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I

Excuse me, may I offer you my
services without running the risk of intruding.

Do you wish to order something
to drink?

I fear you will not be able to
make yourself understood by the worthy stone-faced Zulu gentleman
who presides over the fate of this fine establishment. In fact, as
one of our noble aboriginals, he only speaks two languages both of
which would sound foreign to most people in the world. He only
speaks the two native languages, isiZulu or Afrikaans. And I might
add that this is a strange combination of linguistic proficiency
even for a Zulu. Of course, you would expect that a Zulu should be
able to speak isiZulu, but what other language would you expect him
to speak? I would say English, especially if he hails from Natal
which was once a colony of the British Empire. But here we have a
black man, a Zulu, an aboriginal in the truest sense of that
anthropological concept, who while being bilingual happens to speak
only Afrikaans as his second language. It is quite inexplicable, if
not extraordinary, indeed it is remarkable and begs for an
investigation and also an explanation, but I assure you, he cannot
comprehend a single word of English. Feel free, ask him anything
you like in English and he will ignore you. Most South Africans are
bilingual, especially with respect to English, but he is the
statistical anomaly, the proverbial outlier of the Gaussian
distribution, the white raven or the black swan if you like.

He was born in the district of a
place called Piet Retief, which is in Natal or KZN. What I have
managed to gather over the years while drinking at this bar is that
he grew up on a farm near the town of Piet Retief. He received his
primary education at a farm school. The medium of instruction was
in Afrikaans. And he has managed to get by without knowing a single
word of English, and this is not an exaggeration. As a child when
he learnt that the English had defeated and dismembered the Zulu
Kingdom he vowed that he will never utter a word of English from
his lips for as long as he lived. He has obstinately stuck to his
vow and has made no effort to learn a single word of English or the
fundamentals of English grammar. So you will wait in vain if you
try and order a drink in English. Look at him, he does not even
know that we are speaking about him, not that he would care.

His unusual nurtured and
practised inability to comprehend or speak a single word of English
may go a long way to explain his reserved manner, his dour
demeanour. You find this an anomaly? Well, I can assure you, you
are now in the land of anomalies. Everywhere you look you will find
anomalies.

You probably have not noticed
that there is another anomaly reigning in this fine establishment.
You look perplexed at my comment. Look around and tell me what you
see. You don’t comprehend what I am getting at? OK, let me explain,
apart from our Zulu friend, strange as it may seem to you, I am the
only other native in his bar who can speak Afrikaans, the rest of
the clientele, like you, all happen to be foreigners, even though
they are black, every last one is a foreigner. And what’s more,
they are not tourists; they are all exiles, exiles every one of
them, all living in one or other form of exile, there are many
kinds of exile and states of being in exile. They are migrants,
refugees if you wish, who have fled from one kind of disaster or
another. They are economic and political refugees.

How do the foreigners' order
drinks? Good question. I have not been able to figure it out for
myself. I think he can read minds.

I see the Zulu gentleman is
ready at last to take our order. What are you drinking?

If you like beer, I would
recommend the draught beer straight from the keg.

Yes, I will have a draught beer
as well. No, let me pay, it will be my pleasure. Money is no
problem.

Why should it be? I am a working
man, old as I may appear.

I don’t look my age? Well, thank
you, that is a kind thing to say.

I don’t believe in retirement. I
will work until I drop dead. As I said, I am a working man. My
motto is another day, another dollar.

Oh here are our beers.

Cheers.

I see the beer meets your
approval.

You must excuse me, I am being
very talkative tonight, it is a fault I have, and my other fault is
that I think I make friends far too easily, and I seem to speak too
easily about myself and about the things I know as if it these are
the most important topics of conversation in the world.

You say you don’t mind listening
to the unsolicited conversation of a complete stranger. You say you
are happy to listen to someone even if that person is going to only
talk about himself all night. You are prepared to listen even if he
is going to exaggerate his self-importance and the significance of
his existence. It honestly won’t bore you to death? You say that I
am not boring you at all? You say that you expect to find that
whatever I have to say could indeed turn out to be very
interesting, if not entertaining. Well then Mon Cher
Monsieur, you are too kind. I hope I don’t disappoint you. You
say that you are a good listener. Well, then cheers! To life!

