans staples, tamatiebredie (tomato and lamb stew), waterblommetjiebredie (stew of lamb with water hawthorn flowers) or gesmoorde snoek (a dish of fish and rice like kedgeree). Desserts might include melktert (milk & cinnamon tart), koeksisters (crisp plaited mini doughnuts in syrup), waatlemoenkonfyt (watermelon jam) or the more conventional items of the English kitchen.

Most people think their mothers are special; mine really was. She was funny, irreverent and brave, though she never saw that; she was also kind and loving, and could not tolerate bullshit, bragging or pretension. She was a remarkable woman whose principles I try to live my life by – not always successfully, it must be said.

My parents met at the roller-skating rink in Paarl in the 1930s and my father taught my mother to ‘cross’ going round corners – that is, putting the outside foot over the inner one to ease one’s way smoothly round. It was a good start, for they would need to find a way of smoothing their path round the corners of life rather more than most. Theirs was an illicit love affair in this small, gossipy place. My father’s family had come from nothing and were now well known and respected within both the Jewish and Afrikaans communities locally; my mother’s family, born to wealth and privilege, had been reduced to abject poverty.

They had also to put up with taunts from their peers. My mother recalls being asked time after time by Jewish girls in the town, ‘Why don’t you leave the Jewish boys alone?’ – as if she were working her way through them single-handed.

When she matriculated from La Rochelle Girls’ School, my mother wished to study to be a physical education teacher. The school said she certainly had the grades for university, but her family could not afford it. So, instead, she joined her sister Mabel in the small, chic dress shop she had established in the town. It was a good place to hear the latest and be in at the start of dresses designed for special occasions, dances and balls, which would later be discussed – both the impact of the ball gown and the ball. My mother loved it.

One day an elderly woman came into the shop and browsed through the clothes on display. When my mother offered her assistance she said, ‘I’m just looking.’ And that, in fact, is exactly what she was doing because when she left, Mabel said to my mother, ‘Elise, do you know who that was? It was Leon’s mother, coming to inspect!’ That was the only contact my mother had with her future mother-in-law until years later, when she and my father had been married for some years, living and working in Johannesburg, and my mother flew down to Paarl to be with her mother, who was dying. ‘My kind, wat jy nie sal waag nie!’ (‘My child, it’s amazing what you are capable of doing!’) her mother said to her, speaking of the plane journey and perhaps so many other things, including a Jewish husband.

I have said my mother was brave, and I will give you an example. Before she left Paarl to return to Jo’burg, she decided to take her courage in her hands and call on her parents-in-law. She described to me many times how she stood outside their door – a door that had been barred to her for all the 17 years of her courtship with my father and subsequent three years of marriage – and knocked tentatively. Grandpa Herman answered the knock. My mother said that all she could manage to say was, ‘Mr Roup, I am Leon’s wife.’

Herman threw the door open and said, ‘Come in, come in, my child. You know, I myself nearly married an Afrikaans girl.’ They never looked back and a real love grew between them.

My Jewish grandmother took longer to come round, but Herman Roup was nothing if not master in his own home, so the citadel had been stormed. My father was very proud of my mother for this achievement.

My paternal grandmother, Esther Rosenthal, an English Jewess, arrived in South Africa at the age of three months with her family in the 1880s, setting up home at Riversdale in the Cape. Her husband-to-be, my Jewish grandfather, Herman Roup, based in Paarl after his epic journey out of Lithuania, was busy criss-crossing the Cape doing business with farmers, buying up their produce and selling it on.

Family legend records that one day, in Laingsburg, a Mrs Tromp, an Afrikaans farmer’s wife, asked him why a good-looking chap like him was not married. He told her that those he liked would not have him. She said she had just the wife for him and described the daughter of a Jewish ostrich-feather buyer based in Riversdale. Herman decided to investigate, found the house and knocked on the door. Esther, who had been working hard, had her hair up in strips of cloth and was not looking her best. Nonetheless, three months later he met her in Cape Town, where she arrived to stay with an aunt, bringing ostrich feathers with her to sell, to provide spending money. Six months later they were married. He had found the woman for him, someone who shared his work ethic.

In the years that followed, Esther Roup’s work ethic led to her enjoying (if that is the right word) an almost legendary reputation in Paarl. In fact, she was notorious. She would think nothing of walking into the home of a newlywed Jewish couple to berate the young wife for not being up and at it, cleaning, dusting and cooking at the crack of dawn. She and her husband made a formidable pair.

