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Introduction and
acknowledgements
The past is not dead; it’s not even past – William Faulkner
More than half a century ago a tiny locale of senses and sensations that was soon
named ‘Derek’ appeared on Planet Earth. I did not go on to become a Mandela or
a Bill Gates, just an ordinary anonymous artist, so why, one might ask, did I
choose to write Three-Foot Tiger?
I was kind of compelled to, I guess. The story was inside and had to come out.
Hopefully it’s a tale that entertains – and, of course, every writer hopes they’ve
written a bestseller. It’s a confessional, and it’s certainly been a form of therapy.
In transcribing it, I’ve learned much about what comprises me, Mr D.
There was a time when I believed that because everything is transitory, nothing
is worth preserving. I changed, and became quite an archivist. While our lives are
but fleeting raindrops, stories are eternal. Art, the only worthwhile thing
mankind produces, is for others, and it must not be lost.
Committing my life to words hasn’t been easy; it’s taken me several years.
Certain events, especially those in which I hurt others, were extremely painful to
dredge up and commit to my laptop. I probably conveniently forgot others. I
seldom kept a diary, and the only chapter where I did (India) was far easier to
write than the rest.
About 10 years ago, I started writing some anecdotes down about my life and
posting them on Aryan Kaganof’s kagablog. I’m deeply thankful to Aryan for
providing this platform. These tales (preserved here in italics and without capital
letters, as they were on the blog), though I didn’t know it then, were the first
steps of writing this book. They were pretty much in-your-face, and not all of
them made it to print here: there is, for instance, no haiku about my penis in the
Tiger.
If you lose your memory, are you still you? In some respects you may be, in
others you assuredly are not; memories, to a great extent, maketh the man. Yet
our memories are in no way accurate reflections of what really transpired, a
well-known fact in courtrooms. Ten people may all have differing accounts of the
same event they all witnessed. We tell ourselves stories about things that
happen, as soon as they happen, and these narrative are often what become our
‘memories’.
Some events are shared by people from your past, your family or close friends,
and become the folklore of your tiny clan, hauled out at social gatherings greased
by alcohol, turned over and examined and laughed and wondered at. They
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become subtly changed over the years: twists and embellishments are added,
details are forgotten in the recounting. It’s easy to mistake these tales for your
own story, your own past.
Often what seem to be the worst, scariest events at the time burn themselves
into your memory the deepest. Some cannot be processed fully as you don’t have
the emotional ammo or ability to deal with them, particularly when you’re a
child – one of the central tenets of psychoanalysis. Some recollections become
painful shards of glass that require rearrangement in the sofas of our minds –
that is, if we are fortunate enough to be able to afford therapy, or are able heal
ourselves in some other way.
Most of my earliest years are hazy, and to help bring these distant events into the
light of day, I relied upon my sister Sandy Immelman to some extent. She’s two
years older than me, and was able to add some details to the events we
experienced together back in Rhodesia. She also provided the anecdote of me
standing up to my school principal Mr Shitz about my religious convictions,
which somehow became buried altogether in my own memories; all I have left is
my feelings towards the man, most of them angry. Thanks Sands!

Do we choose to be born, as some believe? Or are we simply thrust into a universe of discomfort, such
as gran's 2nd-hand smoke? Fucking EVERYONE smokes in the 60s

St Germain told me I was wielding a broom when I destroyed the Presleys’
communal kitchen in a fit of drug-crazed rage. I thought I had just used my bare
hands. He also provided technical details about the primitive 90s musical gear
we used to create tracks – a special treat for those who work in that world.
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Thank you Marc: singer, songwriter and guitarist in three bands we played in
together, for your inspiration, and for providing the names of some of the bands
we listened to at the time. The music we listened to hugely influenced the music
we played, as well as what we believed in and did. Music was our raison d’être;
everything revolved around it. A new album, in the 80s and 90s, was really
expensive, and a huge deal: we would all gather to listen to it, over and over. A
girlfriend’s ability to make good mix tapes counted as much as her looks. Thanks
Chris, for your photos and recordings of Vader Jakob and Manhole; some wise
archiving done there, mate!
An added bonus of writing this book in the age of the internet is that I’ve been
able to listen to these old bands again and finally discover what their lyrics were
about; back then, I was limited to guessing much of the time. The emotions that
songs elicit matter far more to me than their lyrics: only after I have listened to a
song many times, do I focus on what the words are about. I wanted to put a lot of
the lyrics from these old songs into this story, to paint the mood of those times,
but the laws of copyright (beyond a single line of a song) prevent that.
To all the musicians I played with, who gave me permission to use their lyrics in
this book, thank you. Thanks to Lloyd Ross, for filming and recording my bands,
and for kindly allowing me to use some lyrics of the late great James Phillips.
Huge thanks to Adrian Ziller and Brendan Jury, who recorded the marimba
bands I played with, from which I made two CDs. Ukuxolelana has for a decade
generated income for Achimota and the Achikids marimba bands. Big thanks to
Matthew Fink for mastering Live Jimi Presley, and to Aragorn Eloff for the Vader
Jakob single. Musicians help musicians. Few others do so in South Africa.
To protect the people of my past from scandal – though most of that is mine to
bear – certain characters have been given pseudonyms. If any of their friends and
family recognise them, I apologise profusely, particularly if the events related
here are in any way incorrect. I have done my utmost to recount things as I
remember them, as truthfully as is humanly possible. Only a few facts have been
elided; I’ve tried not to be nasty, and some stuff was just too crass, too gross to
share. Believe me.
Thank you Sandy, Marc, Kate Shand, Bridget Hilton-Barber and Melinda
Ferguson for reading my first drafts and plying me with useful advice about
where to take this Tiger. Thanks Graeme Swinney for providing some of the
army shots; your experience there sounds very similar to mine. Thanks Frankie
Baars for your advice about the geology of Johannesburg. Big thanks to Olivia
Schaffer for proof-reading my copy, and to Susanna Smith for the cover artwork.
Thank you St Germain for helping me get my writing online. This is my first book.
May it take you on as much of a journey as it’s taken me.
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Prologue
Little flea
Little flea,
Why do you bear the weight of the world
On your shoulders?
You are only one flea
In a huge flea circus
And anyway
The ringmaster has gone AWOL
With all that weight,
Little flea
How
Are
You
Going
To
Juuuuuuuuuuump?
Was I abused at an early age? My symptoms fit those of a person who underwent
some kind of trauma (one of these is poor recall of past events). But what,
exactly, constitutes trauma? A few centuries ago, everybody must have been
traumatised: life in general was traumatic. As we became shielded from wars,
pestilence, and famine, as things became more ordered, we obviously became
more fragile, more vulnerable to extreme circumstance. These days it’s becoming
widely acknowledged that many of us are scarred by trauma, and it’s okay, even
for men, to admit that.
Perhaps, until my late 40s at least, I just couldn't deal with what psychiatrist and
author Irvin Yalom calls the 'four givens' in life. These are: the inevitability of
death; the freedom to make of our lives as we choose; our ultimate aloneness;
and the fact that life has no meaning. I used to charge headlong at death, almost
daring it to claim me; I've never known what I really want to do, but I don’t think
that’s a crime; I love being alone, but never for long; and I’ve realised there's no
meaning to life except what you give it – meaning derives from activity, it's a
byproduct of engagement and commitment. Facing these givens, and how
authentically you do so, is what determines your path. Most of us run as fast as
we can from just the thought of them, hiding ourselves in endless distraction.
I grew up with a deep-seated conviction that my parents didn’t understand me,
didn’t appreciate who I was, and never bothered to try. I’m not sure how I
arrived at this conclusion, but I think it formed the basis of much of what I went
on to do. It’s possible that my ‘trauma’ was nothing more than an emotional
distance from my folks.
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Somewhere along the line, I became deeply shameful about myself; about my
sexuality, my gender, my race, my actions. Writing Three Foot Tiger has helped to
divest me of this useless emotion. Shame hasn’t helped me, my friends and
family, or anyone, actually.
My kids are pretty much grown up. They are normal, healthy, and productive
beings, as far as I can tell. They didn’t communicate with me a hell of a lot when
they were teenagers, but we’re chatting a bit more, now that they’re becoming
young men. Sadly, there is still some distance between us – it doesn’t help that
they live on another continent.
In chapter three I start describing my first encounters with women. When the
sexes are kept apart, I believe they form harmful mythologies of the absent
other; thus, I am hugely opposed to the separation of the sexes in schools and
other institutions. It just ain’t natural! In certain therapies and ceremonies,
however, a temporary separation can be useful; for instance, men have common
experiences that will they share together, that, in the presence of women, they
simply won’t. I know this from first-hand experience.
I had many doubts about my sexuality when I was young. I grew up in an era
when to be gay was not nearly as cool as it is today; nevertheless, I found the
idea quite attractive, possibly because it would have really upset my dad, who
disliked ‘queers’. When I tried sex with men it never really worked, whereas
things seemed to flow easily with women. I’ve never been able to shake the
doubt, though, that perhaps I rejected the ‘bi’ part of my sexuality because it
didn’t sit well with the zeitgeist I grew up in; was I really being 100% honest by
choosing to actualise only one half of that ‘bi’ me? Was I scared it would make me
less of a man? How do you have a monogamous relationship with one person if
you are bi? Maybe I’ll work this out in my next life.
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Years after I got my tattoo, my sister got an identical one. After our parents die, we become much closer