I agree that the night is still
young and you say that you are at a loose end without a single care
in the world or any commitment. The same goes for me. We are the
same in this respect. Not having a care in the world. What is there
to care about anyway? By the way, for whatever it is worth, the
word ‘care’ has become a technical term, invested with conceptual
richness, brimming to overflowing with meaning and significance.
But who cares? Who cares about the self or self-care as they
say?

Yes, what should we care about?
Why care about anything? I may add that the night is not only still
very young, it is actually in its infancy, in fact at this very
moment it is waiting to be born and it is also going to be a very
long night before it dies at the break of dawn, and anyway, you say
that you are not going anywhere, plus you are a good listener. This
is then a rare occasion indeed, a valuable moment in both of our
lives. Ah, I have made you laugh again. I see that I amuse you, it
doesn’t matter, I don’t mind. But I agree that it is true that we
may never meet again, we may be like two ships passing in the
night. I have to confess that I have a good sense of occasion and
this is not an occasion to be missed.

Actually, I am not really that
talkative. Most of the time I don’t talk much about myself. But
tonight for some reason I feel like talking. I feel like confessing
everything about myself, to anyone who cares to listen. Even though
we are both strangers to each other, I will not hide anything from
you about myself. No one wants to listen to the sorrows of a drunk.
I am not drunk as you can clearly see. I have already had two or
three beers, but so what, tonight is a special occasion. And I have
been cured of all my sorrows. You say I am very fortunate to be
cured of all my sorrows. Yes, I am thankful. But it was a long and
difficult cure. Being cured of all my sorrows, and also being too
old to have any regrets I promise not to disappoint you. If I end
up singing a paean of personal praise to myself then so be it. You
will no doubt forgive me for being a bit of a narcissist.

Yes, I am from Boksburg. Haven’t
I already said that I am from Boksburg? I think I must be getting
old. Sorry, I did not hear you properly; you were asking why this
town is called Boksburg? The town was named after Dr Bok. The story
goes like this. A person by the name of Carl Ziervogel originally
from Graaf Reinet bought a farm called Leeupoort. On the
21st of March 1887 just when he was going to sell his
farm gold was discovered on Vogelfontein the farm next door to his
farm. Of course, he took his farm off the market. At that time Dr
Bok was the secretary of the state of the Transvaal Boer Republic
which was recognized as an independent Republic by the British in
1881. Dr Bok discussed the gold discovery with President Paul
Kruger who recommended that Dr Bok establish a properly surveyed
and organized township to facilitate the orderly development of
gold mines on the Leeupoort and Vogelfontein farms. The new gold
mine town was then named Boksburg in honour of Dr Bok.

Yes, I was also born in
Boksburg, I grew up in Boksburg and I have lived in Boksburg all my
life. I have lived most of my life in the same flat. In fact, I was
born in the Boksburg Benoni Hospital. The hospital still exists. It
is on the other side of the railway line across from the Lake
standing next to the Cason Mine Dump. Unfortunately, Cason Mine
Dump is no longer the majestic man made mountain that it used to
be. It now looks like a half-eaten stale bread roll. It was once
the largest mine dump in the world. Its towering presence dominated
the geography of Boksburg.

When I was a kid we stayed in
the suburb called Plantation, just down the road from the Boksburg
Benoni Hospital. My dad was one of the big shots working for the
East Rand Propriety Mines or ERPM for short. He was a very
prominent man in Boksburg in the 1960s. In 1969 three years before
he died, he caught the biggest Marlin ever landed off the KZN North
Coast. In the July of 1972, he was killed by an enraged elephant
bull that he had wounded on an elephant hunt in Mozambique. He had
hunted elephants in Mozambique quite regularly. He was a very
experienced elephant hunter. Our house in Plantation was full of
ivory and stuffed elephant feet. I was 23 in 1974 when I graduated
with a BA in fine arts from the University of the Witwatersrand. I
was very ambitious; I thought I could make a living as an artist
only to discover that it was not that easy. So at the end of 1974,
I went to Wits Tech and completed a higher diploma in fashion and
dress design, and then in 1977, I went to the University of
Potchefstroom to do an MA in fine arts. In 1978 my mother died of
breast cancer. I was the youngest of three siblings. I have an
elder brother and sister. We were left with a sizable inheritance.
In 1979 with my share of the inheritance I bought a beautiful old
two storey building with an arcade that opened onto Commissioner
and Leeupoort Street. The building is called Cinderella’s Arcade.
It was built in 1892. At street level, the arcade is lined with
small shops. Above the shops are flats. I converted the two corner
flats facing Commissioner Street into my live-in art studio. The
arcade is just around the corner from the Masonic Hotel, a mere 2
minutes’ walk away. In 1911 a second arcade called the Morris
Arcade was built a few blocks away.