There is a story about my grandfather that I love for its theatricality and bloody-mindedness. He had heard that a fellow Jew in Paarl, an attorney, was spreading word that he, Herman, was less than honest. Herman bided his time and, on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, the most holy day in the Jewish calendar, he stood up in the synagogue, pounding his pew to get the rabbi and the congregation’s attention. Six foot four inches tall, blond and blue-eyed, with a very determined chin, he was a commanding presence. He said word had reached him of the slanders of this man. He invited the by-now trembling gossiper to come forward and repeat his allegations before the altar, the Torah, the word of God and the gathered congregation. The man rose from his seat, slunk out of the synagogue and was not heard from again on this subject. Years later, on Herman’s death, this man came to condole, and my father shut the door in his face. The acorn does not fall far from the oak.

This couple, Herman and Esther, had four sons, Nathan, Henry, Abraham and Leon, the youngest being my father. He was a sickly child and dyslexic, having inherited his father’s word blindness. His three elder brothers were academically outstanding and good sportsmen to boot. Nathan, the eldest, was the real star, the apple of his parents’ eye. When he died at 27 from enteric fever it broke something in them that never healed. There was silence around their home as the young man fought for life. Straw was spread on the road outside to deaden the sound of passing carts, and when he died, Paarl came to a halt.

I believe my father, Leon, has spent his life trying to close the gap between himself and Nathan in his parents’ eyes, and at 91, after decades of huge personal and financial success, still feels he has a way to go. That is life, and that’s families for you.

In the years of their courting, my parents broke up for some time to give each other the opportunity to find someone more suitable from their respective backgrounds. My mother dated a number of Afrikaners and Dad some Jewish girls, but nothing clicked and so they finally married.

My arrival on the scene, after the loss of a first child, made things considerably easier with their families in Paarl. They would drive out from their home in Cape Town on a Sunday afternoon and at four o’clock, as they turned into the street where my Jewish grandparents lived, all the neighbours would be out on their stoeps, supposedly taking the air. Herman would come storming out to the car, gather me up and say at the top of his voice, ‘Hulle is net nuuskierig om te sien hoe ’n baster-joodjie lyk!’ (“They’re all just curious to see what a little half-caste Jew looks like.”)

My parents’ early difficulties and their upbringing in Paarl, close to the soil, gave both of them a robust, almost peasant, respect for thrift, hard work and solid, down-to-earth values; they mistrusted anything too intellectual or arty. Herman Roup was a regular visitor to their home in the Cape Town suburb of Newlands. On arrival, he’d inspect the contents of the kitchen cupboards and the fridge. Then, shaking his head, he would take my mother by the hand and order his driver to take them to Claremont. There, he would go from butcher to fishmonger to greengrocer, stocking up and warning each merchant that while his daughter-in-law might easily be fooled, he was not, and he wanted the best, and in future she too should only get the best.

I watched my mother once, many years later, applying this approach in London, with mixed results – whizzing through the hanging shelves of Harrod’s, accompanied by the squeaks of distraught salesladies, and in Oxford Street, fingering the fruit on costermongers’ barrows, to their fury.

She described herself as materialistic and loved beautiful clothes. She was always immaculately turned out. To help her achieve this, she bought two wigs on a trip to Italy. She would wear one while the other was at the hairdressers – both done in the bouffant style of the ’60s.

Once, on a trip to Israel, my sister Jay heard a muffled cry from the Tel Aviv airport booth where my mother was being searched by some no-nonsense female Israeli soldiers. ‘O, my Here, hulle het my pruik af! Hulle soek ’n geweer onder my pruik! Janine, kom help!’ (‘They’ve taken my wig off and are looking for a gun! Come help me, Janine!’) Life with my mother was never boring.

She had no problem laughing at herself or walking in my father’s shadow, winking as she did so when his favourite stories emerged for the millionth time. A favourite maxim when my father was on the warpath and she was, as usual, taking the brunt, would be to point out that her approach was based on Christ’s teaching, to turn the cheek seventy times seven. When we threatened to tackle him, she would urge, ‘Ag, my kind, wees maar die minste, wees maar die minste.’ (Oh, child, rather be the lesser one, be the lesser one.’)