Having this doubt has also made me who I am. It was one of the flaws around
which the rest of the pearl grew: those who never question themselves, seldom
question much else. I was certainly initially dubious about my feminine side. I
did three degrees in psychology, and much of the motivation behind that was to
try to sort out my confusion about this issue. Reading Jung helped. We’re all a
mix of male and female, and integrating these parts of ourselves is hard work,
but essential. For men today, I think that integrating your femininity – your
nurturing self, ability to forgive, to let go and not always be in control – is the
most important thing you can do. There’s way too much testosterone around!
I believe that most white people who grew up in colonial Africa – due to their
separation from people of colour – begin life as racists, are therefore default
racists, and have to work to overcome this default racism (should they actually
desire to). Most South Africans of colour are far more aware of this default
racism than whites and step around it a lot more gracefully than we generally
credit them for.
Much of apartheid’s evil was wrought by keeping the races separate, which
created ‘othering’ in our minds, and, too often, this stuck. It’s easy to remain in
white circles, in white ways of thinking, in white languages. I’ve had black
colleagues and bosses and partners and band mates, but I haven’t got many black
friends, and, to my regret, I never learned a black language. South Africa is a
diverse country, and we are all the poorer for remaining in our familiar circles.
I am absolutely aware that I’m not only white, I am also male, (mostly)
heterosexual, and on top of that, privileged. I try to own this, admit it, and make
amends for it where possible. If we don’t admit this privilege to ourselves, we
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can’t move on; South Africa can’t move on. At least the suburb I’m in is no longer
exclusively white, and thanks heavens, race is not an issue for our kids, as they’ve
been to mixed schools. Evolution does sometimes occur.
I spent many years trying to break the middle-class mould I was groomed for –
living out of two suitcases, staying in communes, playing in bands, taking drugs –
but as I got older, I found myself settling down, using the education that my class
bequeathed me to find work and live in some degree of comfort, just like my
parents did. Truer acts of revolution maybe: to find peace within through certain
healthy daily practices; to grow your own veggies and create soil from your
organic waste; to exercise your creativity. It’s incredibly difficult to subvert a
system that so fully encompasses us. Rather change yourself, I learned.
Those who read the early drafts of Three Foot Tiger all agreed that I needed to
reflect and expand upon my early experiences more – on their own, my
anecdotes were too hectic, brutal and bare. The reflection, the remembering of
those emotions from those occasions, was the hardest part of all. Some changes
are harder to make than others; for me it was owning those painful emotions,
and acknowledging having hurt those dear to me.
What turns people into addicts? What allows some to escape addiction? This
subject can fill a book, has filled many already. If we are an alienated, mostly
urban species with insufficient creative outlets, why do some folk stay straight
and clean and others don’t? How come some people can handle growing up in a
township, living in Gaza or surviving Auschwitz, while I had a silver spoon stuck
up my ass and still turned to chemicals?
I’ve been ‘clean’ off the hard drugs since 2003. The best part about quitting
heroin and crack is that (unlike alcohol, which is all around us, all the time) once
you’ve quit your junkie buddies, nobody is ever going to offer you a hit of their
rock or a chase of their dragon. But I’m lucky. Many of the junkies I wrote about
in Tiger are now dead, or became alcoholics.
A lot of abusing drugs is done to hurt yourself, but most addicts don’t realise just
how much it hurts others. I wrote this piece in 2012 after one of my friends died:
i have a very stark memory of visiting a junkie with her sister, in the
days that i was starting to get clean myself. her junkie house was a
cesspool, as chaotic and siff as the rest of her life had become. she was
uninterested in the ministrations of the straight sister. the help offered
was rejected; she perceived it as intrusive sympathy: how could her
sister possibly understand what she was going through? we knew that
the money given her, meant for debts and dog food, was inevitably
going to be wasted on drugs.
this is what any junkie will do when a helping hand is stretched out, and
that didn’t impress on me much. what did make an impact was how my
friend, the straight sister, was taking it. it was that sense of utter
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helplessness, and the grief that that caused, which made me finally
realise what i had been doing to those who loved me.
a decade passed and i did my best to avoid anyone with bad habits,
which is part of what any recovering junkie has to do in order to
survive. but all these memories and associated feelings came flooding
back when one of our inner circle died a week ago.
basically he drank himself to death; there were a few warning signs,
such as seizures, and his work and social situation had unravelled; the
hole he was digging for himself had grown progressively larger and
larger, and the climb back to ‘normality’, whatever the fuck that is –
had he chosen to start that climb – had become huge.
so, the tables had turned full circle. from having once been a pit dweller
myself, i was now in the position of the caring, straight sister: seeing
people i cared for rushing headlong into the gloom, and not knowing
what to do or say about it.
i found myself opening my mouth and saying things to this person
teetering on the edge of doom that sounded like they came from my
parents, or the worst kind of christian. what the hell do you say to bring
people back? what was it that i found which bought me back, and how
to communicate that without it sounding like so much cheesy crap? was
it something ‘higher’ than my own ego? was i just fed up with poisoning
my soul and body?
how do you not sound like an interfering, judgemental idiot when you
voice your concerns for their wellbeing? and yet … if you stand back and
say nothing, it’s almost as bad. that’s like saying you don’t care, and you
aren’t going to bother trying at all. and if one is completely heartless,
then what the fuck are you?
my friend had reached a point where it wasn’t pleasant having him at
parties and get-togethers, because he would get hung up on tiny issues
and then just wouldn’t let go of them. his breathe stank, and he would
get emotional about things that didn’t warrant such attention, and for
that reason a lot of people, even those who loved him, started avoiding
him. so the hole got deeper. we had our own lives to live.
i know you have to preserve yourself in this life. particularly in this
country, if you open your heart and your wallet to those in need, you
can very quickly find yourself overwhelmed. but i was left after my
friend’s death feeling that i had become a hard-hearted bastard who
had blinded himself to someone who was crying out for help.
at his funeral were a large crowd of family members and people from
the art world, most of whom i had never met, but who were all united by
their love for this person. he was described in a eulogy as a ‘love
machine’ – a guy who would always hug you when he greeted you, who
was always passionate, always working himself to the bone, always
engaging with what was in front of him, always good at it, even if he
was only good at drinking at the end.
how did he not see all that love, all those people who felt for him,
believed in him, bled for him as he drank himself further and further
from them, right before their eyes?
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in the movie girl, interrupted there is a scene where the main character
knows she should go upstairs and comfort a person who she knows is in
dire need, but doesn’t. she beats herself up afterwards, saying she
should have gone up those stairs, as it’s ‘what any decent person would
have done’. what should i have done, as a ‘decent’ person? did i do all i
could have?
a friend of mine was going through a similar situation with her partner,
and when i wrote her about my friend’s death, she wrote back: ‘you
could not do anything for your friend. i know this sounds fucking selfish,
but my experience over the years has taught me that the only real
“click” there is, is the click when somebody comes to the realisation
him/herself.
‘you can beg, you can shout, you can be cruel, you can show sympathy,
but if this person does not get to that enlightenment by him/herself,
your efforts might bring you peaceful nights (because you really tried)
but in terms of results, your efforts may, and often will be, a fucking fart
in the wind.’
her advice was for me not to whip myself. i’m not, i hope, but i somehow
wish that, having been down that rabbit hole myself, i could have come
up with something to tell my friend something more substantial than
the clichés: ‘hey, your friends love you … hey, you are hurting us … hey,
life is actually cool … hey, just find something that helps to gives you
meaning, that fills the hole …’
Part of the process of ‘growing up’ is the acquisition of compassion. Writing a
book is supposed to be a healing journey – to dredge up the past and try to make
sense of it – but I was at times aghast when I wrote down what I used to get up
to, from the perspective of who I am now. Who was this person I was describing?
I even considered and tried writing about myself in the third person, calling
myself D instead of I. That’s how alienated I feel now from who I was then! I
recently saw a character in a movie who was totally obsessed with sex, and hit
on every woman he came across, and thought to myself, now that sex no longer
fills my every waking thought, how shallow I once was! How insecure!
It takes a special act of compassion to forgive oneself for one’s choices and
actions – it’s far easier to forgive others for their sins – but that’s what I’ve had to
do. The early me didn’t have at his disposal the vast armoury that the present me
has: the hindsight gained from decades of experience, the love, respect and belief
given me by my long-time friends and lovers, the wisdom accumulated from
reading literally thousands of books. I have to believe that the early Derek was
honestly doing the best he could in the circumstances he was born into.
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Chapter 1: Malcontent
in Mashonaland
When humans reached three feet, heaven and earth, oceans and
mountains were separated, and humans began to speak words. That is
why, even now, when humans become three years old, they begin
speaking words – Kazuo Matsumura
It’s possible that I begin to believe my dad is a bad guy the first time I think to
give him a birthday present. It’s my own present, not one my mom’s bought. I’m
probably around five years old, so it’s 1968 or thereabouts. I have this genius
plan that I’m gonna make him a face from a block of wood; the problem being
that as I saw the block off a piece of my dad’s best wood (without asking his
permission) the saw is bumping into this prized wood, stacked behind the
workbench vice. I can see this happening, but I’m sooo excited by my idea and
the execution of it.
Dad’s chuffed when my sister Sandy and I climb onto the parental bed to
demonstrate our love and affection, as we do at Christmas times to open
presents, and I proudly haul out the block, now covered in multi-hued spots. I’ve
thoughtfully knocked oblong holes into the block with a hammer and chisel, and
then applied paint to them; there are eyes, a nose and a smiling mouth.
He’s not so chuffed when he finds his super-expensive wood has a piece missing
and there are dents in much of the rest of it. Despite my good intentions he
decides to beat me to teach me a lesson about caring for other people’s property.
Mom begs him not to, and that’s where the fuckup occurs: I’m privy to this
moral-dilemma conversation they have, before the beating happens. Happy-golucky dad becomes a bad guy, not just because I think so, but because mom does,
too. He stays a bad guy, in my eyes, for a very long time. About 35 years, actually.
This is an important piece of the puzzle my life later became. Most of the
memories I have from this time have some sort of emotional importance
attached to them: that’s why I still have them. The emotion in this case is
definitely resentment. I’ve been hard done by.
The very first memory I have is of staring at the paisley patterns on the glazed
window panels at the front door of our house, and thinking: ‘I will never forget
this moment.’ I’m unsure how old I am, but I’m very young, and the image and
the emotion stick. The emotion here is one of wonder: I have agency, I am able to
separate myself from my surroundings, and I’m able to make this decision, to
keep this memory, without anyone else being involved.
I’m born in a time of turmoil – though all times are times of turmoil – in a
country then known as Southern Rhodesia, named after Cecil John Rhodes, six
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days after JF Kennedy, that great symbol of hope, is assassinated. The first petrol
bombs have already been thrown by blacks opposed to colonial rule, and the
United Declaration of Independence – aka ‘UDI’ – is declared two years later,
when ‘Rhodesia’ breaks ties with Britain and becomes its own, if globally
unrecognized, country.

I’m born in a remote British colony, which soon becomes fiercely independent

The Sharpeville massacre has just rocked South Africa beneath us; the Vietnam
conflict is escalating and the Six-Day War in Israel is just around the corner, as
are the Paris Riots and the civic society upheavals across America and elsewhere.
The baby boomers, about to be replaced by Generation X, are rethinking things.
I’m a fat child at first, oddly brown in colour, which doesn’t sit too well in a
colony where colour defines your class, social status, access to public amenities
and a host of other things. My mom explains to anyone interested that my tan
derives from my Irish ancestry, her dad being an Irishman. The Irish had been
crossbreeding with the Spanish, she says – and I hear this story often – whose
armada was shipwrecked on the Irish coast when a storm blew them off-course,
saving Britain; and the Spanish, prior to that, had been invaded by the darkskinned Moors.
This Moorish blood, then, apparently accounts for my permanent tan, which
never leaves, though the tubbiness soon departs. Later I surmise that one of my
colonial ancestors had taken a fancy to one of the indigenous members of a
colony – a far simpler explanation. My ma se explanation se Moor1.

1

I don’t agree with my mother’s explanation/fuck her explanation
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In addition to my dark skin I have two webbed toes on each of my feet, which my
parents elect to leave joined. Was I circumcised? If so, someone botched the job.
My tonsils are whipped out tout de suite. In hospital, the guy next to me tells me
why there are so many people here on Earth. ‘People have babies, then those
babies have babies, those babies have babies …’
When I start writing I favour my left hand, like my Oumi. At school she was
forced to hold her quill with her right – in fact she had her left hand tied behind
her back – but my times are more progressive. I’m also short, in a fairly tall
family. To say I’m a black sheep is an understatement.

Oupa, Oumi and the Daveys, shortly after I arrive on planet Earth

As an infant I have colic, hence I cry a lot. Behaviourism is in vogue, which
advocates leaving your baby to cry to ‘build character’. My mom later confesses
that at times she didn’t know what else to do. Being left to cry may have
something to do with the intense rage I feel as I grow up, towards not only my
parents, but my teachers, authority figures, and the ‘system’ in general.
I’m not suggesting for a second that my mom and dad weren’t trying to raise me
the best they possibly could. They were, like most parents, absolutely dedicated
to ensuring their offspring grew up healthy, whole and with all they could ever
need to succeed. If anything, they tried too hard.
Perhaps it’s merely the era I sprout in. Perhaps rage does build character. I
always feel pissed off, that I don’t fit, that somebody’s lying about the way things
are organised, that I’m not being recognised for who I really am, that I’m trying
to be made into an idealised, successful somebody that I don’t have any desire to
be.
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I’m stressed at some basic, gut level before I can even think with words – for
years I wet my bed, finally breaking the humiliating habit by a gold star being
awarded (positive reinforcement!) and stuck on a calendar posted above the loo
for each dry night.
Today, 50 years later, I still pee a lot, often five times before breakfast; I catch
myself holding my breath; I grind my teeth when I sleep. I wake and lie awake for
hours, especially when I’m alone. I still can’t visualise my spine as a straight line.