Yes, it does sound like the rain
has stopped.

You want to go outside for a
smoke.

I don’t smoke, but that is not a
problem, I will come with you. See our Zulu friend has nodded his
head. He knows you wish to go for a smoke. He will keep an eye on
our beers.

Don’t you think it has turned
out to be a beautiful summers evening? The clouds are gone, the
night sky has opened up and just as expected the air is thick with
swarms of flying ants, well not really ants, they are actually
termites. See how the bats are having a feast. Let’s walk over to
the Lake; we have to walk past that ugly palisade fence that has
been erected around the old putt-putt golf course to get to the
Lake. Careful you don’t want to tread on a toad, the lawns appear
to be alive with a plague of toads chasing flying ants. The Lake
now smells quite bad; it reeks with the stench of sewage. It has
also become green like pea soup.

Yes, it’s a man-made Lake.

It was constructed in 1888 by a
man called Montague White and only became filled with water after a
massive rain storm in 1891. So for three years before it eventually
became filled with water, it was called Montague’s folly. It soon
became a major attraction on the Reef. In 1885 a steam boat called
the ‘Mona’ was launched on the Lake to take visitors on cruises
around the Lake. Soon hotels, restaurants, and cinemas sprung up in
the streets and side streets surrounding the Lake. The Masonic
Hotel was built here on the shores of the Lake in 1883. You can
appreciate why Boksburg Lake quickly became a popular inland
holiday resort. On Saturdays and Sundays, there would be over a
hundred rowing boats floating on the Lake. Can you imagine what it
must have been like with all those rowing boats on the Lake? The
many trees you see are as old as the Lake. Yes, none are
indigenous. They are all exotic. Palm trees, popular trees, willow
trees, and oak trees, were planted around the shores of the Lake so
that visitors could enjoy picnics in the shade of their canopies. I
agree. I have also imagined the placid scenes on the grass-covered
banks of the Lake, scenes resembling Seurat’s ‘Bathers at
Asnières’. Well, the Lake is not the Seine. You can see how huge
the palm trees have become. They are over a hundred years old. A
refreshment kiosk and band stand were also built. The promenade we
are walking along now was also built in 1895. At night the
promenade and Lake would be lit up with electric lights and
hundreds of people, including lovers would promenade around the
Lake before or after eating out at one of the many restaurants or
after seeing a movie at one of the many cinemas close to the Lake.
There was also a massive rose garden, a spring garden, an autumn
garden, and even a swamp garden. Near the old Magistrates Courts
was the Vogelfontein ice skating rink. There were hardly any cars
in those days. Boksburg once had its own network of tramlines.
People travelled by train from Pretoria and from across the Reef to
visit Boksburg Lake. In those days the Lake was a romantic
destination. Boksburg Station which is close to the Lake used to be
called Vogelfontein Station and every weekend between 5000 and
10 000 people from across Johannesburg and the Reef arrived at
the station to visit the Lake. Promenade concerts were held every
Saturday afternoon. Fishing was an extremely popular pastime on the
banks of the Lake. Boksburg Lake regattas regularly drew crowds of
visitors of up to 8000.

Let’s take a walk along the
promenade.

Yes, that is a raft. It has
always been chained to that tree on the bank. I am surprised it is
still floating after all these years. Should we go over to have a
look at it? It has been years since I have been anywhere near the
raft. As kids, we played on the raft. As a teenager, I embraced and
kissed many girls while standing on this raft in the moonlight.

The raft has a special
significance for me.

If it interests you I will tell
you a story about my first encounter with death. It was a death by
drowning.

You are interested?

OK.

It was on this raft that the
finitude of life was revealed to me in all its terrifying
profundity. It happened to be the death of a loyal patron of the
Masonic Hotel pub, someone I knew.