She got her own back when rabbis came to call, inevitably staying for a meal. Invariably there would be some un-kosher element in the food – bacon, or cream and meat, or something just not on. This would tickle her no end as she watched them tucking in with gusto. Afterwards she would hoot, ‘Hulle het nie geëet nie, hulle het gevreet!’ (They did not just eat, they gobbled it up!’)

A litany of fearful, funny and coarse family sayings accompanies me through life. Afrikaans, English and Yiddish expressions, there is one for each and every occasion. But my mother’s great favourite was the Italian expression ‘Que sera sera’. It summed up her fatalistic take on life. And her most stinging rebuke was that someone was an ‘asgat’, whatever that meant. I think it referred to anyone wishy-washy, weak-willed or hopeless.

Her own mother’s nickname was ‘Baby’, well earned because of her tendency to cry at the drop of a hat, something my whole family has inherited. This lachrymose fearfulness showed itself in another of my mother’s regular statements: ‘As jy kinders het, het jy altyd groen koring op jou land’ – meaning that one’s children are, unlike a farm crop, never harvested and safely stored in the barn under cover, but are always out there, subject to hail, rain-damage or depredation by pests, a never-ending source of worry. Now that I am a father myself, I am less irritated by that sentiment than I was in my youth, and understand the love and fear inherent in the expression.

When she thought something or some statement utterly ridiculous, my mother would mutter under her breath, ‘Ag, gaan skeit op die ys,’ a double entendre meaning either ‘go and skate on the ice’ or (what she really meant) ‘go and shit on the ice’. She was also deeply canny in the ways of the world and not above teasing us, pretending ignorance. Picking up on our teenage slang, she was quite capable of saying, ‘Oh, keep a cool tool!’

My father had just as many, if not more, favourite maxims. From his much-quoted father he would repeat ‘one door closes and another opens’ after any setback we had, or ‘in business, you need to stand with a gun in one hand and a knife in the other’. He also had a selection of Afrikaans sayings: ‘As lekker te lekker is, is lekker nie meer lekker nie’ (Too much of a good thing) and ‘Stank vir dank’ (Just a bad smell by way of thanks). And if he said it once he said it a thousand times: ‘The road to hell is paved with good intentions!’ He was fond of describing people without manners as ‘grobbejongs’ (coarse or crude boys) and he spoke of ‘cholloming’, or dreaming, as in ‘Let’s chollom that he behaves like a mensch.’ A mensch, of course, was the highest form of praise. It betokened someone who was a true human being, the real McCoy, a person of real worth.

It was a strange childhood, in that it left me feeling neither one thing nor the other. I did not feel Afrikaans and I did not feel Jewish. I did not know what I felt, but I knew I was different. Sometimes I wondered which part of me was the Jewish and which the Afrikaans bit. In adulthood, I would joke that had I been able to arrange things with God I would have had the top half, above the waist, Jewish, giving me the best shot at brains; and the half below the belt Afrikaans, with the sexual stamina and rugby-playing legs that came with it.

I remember walking along the beach at Bloubergstrand, where I most came into contact with the Afrikaans community. Stopping to chat to adult friends and neighbours of my parents, I always got the impression that they struggled to get ‘vatplek’, to get to grips, with who and what I was. I could not blame them. In a way this led me to sympathise with the black and coloured peoples around me, who were quite often even greater mysteries to whites. In my case, the confusion came not because I was completely foreign, but because people speaking to me were looking out for the foreignness in among the Afrikaans breeding, like one of those lava lamps where two colours move about in a body of oil but never mingle. In me they mingled, but neither I nor anyone else could see the join.

My genetic inheritance also ignited a land hunger, a desire for soil of my own that comes as much from my maternal Afrikaans farming family as from my landless, wandering Jewish family. The saying ‘Without land a man is only half a man’ is one I could subscribe to. Over the years, I visited many places in many countries, with the thought that they might provide the solution – a permanent homeland that wet and culturally cool England could never be.

France, Portugal, Spain, Greece, the USA, Italy – all were contenders at one time or another. My footsteps, and the hoofbeats of my horses, have crossed continents in search of this mythic homeland, half-wandering Jew, half-landless Afrikaans farmer. Maybe the old Irish saying ‘He wandered the world in search of the answer and he returned home to find it’ may yet prove true.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
“Brilliant: engaged, intelligent, personal ...
and funny” - Financial Times

- Man’s Quest
nderstand the
By

of Democracy






d2d_images/image001.png
W

BLKDOG





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