D begins life as deeply troubled, anxious child

Our family house in the mid-sixties to mid-seventies is on Twickenham Drive in
Mount Pleasant, in what’s known as Salisbury (now Harare). My father sells
insurance for Old Mutual; my mother becomes involved in studying cells from
pap smears, a branch known as cytology. We have an acre of middle-class land
and two live-in, full-time servants: a ‘garden boy’ and a ‘house boy’. Note the
diminutives. At mealtimes we ring a little silver bell and the next course appears.
In the mornings, the house servant wakes the folks with a tray of tea and the
papers, and mom tells him what to prepare for breakfast. Our uniforms are
hanging ready above our polished school shoes, our lunch-boxes at the front
door and our bicycles taken from the garage ready for us to hop onto.
As a white kid growing up in colonial circumstances that very much protects the
privileges of a few, I have no idea how lucky I am, but as I grow older, I’m very
much aware that my father is disappearing into ‘the bush’ for weeks, sometimes
months at a time, to fight the ‘terrs’ (terrorists to whites, freedom fighters to the
blacks; I’ll call them guerrillas).
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According to the rampant propaganda on Rhodesian radio, TV and in our papers,
the guerrillas are for some inexplicable reason bent on destroying things and
people. They do despicable things, such as cutting off their own people’s lips and
limbs. No one ever mentions they might be fighting for equal rights and dignity,
or that our dads, brothers, uncles and sons are fighting to protect our white
privilege. We sing patriotic songs at school. We have fighting spirit.
I can still visualise the pattern of the concrete bricks in the wall my sister Sandy
and I use to climb atop the garage roof, from whence we leap shrieking to the
grass below, towels held above our heads as parachutes. The tree flanking this
wall has sticks that break from the branches in a particular, triangular shape,
perfect for throwing lumps of clay moulded onto the thin, whippy end. My mom
uses them to thrash us to discourage our climbing, to no great effect. Once she
beats us – and the neighbour’s child – for playing Ping-Pong on the roof of the
main house, which is higher than the garage.
Salisbury is crawling with animals. After summer thunderstorms the roads are
full of giant bullfrogs, which get squashed by passing cars. Windscreens are
covered in yellow goo, from insects that splat and die on the glass. A light left on
outside at night attracts swarms of insects and an attendant horde of lizards
feeding on them. Our garden abounds with chameleons and huge praying
mantises. Our whole family once watches, over lunch, a wasp battle and
eventually kill a large baboon spider. As it drags the spider off, a bird sweeps
down and carries off the wasp’s hard-won prize.
Rhodesia’s hot; to counteract the heat we have a blue pool with a white trim
around it. My father and the gardener dig out the hole for the pool with spades
and wheelbarrows. Our borehole is also sunk manually. My sister and I learn to
swim ahead of our school contemporaries. I begin school as a child who wins
races both in the pool and on the track, but soon begin to fall behind in speed,
height and vigour. This is because I have unknowingly contracted bilharzia, a
water-borne parasite that ends up residing in your liver, eating all your nutrients
and draining your energy.
This lack of physical energy begins to exert a profound effect on my life – even
when visiting friends, I sit and read, to their evident disgust. They want to run
around outside. My favourite reading matter on visits (comics are banned at
home) is kiddy comics like Beano, in which characters like Roger the Dodger and
Desperate Dan have endless, exciting adventures. Later I graduate to Asterix and
Tintin, and a plethora of books, particularly those of naturalist Gerald Durrell; my
favourite is My Family and Other Animals.
I read The Lord of the Rings from cover to cover, after my parents read both it
and The Hobbit to my sister and me at bedtimes. For years I randomly open The
Lord of the Rings and start reading wherever and whenever I can, until I know
the narrative almost by heart.
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I’m interested in knowing how things fit together, and it causes me distress when
my cousin tells me that if a surface is painted silver it stays cooler in the sunshine
than if painted black – I just can’t understand why. I spend many hours leafing
through my parents’ large collection of Life books, filled with big, captioned
colour pictures of everything you can imagine: fish, birds, apes, volcanoes, rocks,
inventions, stars: the universe as it was known in the 1960s. The book dealing
with Anthropogeny – our human origins – particularly fascinates me (50 years
on, almost everything about the topic has been stood on its head by new
discoveries and technologies).
My dad meets my mom at UCT, where he studies to become a lawyer. He’s crap
at Latin, so his dream never comes to fruition. He grows up in Umtali2; before
varsity he patrols on horseback and on motorbikes with the British South Africa
Police, with a black interpreter trotting along beside him. He still plays rugby
when I arrive with my webbed toes, and then takes up jogging; eventually he
progresses to running the Comrades Marathon.
He adores nature and animals, and passed this on to his kids. Dad takes the
family all over Rhodesia; he knows the bush like the back of his hand. We drive
into the wilds and camp by simply stringing a rope between two trees and
throwing a canvas over that, pegging down the four corners. The triangle on each
end remains open to the creatures of the night.
He takes my sister and me tracking elephants, tells us to hide behind a tree if the
wind changes direction and they charge. We fish and bathe in the Zambezi with
crocs lurking nearby (he beats on the water first to chase them away). The family
climbs the Chimanimani Mountains, my mom protesting about how tired she is,
gets lost in the mist, sleep in tiny, cosy cabins on their peaks. When we stop to
rest we strip off and jump into icy mountain pools, feast on rat-packs my dad
brings back from patrols.
Once we stop to check out a bull elephant by the road. It’s in must, with its knob
dangling near the ground. It doesn’t like us, and comes trumpeting, massive,
towards us. My father has borrowed a bakkie3 and isn’t familiar with the gears.
The car stalls; we kids are on the back; my mother freaks. Fortunately, the car
lurches away just in time.
There are happy memories, and plenty of them, from a time when the bush
belonged to anyone who could get there. One is of the whole family sitting in a
tree growing out over a gorge, singing lustily:

2

it’s now called Mutari; it lies next to the Mozambique border

3

Pickup truck
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In the Big Rock Candy Mountains
All the cops have wooden legs
And the bulldogs all have rubber teeth
And the hens lay soft-boiled eggs

I'm guessing that I'm four years old here

But the childhood memories that really sit deeply in my core are hectic:
pissing in my pants just before i act as noddy on rtv; they have to be
changed in seconds. cutting my thumb as i run my hand along the fence
while riding my bicycle, but proudly not crying when i present the
bloody hand to my mother for repair. falling into a pit filled with
burning rubbish, stumbling around screaming as the soles of my feet
disappear. daniel the gardener rescues me. being driven around in a
pram for weeks, until my feet heal; when my friends see me, this is
intensely embarrassing. deciding that i don’t want my pals to play with
my new gun at my birthday; my parents take it away, and give it to
them; i sulk for the rest of the celebration. being hit by a car as i cross
the road on my bicycle to my house. landing breathless in the driveway.
the x-rays reveal no damage. being broken into, my aunt won’t let her
handbag go as it’s hauled through the window. the cop dogs can’t
follow the scent — we have tobacco on the lawn. the family pet
vomiting blood on the carpet; fluffy has to be put down. falling into a pit
and slashing my backside on the way down. my mother doesn’t believe i
am seriously hurt until my sister tells her the volksie’s back seat is filled
with blood. yelling as the doctor sews up my butt before the anaesthetic
takes full effect. running in terror from a bull terrier at a friend’s party,
falling as i turn around to face the dog and hitting my head on a wall.
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my father calls the lump on my head an egg. standing screaming in the
shower because I can’t reach the taps past the scalding stream. oupa, a
stinky whisky alcoholic, pisses in a glass and tosses it out as we drive; it
splatters along the side of the car. being caught playing doctor in the
cupboard, inserting ballpoint pens into each others’ orifi. writing ‘bumb’
all over my legs. proudly showing my father my erection on the porch,
and being heavily scolded. breaking a frog’s legs, i can still remember
the tiny snapping sound it makes. frying ants with sunlight through a
magnifying glass. they disappear in stinking puffs of smoke. dropping
my aunt’s poodle off the porch and breaking its leg, denying any
responsibility, my first big lie. putting a hamster in my pocket, catching
its skin as i zip up the pocket. the pocket is cut from the pants; the vet
anaesthetizes the hamster in a plastic tube filled with gas, then cuts the
zip free and stitches up the tiny rodent. a week later, it runs away.
shooting countless hundreds of small birds with my pellet gun. shooting
a friend of my parents in the neck as they have drinks in the garden. it’s
a ricochet, but my gun is confiscated for weeks. shooting a dove through
the eye; it sits beneath the tree it falls out of with blood-filled eye
cavities. i have to kill it by hand. the horror as the lights black out as my
parents read the line ‘and the lights went dim’ in the lord of the rings.
This last memory is particularly perturbing. It’s the part in Tolkien’s masterpiece
pertaining to the Dark Riders, monsters who give my big sister and me
nightmares. The tiny hobbits, with the over-large burden they never wanted; the
ring upon which the fate of all depends. Running and hiding from the black
riders. Abandoned by uncle Gandalf. It’s like putting the responsibility of the
world on children, while the adults stand back and wash their hands of the whole
affair.
It’s the shooting of those tiny little birds that creeps me out all these decades
later, because I love animals so much: my pets mean the world to me. What
possessed the child D to hunt down such charming creatures with such savage
delight? Perhaps, because our rage is supposed to be kept in check at all times,
it’s an outlet. The birds seem to exist in endless numbers, and my hunting is
never frowned upon in those early years. It’s likely some outdated male rite of
passage.
In preschool, a group of us kids are let into a room filled with primitive
instruments – clappers, triangles, shakers and tambourines – and allowed to
make as much noise as we want. It probably only lasts a few minutes, but being
given permission to let loose, to vent, to experiment, touches my soul to its
rotten little core. It probably forms the basis of my punk music roots that emerge
much later. By contrast, music lessons with my piano teacher, a martinet, are
hateful: I never pick up an instrument again till I’m 18.
Playing music is for sissies. The young D is obsessed with being tough and
masculine, probably because he’s neither. I sit and draw muscular male bodies
for hours. I have a memory of sitting in the back of the car as the family travels
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somewhere, with my upper lip pulled up in a grimace, in an attempt to look
tough, until I’m informed that it just looks stupid.

My first year of school complete! Lawdy, who designed the uniform?