Go ahead light up another
cigarette. Do you want us to step onto the raft?

Yes, I think it is still safe to
step on board. It still looks seaworthy to me. Just be careful as
we step on board, it tends to rock and one can lose one’s balance.
It has turned out to be such a pleasant evening, don’t you think. I
see the clouds are beginning to break. Look there is the moon. A
full moon smiling down on us.

At the time of the drowning I
was still a kid in primary school in Boksburg North and every day I
used to travel by bus to school. Each morning the bus would stop at
the bus stop opposite the Masonic Hotel. One day as it was slowing
down to stop we noticed that something was going on by the shore of
the Lake right by this very raft. A police car and mortuary van
were parked outside the Masonic Hotel. Two policemen were standing
on the bank of the Lake next to the moored raft on which we are now
standing. From the bus window, I could make out a body lying on the
raft’s deck. When the bus stopped I grabbed my school bag and
jumped off the bus and walked over to the moored raft. It was 7.00
am in the morning, and there was an icy chill in the air which
burnt my cheeks like dry ice. It was grey and misty outside. The
whole Lake was shrouded in a thick blanket of mist. A heavy mist
was rising from the surface of the lake almost like steam from a
hot bath. You could not see Cason Dump and even the opposite shore
of the Lake was not visible. A large white swan paddling slowly
past was barely discernible in the mist. It looked like an
apparition. You could only more or less make out its
silhouette.

I stepped onto the raft. It
shifted away from the bank, straining against the chain. To keep my
balance I reached up and managed to grab hold of this same steel
cable which is still fastened after all these years to the willow
tree behind us. You see that the cable stretches across the lake to
the island where it is tied to that big willow tree standing close
to the bank. The cable was frozen. I did not have any gloves on. My
hand nearly froze to the cable. I am really surprised that the
cable is here, still stretching across the lake to that willow tree
on the island.

Anyway, apart from the crowd
that had assembled on the bank next to the raft the rest of the
Lake was deserted. The body was fully clothed, the jacket was
buttoned up, a tie was around the neck, the shoes were still on and
there was a watch on the wrist. The second hand of the watch was
still ticking. The watch must have been waterproof. The body had
been fished out of the Lake and dragged onto the raft deck. I
stepped closer to look at the face. The face looked familiar. The
raft began to rock as more people crowded onto it. I recognized the
body. It was the body of a person called Kobus Groenewald. He
worked at the ERPM gold reduction works.

It was the first time in my life
that I had seen a dead body. He had recently been a guest at a
dinner party my mother had organized. As kids our parents allowed
us to stay up when they had a party, also because the other guests
had kids and they often brought them along. He loved Mario Lanza’s
Drinking Song. That night he was all tanked up and filled
with the joie de vie. When my sister played the record with
Mario Lanza’s Drinking Song his alcohol flushed face became
transfixed with exaltation. He begged my sister to play the
Drinking Song over and over. As I gazed at his dead body
spread out on the raft the melody and lyrics of the Drinking
Song filled my head. Even though I barely knew the man, I began
to feel incredibly sorrowful and disturbed. All I knew was that he
was a bachelor and had a reputation for being a lively party
animal. This person whom I had once known as a living being no
longer existed. It was a shocking realization. Only his dead body
existed now, the person that had once animated that body was gone.
That was also an extraordinary realization. The person who had once
so thoroughly enjoyed Mario Lanza was no longer with us.

While I stood on the raft
staring at the body the crowd assembling on the banks of the Lake
close to the raft continued to grow. I hung around listening to the
running commentary that the different people were giving. His car
was still parked outside the Masonic Hotel. Apparently, he had been
drinking at the Masonic Hotel the previous night.

Everybody had a theory about his
death and what he was doing before his death.

Some said he committed suicide.
Others said that he was drinking alone until the pub closed. Some
insisted that he had been with a group of friends playing darts. A
person remarked that he saw him in the lady’s bar with a woman. It
seemed like they were having a fight. Others thought they had seen
them arguing outside on the pavement. A person eager to have his
say swore that he saw the man having an argument with 2 or 3 men on
the bank of the lake at about 9.00 pm. Someone else insisted that
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