Junior school memories are few; there’s a fight between a newcomer and the
incumbent school bully. When Shane charges, Shaun sidesteps neatly and puts
his foot out. Shane lands badly, ending the altercation abruptly, creating a new
top dog instantly. I take up judo soon after. Judo teaches me how to fall, a useful
skill when getting up larger boys’ noses: I’m pushed or punched off my feet many
times. When I hit back I break my finger bones: this happens twice. The second
time, in high school, my metacarpal has to be re-broken, as it has set skew.
I ride to school on my bicycle; sometimes I arrive home early and drink one of
the two pints of milk left on our doorstep. Afternoons after sport are spent on my
bike in the veld behind our house with friends. Rhodesia’s pre-70s capital has
less than 500 000 people, we live on the fringes, and the bush is easily accessible.
We manufacture ramps from bits of wood and leap over them with our bicycles,
falling to make ‘roasties’ – scrapes upon our knees and elbows – some scars are
still visible today. We make go-karts out of planks and race down hills: the
brakes never work. After the intense summer afternoon cloudbursts, we float
downstream on the current of swollen spruits, dry dongas before the rains. We
arrive home at sunset, in time for supper and homework.
We keep chickens and bees at the bottom of the garden; once I get stung on my
eye. I learn how to put the heads of chickens along a stick or under a wing – they
lie prone in this position – a groovy party trick to show my friends. I’m given a
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net and begin a butterfly collection in a glass-fronted box. The butterflies are
killed in a poisoned jar, then mounted on pins. One day I’ll catch that rarest of
species: a hairy Charaxes4.
A family my parents are friends with has two boys close to my age and a baby.
One of our favourite pastimes is chasing the baby in its pram – pushed by one of
the brothers – around their huge garden on a motorbike. The idea is to ram the
pram, baby and all. We’ve a hidden fort inside a hollow bush called the Red
Death. We manufacture a Red Death coffee liqueur with a secret, closely guarded
recipe; a Red Death coat of arms is painted on a piece of rusty steel. Once we
suck each others’ rubbery willies beneath the blankets, a pastime the brothers
tell me they engage in ‘all the time’.
Sandy and I ‘run away’ from home with the neighbour’s child. My parents
discover our provisions under our bed – torch, food, clothes – carefully packed
into bags. They allow us to run away and even help us to pitch a tent in the
garden, where we camp and eat our stash of grub. The other kid gets into trouble
as he spends the night in the tent with us, without telling his parents where he is.
Kids who run away in books always have a spotted handkerchief on the end of a
stick, carried over the shoulder. It feels uncomfortable when we try it, though,
and you can’t fit shit into a hankie anyway.
Our tiny white community is intensely competitive. All the kids have to become
doctors or lawyers, attain the highest marks at school, attend extra lessons, train
obsessively for sports. I do extra maths lessons, extra art lessons; any aptitude or
weakness I display in anything is pounced upon by my parents. I guess they want
me to have a head start in life. Mom boasts that I ‘could read by the time I was
two’.
There are unceasing attempts made by the Rhodesian government to instil
patriotism in the few whites, who uphold their regime by dint of superior
military training, information, technology, being outnumbered 20 to one by the
blacks (the kill rate is often 20 guerrillas to each Rhodesian soldier). But despite
jingoistic songs with lyrics like ‘We’re all Rhodesians, and Rhodesians never die’
being played on the radio, as many whites continue to leave the country as those
who immigrate; ZANU also learns that killing one white often causes 20 to leave.
The whites are always coming and going, especially to and from neighbouring
South Africa. My parents have friends of many nationalities: Greeks, Afrikaners,
Jews. Whites who think they can make a quick buck give Rhodesia a try: the
white government offers them tax incentives, welcomes them with open arms. It
even encourages whites to have more white kids.

4

also known as Emperors, and greatly valued by collectors
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My dad’s sister and her four kids come up from South Africa to stay with us after
her husband abandons them. Her two boys, who are older than me, stay in my
bedroom with me for a while. I’ve often wondered what that must have been like,
what effect the two larger, older boys had on forming my psyche. The only
memory I have from this time is waking to the sensation of being flung upwards
from my bed, to the sound of the toilet flushing. Perhaps it’s a prank they pull on
me, or a lucid dream.

Clan Davey dolled up on the lawns of Bent House. Somebody must be getting married ...

My sister Sandy worships the male cousins, thinks they are the bees’ knees. They
later move into a home designed by my father called Bent House with my dad’s
mom, known to us as Granny Dot, who always seems to be clutching a drink and
a cigarette, and hiding behind her sixties-style glasses. Various family events take
place on the manicured lawns of Bent House, and later fill family photo albums.
My father’s father dies before I’m born. This side of the family has been in the
little colony for several generations. My great-grandfather emigrated from
Australia, rode a bicycle up from the Cape to Southern Rhodesia, and was
apparently a pallbearer at Rhodes’ funeral. I still have a shooting trophy he won
in the Cape at the turn of that century, with tiny figures shooting rifles stamped
into the silver.
Two colonies (Northern and Southern Rhodesia, now Zambia and Zimbabwe)
were named after Cecil John Rhodes, an opportunistic businessman who made
his fortune from diamonds and gold, then turned to politics. Despite being sickly,
small in stature and having a thin, reedy voice, he was able to exert a strange
magic over people and bend them to his will. Rhodes was almost certainly gay,
shacking up with first his secretary Neville Pickering, then, after Pickering’s
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death, with Dr Leander Jameson, whose 1895 raid caused Rhodes to fall from
power.
Rhodes lured settlers into his colonies with promises of gold. His dream was to
expand the reach of his British South Africa Company from the Cape to Cairo.
One of the forerunners of apartheid, he stated in his infamous Glen Grey Act of
1894: ‘I hold that the natives should be apart from white men, and not mixed up
with them …’
He died in 1902, and much of his vast fortune was left to scholarships, but his
statue was removed from the University of Cape Town grounds in 2016, as his
racist colonial legacy stuck deep in the craw of radical black students.
When I’m a cub in Rhodesia we have to come up with a short play. My parents
choose for my friends and me to re-enact a scene from the first Chimurenga5
what the early settlers refer to as the ‘native uprising’. After a few settlers are
killed, Rhodes brutally suppresses the rebellion with, among other things, Maxim
guns; when the rebels hide in caves they’re blasted out with dynamite. During
our play one of my friends whacks me too hard on the head with a stick to
illustrate a part of the historical conflict – that’s why I remember it.
Sandy and I spend many happy hours at the home of my mom’s parents Oumi
and Oupa in Borrowdale, near the racecourse. The house has a huge garden and
wide wooden windowsills, which make for great hiding places. Oumi pampers us
with culinary treats in that inimitable way that grandparents spoil their
grandkids. We steal my Oupa’s biltong, ground up into fine powder because he
has false teeth.
Rhodesia is one of the first African countries to have television; we watch Neil
Armstrong take his first steps on the moon. The family clusters enthusiastically
around a small black-and-white set to watch sitcoms such as Star Trek, Lost in
Space, Bonanza, Hawaii Five-O and The Jacksons. Watching television at my
grandparents’ house is made difficult by my oupa, who’s hard of hearing. He’s got
a remote control attached to the TV by a long cable, probably his last vestige of
power. When the action gets real heated, he turns down the volume to ask what’s
going on, to cries of outrage from the rest of us.
Oupa Morris was quite a cad in his day before the booze got to him, the fate of so
many of the Irish. After enduring untold abuse, many of the Irish, including Jack
Morris, became refugees in other British colonies,. We’re told many tales of how
he survived ordeals that would have finished off most mere mortals, such as how
he was struck by lightning.

5

Chimurenga means literally ‘to struggle’. Zimbabwe is now in its third struggle
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He was planting seeds before a storm when lightning snaked down the ploughed
furrow and struck him and his black helper. They were both tossed several
metres skyward; the black man turned white with fright; Oupa was blackened
with bruises and burns. The men who rushed to his prone body discovered Oupa
wasn’t breathing, until his pipe, which he’d swallowed when flying through the
air, was taken from his throat.

My grandpa Jack Morris gambled and drank away his tobacco farm

By the time I get to know him, he’s hunkered down in his lounge chair, watching
TV or listening to the ubiquitous radio (‘THIS is the world of Peter Stuyvesant’),
clutching a glass of whiskey. He’s always dressed in a grey suit, and mostly with a
hat on his head, even indoors. We kids are terrified and revolted.
Oumi’s a long-suffering, saintly German, who takes care of Oupa no matter how
toxic he becomes. She’s short and stout, has a gammy hip, walks with the aid of a
stick. A staunch supporter of the Salvation Army, her grandkids hear many a
brass band oompah to discordant hymns on hot, sticky Sunday mornings.
Rhodesians have to rely on just a few car makes, like Peugeot and Renault,
because most countries have imposed sanctions against us. My grandparents
drive around in a tiny blue Renault 4, a car that takes 38 seconds to reach 60mph
due to its engine being only 845cc. I remember this car because its thin doors are
prevented from swinging too far open by straps of thick canvass.
The grandkids are driving with their grandparents through Salisbury.
‘We have to stop and get cigarettes, I’m out.’
‘Sorry Jacko, we’re late for the function. We’ll get some on the way back.’
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‘But I want one now, Oumi! There’s some shops coming up on the left.’
‘No, we’re already late.’
We drive past the shops. Then Oumi decides she must turn around. The
argument reverses.
‘Why are we stopping now? You said we’re late!’
‘But you insisted we stop for cigarettes, so now we’re going to.’
‘No, we must get to our friends, keep going!’
‘Ag, but you said we must stop …’
My mom’s white Volksie Beetle has indicators that swing out parallel to the tar
on stumpy little analogue arms between the front and back doors. Later she
acquires a red Beetle; it is more modern, with round rear lights. When a relative
visits with a Citroën that rises a few inches after it’s started6, we are massively
impressed. He may as well be driving a Concorde.
We drive down to South Africa occasionally in our Peugeot 203, to holiday in
Simonstown at a hotel called Rhodesia-by-the-sea. But as Rhodesia borders onto
Mozambique, or Portuguese East Africa, as it is then known, the traditional
family holiday for white Rhodesians is a car trip down to the port city of Beira,
which has a railway line to Rhodesia, upon which the tiny rebel regime depends
greatly. When Mozambique passes out of Portuguese hands in 1975 it’s the
beginning of the end for Rhodesia.
Beira has beaches that are, at times, completely covered by jellyfish, and multicoloured ice creams that one can purchase for just a few centavos. It’s here that
an accident befalls my young Greek friend. My folks are supposed to watch over
him – the son of family friends the Thematics – while his parents go shopping,
but somehow he escapes them and runs in front of a car. He survives, but is left
with a life-long facial scar, to my parents’ eternal shame. ‘He was the apple of his
father’s eye’ they say, for added emphasis, when recounting this tale.
We once holiday on Bazaruto, an exotic island off Vilanculos, below Beira. At that
stage there’s no infrastructure beyond a lighthouse, so it’s pretty wild. There’s
also no water. My parents and their friends take their servants with them. One is
dropped unceremoniously from the side of the boat by the captain as we near
Bazaruto, to test the water’s depth. He can’t swim, and has to be rescued by my
father. Later his calf is slashed in two by the razor-sharp tail of a stingray as he
carries the cartilaginous fish slung over his shoulder. The servants wash, cook
and clean for the holidaying colonial lords.

6

The Citroën DS had hydropneumatic suspension
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On the uninhabited island we camp looking out over unblemished subtropical
vistas. At night we lie on our backs on the beach, gazing up at crystal-clear skies
filled with stars, and learn of them from a tall friend of my parents. He comes up
with an anagram for the order of the planets:
Moon Vanishes Early Morning, Joyous Sun Until Night Perhaps
Dad leaves the island to organise a boat. We return to the mainland with a group
of drunken, Portuguese-speaking fishermen, in high seas; my mom, neurotic at
the best of times, is amped up to maximum anxiety. As waves lash the boat the
fishermen sing lustily and ladle leaking water back into the sea, we perch in a
rubber dingy lashed to the deck, ready to float off when the boat sinks.
Mom’s a short but determined woman, who makes it her business to poke her
nose into other people’s affairs. She’s highly intelligent, educated and
exceptionally eloquent; once she’s got an issue in her gun-sights, she clings to it
like a terrier until its resolution (usually HER resolution). She’s the perfect foil
for my happy-go-lucky father: he’s the initiator, she’s the organiser, the tidyupper.
Dad follows her orders up to a point; back in those days, the man still rules the
family roost. As the years go by, she becomes ever more bossy and righteous;
dad succumbs, does what she commands.
Mom runs a tight ship, despite the fact that Rhodesian whites have one of highest
living standards in the world of that time. Nothing ever goes to waste; the family
often dines on strange cuts such as tripe and tongue, dishes I’ve made a point of
never eating since. Our school lunch-boxes have plain marmite or jam
sandwiches. I’m flabbergasted when, on a visit a school friend with wealthy
French parents, Jacques goes to the fridge and casually hauls out cooked chicken
drumsticks.
The kids must eat all our veggies or face punitive measures. Once I fling a piece
of hateful tomato towards an open window at a meal with family friends. My
timing sucks: I choose exactly one of those moments when everybody stops
talking. The tomato slice hits the glass with a loud bang, slides down it slowly. All
heads turn to the window, then back to me; I turn the same colour as the tomato,
as laughter explodes all about me.
I have to be really careful about what I eat: too much acidic fruit and I come out
in big angry red welts that itch like hell. We call it urticaria – it’s also known as
hives. If it gets really bad you have to be tied to a bed to prevent you from
scratching your skin raw. I also get large, wrinkly warts all over my hands, which
are alternatively burnt or frozen off.
I think I often drove my mother to distraction. While waiting for a relative to
arrive at Salisbury airport, I discover to my joy a huge chunk of bright pink
second-hand bubble-gum stuck underneath a seat, and pop it in my gob. When
my mother notices me chewing and asks where I acquired it, I proudly show her.
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Dad works, so it’s mom who takes me shopping for clothes, to extra lessons, and
to the barber. One barber has the habit of reaching under those big white sheets
barbers cover you with and fondling my tiny testicles. When I emerge from the
hair-cutting saloon, I matter-of-factly tell my mother what transpired. We never
go back there again.

The family pets, and lots of bare knees

Snippets of memory ooze up through the sludge of time: reading the headline
‘Nixon Out’ on the front page of a newspaper; seeing on TV the conflicts Israel
experiences after capturing the Golan Heights; flying in a light aircraft with my
sister and puking into a brown paper bag; lifting my arms in my home-made
Spiderman suit so the extra spider arms, attached by ‘webs’, are revealed for a
photographer; the garish patterns on my mom’s poncho, brought back from
South America by my dad; the spotted kaross made from genet hides that we sit
upon for picnics; watching with wonder Jamie Uys’s Beautiful People at a drivein.
One summer eve the monkey-puzzle tree next to our house is struck by lightning
with a tremendous bang. The front doorbell rings its swan song, and several of
our appliances are fried immediately; black streaks are left on the walls behind
the fridge and stove. We all get the fright of our lives. Has the black uprising,
previously confined to the bush, now reached us?
As a child you accept without question your environment, be it peace or war,
shack or mansion. On Google there are photos of Rhodesians enjoying braais
with their rifles lined up next to them, women training with rifles, cars that have
been converted for landmines and warfare. This, and travelling in convoy
anywhere outside Harare, is for me quite normal; it feels like we’ve always been
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at war, always will be. We hear about the second Chimurenga on the radio, see it
on TV, but the adults seem to have the situation under control. ‘Fuck it, why can’t
the blacks just be happy? We built them roads, didn’t we?’ These are the
sentiments my young ears retain.

Dad out on patrol with his PATU stick. When he gets Alzheimer's in his 70s, these memories stick with
him; few others do

My father and his PATU7 friends drive out to shooting ranges to keep their aim in
on their FN8 rifles; sometimes the kids tag along. On one occasion a massive
black cobra is disturbed and races towards us with its hood flared, its head at
about the same height as me. But as we are many, and it is just one snake, it
changes its mind and dives down a hole. Much of its considerable body still
emerges from the earth as it endeavours to hide; some of the men fire their FNs
into it. I do the same with my pellet gun.
As the sixties become the seventies The Beatles are topping the hit parade on the
radio, and songs like Christie’s Yellow River, Leo Sayer’s The Show Must Go On
and Carly Simon’s You’re so Vain are setting dance-floors alight.
I had a dream there were clouds in my coffee ...

7

Police Anti-Terrorist Unit, also known as ‘dad’s army’
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A relative who came to stay regales us with his Moody Blues collection. The first
single I purchase is Alvin Stardust’s Coo Ca Choo; I love his cheap Elvis
impersonation. My folks haul out Roger Whittaker, Simon and Garfunkel and The
Carpenters when they throw parties, but my dad’s far more serious about
classical music. His nightly ritual is to haul out Mozart or Handel or Toscanini,
light his pipe and quaff beer from a large copper mug. His face softens; his head
moves gently, he conducts to the music and sometimes whistles to it. My mother
finds this endearing: I find it irritating.
At times I sit and listen to the conversations of adults, though I understand little
of what they are saying. It all seems very serious and important, very clever and
funny. The grown-ups tolerate my silent presence, my frowning concentration;
they find it amusing. Even at that early age, I see how my parents seem to slip
into different masks when visitors come, striving to be intelligent, witty,
knowledgeable, their laughter just a little louder than usual.
I wish with all my heart to be original and creative, to invent myself as somebody
or something unique and new. I dislike being caught out for stealing traits from
peers I admire, but I realise that if I hang out with a mate for a while, I start to
assume his accent and characteristics. I begin to think that we are all copying
each other to a greater or larger extent; we, or at least I, am a kid clone, doing
what other kids have done before, which upsets me greatly. Authenticity is
everything.
It’s an era of experimentation – Woodstock’s still fresh in the consciousness of
the Western world – and my folks are quite open-minded. Fondues are frequent
and if you have a lava lamp, man, are you hip. My father takes me to see Stanley
Kubricks’s 2001 A Space Odyssey, which burns itself into my brain, particularly
the monkey scenes, and where the main character Bowman travels into a time
warp.
We often visit an Afrikaans family the De Beers, who stay on a farm somewhere
outside Harare and, upon arrival, are greeted by the father wearing nothing but
glasses and a large beard. His wife emerges from the thatched farmhouse with a
massive unshaven 70s bush and hair that reaches down to the ground. My folks
immediately whip off all their clothes too. I find this disconcerting as my face is
roughly at adult crotch height.
On the farm is a dam where everyone swims naked, along with the horses and
dogs. There are braais and much beer drinking around fires. Guns are
everywhere, and there’s a rocket ready to be shot off if the farm gets revved9.
Once we find a badly decomposed dog, rife with maggots, while walking – the
smell is indescribable. The farmers have the best collection of Tintin comics,

9

Attacked by guerrillas
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which I reread endlessly in the top bedroom just under the thatch, where it’s
always cool, even in the terrific Rhodesian heat.
I watch my dad trim his beard into a basin, chuckling, leaving the hairs there for
my mother to discover. He takes me with him to train to the university grounds,
or pick mushrooms after the rain. I soon stop doing sport with him; I feel I just
can’t compete. To this day, if there is any form of rivalry in a sport or game, I
usually opt out.
I only ever see my dad cry on one occasion: when he drives over one of our cats
in our driveway, and has to kill it by hand to put it out of its misery (the same
thing happens to me when I grow up, and believe me, they don’t die easily).
Usually, he keeps his shit together, never hugging, never showing emotion, never
getting too tipsy at parties – the classic English stiff upper-lip.
But he’s distraught upon coming back from the bush after killing a guerrilla.
We’re told later about the whole incident: his stick10 tracks down an enemy
soldier, who takes cover behind an anthill. Dad, who leads the stick, orders his
men to provide covering fire while he advances. Eventually he stands up and
trades fire with the trapped man until he kills him, in the process hearing bullets
whip close past him.

Sandy and I in a game reserve, on our last trip around Rhodesia

10

group of PATU patrollers, usually four in number
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Meantime, a member of his stick radios for air support, and when it comes, the
explosions are dangerously close to them. Rhodesian troops then arrive, and are
extremely dubious about one of dad’s men shouting at them that they’re all on
the same side, due to his thick Italian accent …
I think this close-shave incident plays a large role in my parents deciding that it’s
time to pack our bags and head down to South Africa, like, permanently. The
other decisive factor is the 1974 general elections. The incumbent Rhodesian
Front resoundingly defeats Allan Savory’s moderate Rhodesia Party, dashing my
liberal father’s hopes of progress being made towards black majority rule.
Our timing is pretty spot on – things get really hairy for the remaining whites
after that. They are forced to concede large areas of the country to the ‘enemy’
and maintain control of just a few key points and routes. By 1980, Robert
Mugabe rules over what becomes Zimbabwe.
In the mid-seventies it isn’t easy for whites to leave the tiny colony with any
substantial savings; the most you can ‘take out’ is something like $5000. My
parents decide to spend as much as they can, from the sale of our house, on
quality furniture and household appliances, which disappear into South Africa in
a large Biddulphs truck.
We splash out on a lengthy last trip around our country of birth, visiting all we
can: Zimbabwe Ruins, Sonia Caves, Victoria Falls, Wankie Game Reserve. Then
we climb into our tiny Peugeot 203 and join a convoy to Beit Bridge. I’m 11 years
old.
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Chapter 2: Losing
their religion
Perfect Day
More than half of what I try to feel
it seems to slip away,
but there's another half of what you give to me
beckons it to stay
This is a perfect day
Read between the lines
This is a perfect day
The signing of the times, telling me ...
Something in the way you move your eyes
the message you convey
shows me the wonder of your real life
not the image you portray
This is a perfect day
Read between the lines
This is a perfect day
The signing of the times
This is a perfect day
Love will take you there
This is a perfect day
For love will take you anywhere, believe me ...
Everything is golden when you're loving
Everything is changing with the wind and tide
Re-arranging everything to live your life
Slowly moving in and out of love
creating a delay
between the ebb and flow of all we know to mean
embellishes the day
Perfect Day!
It’s 1974. My heart’s in my mouth as we first cross the Limpopo River, then drive
across a whole new country. I’m a pre-teen who knows not a single soul here. My
parents have a few contacts in South Africa, but I’m saying goodbye to my school
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friends and my cousins, the only people I know. I’m also starting to drift away
from my sister, who is becoming a young woman, and from my folks, who seem
to be increasingly on an alien planet – or perhaps I am.
I soon realise that South Africa holds advantages, chief among them being the
larger choice of goodies at the shops. Rhodesia’s feeling the pinch of sanctions by
the time we exit stage left. The shops here have novel treats like Appletiser and
beef-flavoured crisps, so stops on the long trip down to Cape Town are
something to savour.
The biggest worry in my mind is about the language Afrikaans, which Rhodesian
schools neglect to teach. The first phrase my parents teach us is: ‘ek is jammer,
ek kan nie Afrikaans verstaan nie’11. Sandy and I try hard to commit this to
memory on our 2500km trip, but pronunciation is a problem. We stop off in
Joburg and spend the night with an uncle. He shows us some musical fountains
before we leave. Joburg is inconceivably huge.
My mother stresses that in our new country, we won’t have the servants we’re
accustomed to. From now on, we have to help clean the house and assist with the
preparation and cleaning up of meals: useful skills to learn in the long run, but
distinctly unappealing to kids who’ve never had to lift a finger for themselves. I
barely know how to make my own bed.
I have two distinct memories of the trip: one is watching a large motorbike
following us in the convoy (it’s unsafe to travel alone in Rhodesia) down to
Beitbridge, and thinking ‘one day I want to ride one of those’. In time I ride
several. The other is a philosophical conundrum, which I raise from the back
seat.
‘If you just pull one little finger muscle on a gun trigger, it can result in death, for
yourself or others. Just like that. It’s so extremely easy. All your learning, all your
experiences, all your memories and skills gone.’
My parents exchange worried glances: perhaps they think that I’m seriously
depressed.
I’m cheered up by our first port of call – Llandudno – a picturesque, tiny getaway
on the Cape peninsula coast, where somebody we know owns a holiday house.
The luxurious home has a great view of the town and sea, and the white beach
and freezing Atlantic Ocean can be easily reached on foot. The house is full of
records; I access the genius of the later Beatles for the first time. My mom meets
a dashing young man who drives her around in an open sports car and
introduces her to the music of crooner Demis Roussos.

11

I’m sorry, I can’t understand Afrikaans
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We’re close to Sandy Bay, a nudist beach where even on cold, windy days some
devoted nudists choose to stroll with jerseys on their upper torsos, genitals
bared to the elements. Back in the repressive apartheid seventies, nudity’s a real
anomaly; I catch glimpses of perverts lurking in the Port Jackson willows behind
the beach, masturbating furiously.

The ocean intrigues me; I soon learn to respect it

Sandy Bay can be reached from Llandudno by car, or by walking along boulders
that descend into the sea between the two bays. Some boulders have been
carved, by the elements, into tiny caves, where strandlopers12 and outcasts of the
Cape Colony, we are told, took shelter. Rusty wrecks lie marooned in the
windswept, kelp-filled shallows. History and mystery lurk around each corner;
the Cape has centuries of written ‘white’ history, far more than Rhodesia’s.
This boulder-filled area’s a reserve, but my father, usually an avid
conservationist, uncharacteristically, and sans wetsuit, dives out a monster
crayfish, which feeds two whole families at a braai, though it’s tough and lacks
the delicate flavour of its smaller relatives. There’s a photo of dad with the giant
kreef in one of our family albums somewhere: he’s holding it by the tentacles at
his waist, while its tail dangles to the ground.
The family’s next port of call is not nearly as glamorous. We stay with the very
German Uncle Fatz somewhere in Cape Town itself, in his grim, face-bricked
suburban home, while my father seeks work and a more permanent home. I’m
asked to water the garden: when Fatz inspects my handiwork, he pronounces
loudly: ‘I can make the plants wetter by pissing on them.’

12

Khoikhoi people who lived on the beaches of the Cape
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Thankfully we soon move on, this time renting a modest house in Pinelands.
Here I attend Pinehurst, my first school in South Africa, to complete Standard 4;
my parents decide I should be kept back a year, as my birthday is in November,
and I need to catch up on Afrikaans. To learn the Dutch-derived language – which
seems to me full of guttural grunts and sounds akin to clearing one’s throat – I
attend extra lessons with a teacher in Bellville in the evenings.
Our dog Dicky arrives from Rhodesia on a train. He’s a Dalmatian, bred to run
with carriages: my dad wants a dog that can keep up with him on his long runs.
The poor blighter holds in his pee the whole way – when we fetch him, he can’t
wait a moment longer. The single back leg holding him up trembles with the
effort ... the pee runs right across Cape Town station. Our cat’s luckier and flies
down.
It’s not a happy time for me. The Pinehurst schoolchildren are not overjoyed by
the alien new addition to their class, and I struggle to make headway in the
school sport, which is soccer. For endless hours I practise kicking a leather ball
against a wall at our new home, to no apparent improvement. I’m bullied on the
playing fields at break times. I feel like a country bumpkin, measuring up against
and falling short of these city slickers. Rhodesia is in ‘the sticks’: Rhodesians have
no clue about fashion.
Glam rock is big at our mid-70s Cape Town school: beneath your flared jeans,
two- or three-toned platform shoes are obligatory for parties, or you’re just
totally uncool. Mine are purple, yellow and orange. I slow-dance with a girl at a
party, to Rod Stewart’s Sailing; sweat breaks out in all the wrong places. At the
ice-rink, The Sweet’s Ballroom Blitz sends the skaters into frenzies. I save up to
buy their double album, Strung Up. The band members have long hair and
outrageous costumes: they are from a totally different world to mine.
Back then, I knew little about masculinity or role models, but there definitely
were one or two ‘different’, less macho men coming into my life. One is an
enlightened teacher at Pinehurst, Mr Meinhard, who has installed earphones in
his classroom. They hang from wires that run above our heads and look like a
doctor’s stethoscope. He believes that kids study better with music; he’s years
ahead of his time.
He returns to the classroom from some mission or other, catches me standing,
swaying my hips, with closed eyes, to a tune on the headphones. Probably Golden
Earring’s Radar Love, or Band on the Run by Wings.
Stuck inside these four walls …
He smiles, imitates my dance. I can still see how he wrinkles his eyes when he
smiles, his green tracksuit pants. He’s joking, but my classmates hoot in derision
at me. Such shameful memories are crystal clear.
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One day after school my friend Alex shows me how to fry an egg and clean it up:
(‘use a cloth, not your fingers’). This frees me up from having to rely on sarmies13
when hungry. Such independence is important; I’m no longer able to roam free in
the veld, being hemmed in by Cape Town suburbia, but I want to do my own
thing as much as possible. I begin reading even more books, to feed my growing
mind, stave off boredom and ennui, escape. Wilbur Smith is my new god: I want
to be like his central character Sean Courtney, who takes on and conquers what
Africa throws at him, effortlessly, fearlessly.
Pinelands squats in the shadow of the (since demolished) cooling towers: when
the wind blows in the wrong direction, the stench of sewage overwhelms. My
family’s the poorest it’s ever been. Mom hasn’t found employment yet; dad is still
establishing clientele. We trawl markets for expired food, damaged wheels of
cheese. For some odd reason, duck is cheap.
I’m treated for bilharzia, discovered lurking in my blood as we enter South
Africa. A number of hospital stays ensue. Horrid, shameful, painful tests are
performed: implements are inserted up my bum. Traditional and novel
techniques are attempted to affect a lasting cure14. Some of the experimental
cures nearly kill me. I feel really shit; I loathe lying on my back. Finally, months
later, I’m freed of the hungry parasite.
Somewhere around this time I make a final break from any last shred of
Christian belief. My father is an atheist, and so, by default, is his family. We never
see the inside of churches unless somebody’s getting married; dad’s funeral,
decades later, is the first I ever attend. At school, I keep wondering what all the
fuss is about: the reciting of the Lord’s Prayer at every assembly and formal
occasion, the religious instruction classes, the moral piety that nobody adheres
to.
At a Christian camp, somewhere near Fish Hoek – the most memorable aspect of
the camp is a surplus of Sugus sweets – I decide that this shit really isn’t for me.
The songs lack conviction, the parables lack relevance, my prayers are never
answered; and without faith, which I have precious little of, there seems nothing
behind any of the claims The Bible makes. So I let go of all the false comfort,
empty ritual, inevitable guilt.
About 30 years later I discover a form of spirituality, after seeing some things
that cannot be explained by logic; but spirituality is certainly not religion. I start
to catch glimpses of other worlds, other planes of existence, when I start taking
psychedelics – but that’s still a long way off.

13

sandwiches

14

today’s go-to drug, Praziquantel, only became available from 1980 onwards
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After a year in Cape Town, my dad finds work in nearby Somerset West, and we
make our next move, which is good news for me in many respects. Originally
built around the Dutch wine estate of Vergelegen, in the 70s it’s a sleepy little
town with just one main road of shops. It’s close to the beach and mountains,
probably the reason behind my father’s choice. About 40km from Cape Town, it
was founded by the Dutch to supplement the lucrative growing of wine at Kaap
de Goede Hoop15; the name of suburb we settle in, Land en Zeezight16 belies
these roots.

The West. Note the Hottentots-Holland mountains behind me and the absence of security fences; white
suburbs are pretty secure under apartheid

Like Rhodes’ British South Africa Company, there was a commercial concern
behind the establishment of the colony in 1652: the Dutch East India Company.
Capitalism, it seems, was invented to conquer the Third World. The Cape was
roughly halfway between India and Europe, and was a convenient watering hole
for tired sailors.
The settlement thrived, so, about 150 years later, the British decided it suited
their interests to snatch the Cape from the Dutch. British governor Lord Charles

15

Cape of Good Hope

16

Land and Sea view
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Somerset achieved little of historic value, but two South African towns were
nonetheless named after him: Somerset West and Somerset East.
Our new white house is done out in Mediterranean style, with black ‘elephant’
bars on the windows (my father boasts that they never let through a single
elephant). The Hottentots-Holland Mountains stretch behind us; the Helderberg
Mountain flanks us. On Saturday mornings our neighbour Mr Crusoe flings open
his doors and plays Neil Diamond as loudly as is legally possible on his monster
hi-fi:
What a beautiful noise …
We’re close to Radloff Park, where the Lourens River flows. I’m joyously reunited
with acres of bush; once more I escape from home and hearth, to hunt birds with
my trusty pellet gun. I attend the local school, Beaumont, for my last year of
junior school. When my new schoolmates and I manage to bring down a dove or
two we make a small fire in the bush and braai them; each breast has a mouthful
of rich, red meat. There are no adult rules in the bush.
My hunting is rudely interrupted one day when I shoot a bird in a tree above a
footpath, and it falls dead at the feet of an elderly man walking his dog. He’s
absolutely livid, and his shouted censure makes me think twice about what I’m
doing. Soon after that I shoot a grey squirrel, which doesn’t die immediately,
forcing me to put it out of its misery. It’s a gruesome process, and I give up
shooting living creatures (but continue to eat meat).
There’s other shit to do. My new school friends and I ride bicycles through mud,
swim and build dams with stones in the river, construct and detonate bombs
made from steel pipes loaded with homemade gunpowder, and sneak into
Lourensford Wine Estate to steal grapes – always wary of the guards who carry
shotguns loaded with salt.
My mate Willy and I climb the Helderberg to make a braai. After hours of
trudging uphill we find level ground, make a fire. There’s no griddle so we put
our bangers directly onto the coals. They catch fire, so we douse them with
cooldrink. They’re burnt on the outside, raw in the middle and sweet from the
cooldrink – but we’re so hungry they taste delicious.
Radloff Park is where my new school runs its cross-country races and this is
where I decide deep in my dark ferment of a soul that fuck it, I’m just not going to
compete anymore. As Hungarian composer Béla Bartók said: ‘Competitions are
for horses, not artists.’
there’s this big guy in front of me. he’s about three or four years older
than me and he’s going to win the cross-country race. so i cut across a
field instead of running around it, which puts me in front. he screams at
me: ‘davey! hey, davey! you cheat! davey!’ but i ignore him and we enter
the earth-banked oval which has the parents inside it with me
gloriously in the lead. he pounds along behind me, catching up all the
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way, but i’m too far in front and win. he’s out of breath and gasping to
the teachers that i cheated, but he’s one of those throwbacks who were
kept in junior school forever because he kept failing (but he sure as hell
boosts the rugby team) and no one really likes him or wants to believe
him anyway, so i’m declared the winner of the race. it’s the last time i
ever win anything, because straight after that i am pitted against the
best cross-country racers from the other schools in the area, and i
realize that if i win the next race, which is unlikely since i won’t be able
to cheat, i will have to compete in local, then provincial, and then who
knows, at national level, all for the glory of the school, my parents, my
country and everyone except, i reason, myself. so in the next race, i make
sure that i come last.
In my last year at junior school I enjoy the woodwork class; a wooden shark I
carve from a piece of wood with a shark-like shape still graces my bathroom
today. I earn the nickname ‘danger’ for some obscure reason, perhaps because I
shoot curved pieces of scooby-doo wire with a catty into the back of my
classmates’ necks. At break times we play stingers, and sometimes find snakes in
the playing fields. In religious instruction class, we sing our own words:
Prick your balls with boughs of holly!
Balalalala lala lalaah
Tis the season to be jolly!
Balalalala lala lalaah
Don your double-barrelled FL17
Balalalala lala lalalalaah
Give your balls a yuletide pricking!
Balalalala lala lalaah
Our principal Mr Shitz has neatly combed, greased-back hair, and the nasty habit
of grabbing schoolboys by their sideburns and lifting them onto their tippy-toes.
He canes every single Standard 5 boy on their last day of junior school for
dousing the girls with a hose, which makes their shirts translucent, revealing tiny
‘bee-sting’ breasts.
I get into trouble for my conversion to atheism. Principal Shitz asks the school at
assembly: ‘Who doesn’t believe in God? Stand up if you don’t.’ Only one foolish
child stands up. Shitz then derides me for my godlessness in front of the entire
school. This pisses my father off a whole lot, but he probably lets it ride because
he knows I’m out of there at the end of the year: it’s my last year of ‘junior
school’.
I’m so disappointed that I’m not allowed to watch The Rocky Horror Picture Show,
because there’s an age restriction on it. I stand in the queue at the movies, in the
only mall in town, but they won’t let me in. Everyone’s listening to the LP.
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Frankenfurter is a guy, but has lipstick and garters. In our conservative era, this
is a mindphuc of note.
You get a hit and your mind goes ping …
The West (what we call Somerset West) has two movie theatres, the Mini Cine
and The Tria. I have an embarrassing Standard 5 moment in the Tria. Entrance is
half-price if you’re below 12. To save a few pence, I insist I’m still 11. The lady at
the entrance doesn’t believe me, so I tell her I’m turning 12, tomorrow. Bad idea!
Before the movie starts, she walks up in front of the screen and announces my
12th birthday is forthcoming. The kids in my class are already 12 or 13; the
theatre erupts in laughter and catcalls. I’m like, crawling under the seat.
I’ve struck up friendships with the local boys, but my parents decide to send me
to boarding school at SACS (South African College School) in Newlands, Cape
Town, for high school. I resent their decision intensely, but my first year of
boarding school is actually pretty cool. SACS is in the foothills of Table Mountain.
The grounds are large and the buildings picturesque; there are trees and
squirrels and even a small spruit18 running down one side.

Early days at SACS. Extremely proud of my middle parting

The Standard 6 boys (it’s a boys’ school) live in Michaelis House, an ancient
abode with a huge glass greenhouse once used for plants. It’s named after art
patron Sir Maximillian Michaelis, who amassed a fortune on South Africa’s mines.
Skateboarding has just come into vogue; a massive tree, which we climb for
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endless hours, stands near the car park where we skate. I witness a playmate fall
headfirst, landing on his forearm, and his head snapping it into a neat V.
One of my masters at Michaelis is Nick Mallet, who later becomes a Springbok
player, coach and commentator. He’s got long 70s hair and a cool rep: I’m
mortified when I realize I’ve flashed him a ‘zap’ (fuck off) sign with my two
fingers extended instead of a ‘peace’ sign; my hand’s facing the wrong way
round.
The housemaster’s a huge guy with an enormous moustache, who canes us hard
in his book-lined office: a terrifying character. The matron checks for hernias by
lining us up and placing our balls into a spoon; she asks us to cough, and
comments: ‘They come in all sizes.’ At night we lie in bed listening to Squad Cars
and Inspector Carr Investigates and other such programmes on Springbok Radio
before we sleep.
Size becomes an issue for me. Not only am I a short, skinny midget, but I also
mature late, while many of the other boys, whom I have to shower with, sprout
luxuriant chest and ball hairs; their genitals grow enviously larger than mine. At
least my penis isn’t completely tiny, unlike one unfortunate boarder, who is, of
course, the butt of cruel schoolboy jokes.
On Sundays my parents or other kids’ parents come and fetch my new mate
Gavin and me, and a couple of other boys, and we head back to Somerset West
for the day. One of the boys’ fathers is a burly redhead who owns a powerful blue
Ford Cortina. Sometimes he takes the carload of excited boys up to speeds of
180km/h or more on the freeway back to the West, while we whoop with
adrenalinised joy. Years later he drives into a concrete pillar and dies.
During the school holidays, my parents allow me to stay in the maid’s room
abutting the garage, which makes it easy for me to slip out at night. When Gavin
sleeps over, we ‘borrow’ my parents’ cars, sneaking into their room to filch the
keys, pushing the car down the road before starting it. Encouraged, we begin
stealing cars parked outside houses. We break in and push them to quiet spots to
hotwire them, then go for joyrides. I learn how to drive careering through
intersections, confusing the brakes and accelerator. Luckily there’s no other
traffic around at 2am and we don’t kill anyone.
We stalk the quiet white suburbs, breaking off car aerials, stabbing car tyres with
knives, flinging stones through any house window we deem too big. The homes
and their occupants seem far too settled and smug: I hate the bourgeoisie before
I even know of the concept, despite being bourgeois myself. People just seem so
satisfied with being part of the ‘system’, never questioning it, never rebelling
against it. All they seem to want is security and creature comforts. What’s wrong
with them? Don’t they want to push some boundaries?
In my early teens I still accompany my parents on outings. If it’s windy, as the
Cape often is, we head into the kloofs in the nearby mountains. If it’s not, we
drive out to places on the coast like Rooi Els, where my dad dives out kreef and
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perlemoen, which we braai on small beaches between the rocks. My parents’
friends the Shonas often come out on these trips, though the dad never dives. He
and his wife drink constantly – while driving, she pours glassfuls of wine from a
papsak19 for him.
The Shonas work on a wine farm, where we see first-hand the after-effects of the
‘dop’ system; on weekends the veld beside the farm roads is clogged with
passed-out bodies, looking somewhat like the aftermath of a battle. Wine farmers
in the Cape for centuries paid their workers with wine instead of cash, in the
process creating thousands of alcoholics20.
I learn to water-ski on a small, round dam on the farm. The elder son and I find a
barn filled with empty wine bottles, which we smash to smithereens for gleeful,
noisy hours. We shoot pistols at targets. I’m amazed at how inaccurate a pistol is,
even at close range.
I have a near-death experience on one of our family outings to Kogel Bay. My
friend Willy and I are bodysurfing when a riptide pulls us out. Suddenly our fun
is transformed into panic. We can’t touch the bottom and the waves are
pummelling us under.
Fortunately, our frantic waving is noticed by a lifesaver, who jumps in to rescue
us – but he swims right past me. ‘Hey, here I am!’ I yell: he’s first helping my
friend, who’s further out than me. It’s amazing how self-centred you become
when you’re close to dying: after experiencing that, I can fully believe a drowning
person will pull you under.
The rescue becomes quite a saga: that lifesaver himself becomes exhausted and
has to be rescued by other lifesavers. We’re all shivering in shock when we make
landfall. For a while, ordinary things look a whole lot shinier; we’re gratefully
and wondrously still alive.
In Hermanus, I get swept out again. The heroic dude who rescues me gets me
back to shore by waiting until the water pulls back, allowing him to touch the
bottom, then throwing me into the wave to let it take me to the shore, instead of
underwater. Though I love it, I become very wary of the ocean.
In my early teens, my father sometimes bursts into my room at sunrise, rips
open my curtains, joyously announces: ‘I’m going on a run, it’s a beautiful day,
don’t you want to come with me?’ Occasionally I do, as my mother tells me how
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The region still has one of the highest rates of alcoholism in the world, with all
its attendant misery, such as foetal alcohol syndrome.
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upset he is when I don’t. I try snorkelling with him, but the cold water, currents,
kelp and the fact that I can’t see or breathe easily unnerves me.
I go mountain climbing with Dad a few times: on one memorable trip, we climb
up to some snow surrounding a mountain hut. Gavin and I try skiing, but we find
it really difficult – the friggin’ skis keep going in different directions – and settle
for sliding down slopes on toboggans.
Dad and I have a close call on Table Mountain. We take the family dog up on
what’s meant to be an easy climb, but stray from the path. Dad decides to push
on up a gully to make the summit, but the cliffs grow ever steeper. Finally, we
have to concede defeat – there’s just no safe way up the last few metres.
Climbing down is a problem for Dicky. We end up passing the dog to the person
below by his tail, then climbing around and down, past that person, then passing
the poor beast on, while the dog hangs face down, all four legs sticking out – it’s
solidly frozen in terror. When we finally make it to flat ground, Dicky gallops
around in an absolute frenzy of joy and relief. Dad later tells me he was really
worried: he was dreading telling my mom how I or the dog – or both of us – died
due to his poor judgement.
At the age of 14 my father buys me my first motorbike. It’s a Kreidler 50cc, a bike
made for the European racetracks, capable of doing well over 100kph. As I’m still
too young to get a licence, I drive it around Radloff Park, falling off several times
in the process: it’s useless in mud. I race it on tarmac a few times, but it’s a
finicky old machine that requires constant attention and parts are hard to come
by, so mostly it stands stolidly between the two cars in our garage.
Hoping to spark an interest in things mechanical, my dad sends me to work with
a bike mechanic, who makes speedway bikes and customised three-wheelers
from old Volksie engines. All I learn to do is to clean them with a pressure hose –
the mechanic can soon see that I have no real intent – I’m only there because my
dad wants me to be there. One school holiday I work in a clothing shop, but I’m
far more interested in the Coloured female staff than the job itself.
At a home party held by my parents I discover an unattended box of wine. I grow
giddy upon the booze and drink more and more of it, then soak the toilet walls
and floor with projectile vomit. My parents decide that my considerable
hangover is sufficient punishment. At a friend’s party I get so drunk I have to be
carried home, literally. I’m starting to find my dropout legs, much to my parents’
dismay. I, on the other hand, am quite happy to become a fuckup. It’s my life and,
I decide, my right to do so.
Do they send me to SACS because they can’t handle raising me, or is it to fulfil my
privileged white destiny? It’s a classy school with a host of sporting facilities and
more than 50 extracurricular activities; I participate in none of them. I become
the most useless teenager, a parental nightmare. My marks fall at school. I play
for the D team in rugby and waterpolo, and only because sport is compulsory. I

44

begin to fill every available time period, be it break-times or before sport, prep or
going to bed, with smoking cigarettes.

Like many a young lad, I start tuning into rock music and harbour the dream of playing in a band

By deciding to become good at nothing, I struggle in later life to apply myself to
things that require any degree of effort; the only thing I become any good at is
reading. I particularly regret not having excelled at a sport or at music, because
now I have poor co-ordination and stamina. I get bored easily, and dislike
challenges. I’m a quitter, or at least, a part of me is.
In the modern world, the teenage D would likely be classified as ADHD. Most of
my friends have been diagnosed within this category. At the time, the first selfmedication I find is tobacco. Cigarettes are something for the school fuckups to
bond around. It’s already clear who’s going to be the prefects and sport captains,
who will go on to become future CEOs, and it sure ain’t gonna be us.
I love cigarettes when I first discover them, probably because of all those
warnings raised by my parents and the school authorities (and later, by antismoking lobbyists). Sure, they make me feel kak21, and I know I’ll get addicted,
but none of that matters, as the thrill of buying and tasting a new brand like
Texan plain or Rothmans blue or Sobranie Black Russians makes my day, man.

21

shit
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In Standard 7 I move on to Rosedale boarding house, where smoking cigarettes
becomes my principal purpose in life. I’m a ‘fag’ for the prefects, which entails
polishing their shoes and a few other small tasks. I’m permitted to smoke with
the older boys when they’re in a good mood. I part my hair down the middle, and
I think that I look pretty cool. I’m a badass.

Hanging out with the prefects at Rosedale boarding house

Boarders have to find safe places to smoke: under stairwells, at the river
adjacent to the playing fields, in the toilets. We aren’t allowed to leave the school
grounds; the black cleaning staff secretes us in their workrooms. We get caught
fairly regularly by prefects or teachers, resulting in canings from the principal,
aka ‘the Boss’, who himself smokes openly on the balcony of his house adjoining
Rosedale.
The lashings only serve to confirm the hypocrisy of the ‘system’. School feels to
me like a relentless brainwashing, turning us kids into obedient worker drones.
Later, I find there’s some truth to this: schools, with their set times, alarms and
uniforms are little more than sausage machines to prepare children for long
hours of mindless factory work when they grow up.
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Apartheid’s Christian National Education is preparing us for war. The school
cadet system introduces us to 4/4 military beats, teaches us how to march. I’m
given a number by the South African Defence Force, which makes my
conscription mandatory. We all know what happens after school: two years in
the army, or six years in jail: to me it’s a no-brainer.
The teenage me doesn’t know what’s wrong with the education system or the
government of the day; but deep in my gut, it all feels wrong. I have no idea that
my family has fled from one pariah state to another, from the frying pan into the
fire. Sanctions against South Africa only begin in earnest in the mid-eighties, but
the Soweto uprising of 1976 has turned the eyes of the world towards us. This
entire event flies straight past me – I recall practically nothing about it – a
testament to the success of the propaganda curtain raised around the whites.
Lacking a clear understanding of what I’m up against, unconsciously I reason it
must be me that’s at fault. I cannot change a system I hate, but I can become a
nihilist, bent upon my own destruction. This, by some twisted teenage logic,
gives me some power in my powerless situation.
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Chapter 3: The
discovery of dwelms22
Hammering
What’s that hammering I hear
In my mind’s backyard
A few nails and some wood
A crucifix for your heart
I remember the first time
You came flying through the door
You said you’ll be God
And I can be the floor
I said I don’t mind
To die for your sins
You can fuck me up
But just let me in
Hey little lover, I’ll be your Jesus
You can make me believe that pain can please us
You were like cigarettes and alcohol
A little like morphine
It’s so cold outside
You’ve got to let me in
I needed someone nice and kind
With a knife in my back
And when we made love
I always wore black
Hey little lover, I’ll be your Jesus
You can make me believe that pain can please us

As I reach the age of 16, to my immense relief, my balls finally drop. I grow a wee
bit taller and fill out, reaching the heady heft of 50kg (these days I average 60kg).
Older and more confident, I begin to stretch my wings. A mate and I hitchhike to
Durban, catching a series of rides with friendly (if somewhat dodgy) folk. We
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stay in a cheap, seedy hotel just off the beachfront, and spend most our time
playing pinball and TV games like Asteroids and Pac-Man in the beach arcade.
My first commercial plane flight is in the school holidays to the Free State, where
I stay with my friend Jerome, whose parents have recently moved there from the
West. The mother, whom I fancy has a bit of a crush on me, runs a tuck-shop that
sells bunny chows23.
The father thinks it will enrich our education to send us to watch a porn movie in
nearby Maseru – casinos and porn, both banned in South Africa, make a lot of
money for Lesotho – where Jerome and I watch Deep Throat on a full-sized movie
screen. The only pornography I’ve seen up to this point is a few torn-out pages
from wank-mags. The opening scene, of close-up cunnilingus on a kitchen
counter, with a 20-foot-high wet fanny, blows my tiny teen mind wide open.
Jerome has this great habit of lighting his farts, which I also learn; we sometimes
do this in front of his parents. They seem to find it really amusing. In a casino, we
come up with a great scam: rubbing our feet on the carpet and then putting our
charged up-fingers into the money slot, which often results in us being awarded
a free game. We watch Borg beat McEnroe in a match that goes on forever.
Like all teenage boys, I spend much time masturbating, but being at boarding
school, it’s hard to find privacy for this earnest activity. My nascent sexuality is
formed in the midst of other boys: in the loo you can hear boys outside your
cubicle coming and going; at night I quietly cum into a sock, holding up the
blankets with one hand, while the ‘sleeping’ boarders around me doubtless do
the same.
At least there’s some music to cover the noise of frantic teen self-exploration.
Rosedale is a step up from Michaelis, as music, instead of sitcoms, is broadcast
from a speaker into each dormitory after ‘lights off’. Radio 5 is playing songs like
Roxanne by The Police, Tom Petty’s Stop Draggin’ My Heart Around and Adam
and the Ants’ Antmusic. Spellbinding stuff: rock music starts filling my soul.
My delayed and much-anticipated sexuality is a wild, slightly scary thing. I
explore sex with myself, with animals, with whatever objects come to hand; I
unsuccessfully attempt sex with other boys. I’m up for anything.
I’m starting to meet girls, and they really excite me, but they also scare the shit
out of me. I’m still learning how to chat them up. Just seeing a woman, in real life
or on TV, spawns crazy fantasies about her. Sex is the number one song on my hit
parade of pubescent thoughts. When the boarders watch Dallas on TV, there are
all these debates afterwards about who’s hotter: Sue Ellen, or Pamela Ewing?
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a half-loaf of bread, hollowed out and filled with stew or curry
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Likewise, I can’t decide who’s sexier in Abba, the blonde or the brunette; a
dilemma only worsened by watching Abba: The Movie. Mamma Mia!
A sexy female teacher comes to eat lunch at Rosedale – the whole room charges
up with adolescent lust as she enters, steps up to the elevated platform where
the teachers eat. Will she part her legs against the light from the windows behind
her while we ‘all’ say grace? Will her dress be sheer enough to discern the shape
of her thighs?
An older woman ‘hits’ on me. My parents are hosting a party, and hand out
nametags so people can start conversations with strangers. This hot 40something blonde pins her name to my bedspread. My heart rate soars, but I
respond too slowly, and she leaves the party before I can summon the courage to
speak to her.
Women for me, at this stage of my life, are definitely objects; objects of
overwhelming desire. They may have personalities, but they aren’t quite real
people, with substance, like men are, somehow. Men run everything, they have
authority; they are the people who matter.

I'm simultaneously thrilled and terrified by this new thing: being a sexual being

To my horror, gay men start hitting on me. I’m a pretty boy and completely naïve.
Homosexuality is illegal; perhaps its repression encourages more paedophilia.
Willy and I arrange to go ‘jolling’ in Cape Town with an older man, who’s got
money, booze and a house where we can smoke. When I arrive, Willy has
mysteriously disappeared. Georgie takes me to a gay club in the city, in my smart
biker jacket, where I’m the object of much attention. He plies me with cherry
brandy and on the way back home tries to seduce me; I threaten to get out and
walk home. Eventually he gives up.
It’s a wonder that my sex life turns out to be pretty much meat and potatoes.
When I first start shaving, my mom shoves medical magazines under the loo
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door, with graphic photos of venereal diseases, genital abnormalities and other
various untoward southern conditions. My favourite photo is elephantiasis of the
clitoris. I show these pics to my mates; according to my sister, who chats to some
of them years later, they never forgot them.
I make friends with a boarder whose older brother lives near our school. The
Brat is allowed to borrow his ‘boet’s’ 185cc two-stroke off-road bike, which he
drives like a complete maniac, with me on the back. We scream around Cape
Town, going so fast and low into corners that the foot-pegs scrape the road. We
fall off, skid across the tarmac. It’s intense, exciting: I’ve never felt so alive in all
my short life.
One fateful day I accompany The Chef down into the bowels of an old SACS
building, where the school newspaper is manufactured. The Chef cleans the
printing press with rags and thinners. We sniff on the thinners-soaked rags …
and a new world opens up to me … the world of being high.
This is a world where it doesn’t matter who you are or what you do, or what
anybody does, actually: in this world you feel good, even if only temporarily. It’s
a bit like the time a boarder hits me with a pillow that somebody’s stuffed a steel
alarm clock into: my head rings, sounds become muffled and distant, stars dance
before my eyes. It’s uncharted territory: nothing in our textbooks describes this.
All the warnings about drugs say nothing about how nice they are. More lies!

I wish
How I wish I could fly
Far away from this life
Maybe never come back
And wake up with a smile
I wish I were in love
With myself most of all
Feel complete deep inside
Even just for a while
Wishing there were a place
I could truly call home
Just to feel I belong
And wake up with a smile
Even just for a while
The Chef and I emerge from the basement and amble around the school grounds
high as kites, laughing hysterically at anyone who swims into sight. They all look
so darned serious!
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On the fringes of a matric dance I come across some of the older boys smoking
pot; the air of illicitness, rank smell and crackle of popping pips prick my senses.
In 1979 I make friends with a new guy at school who changes my life. He
becomes my new cigarette-smoking partner, and he knows where to obtain
dagga; we bond around the rituals of smoking.
Arthur is tall, lanky and blonde; I’m short and dark. We’re an incongruous
couple, and are dubbed ‘Llamel and Hardly’ by our peers, a take on the
comedians Laurel and Hardy. Arthur, in their eyes, resembles a South American
llama, and I’m hardly of any consequence.
Like me, Arthur lives in the West; unlike me, he is worldly-wise; he’s well-read,
and attended a college before coming to SACS. His parents are British, and, being
smokers themselves, allow him (and me) to smoke cigarettes inside their house.
He becomes part of our lift club, but my parents take an instant dislike to him:
he’s absolutely a ‘bad influence’.
Man, Arthur has such a magnificent record collection! He introduces me to Led
Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, Bowie and a host of other bands such as Mott the Hoople,
Slade and Van der Graaf Generator. We sit for hours upstairs in his room,
smoking, listening to tracks like Zeppelin’s Battle of Evermore and Floyd’s Arnold
Layne on his record player – a suitcase affair with the speaker in the lid –
cranked up to full blast.
Arnold Layne… had a strange … habit
On holidays we frequent record shops, and I slowly amass a collection of secondhand LPs: Uriah Heep, Bad Company, Hendrix and the like. Occasionally I buy a
new album, such as Regatta de Blanc by The Police, but generally I can’t afford
them, so taping LPs onto cassette fills a lot of my spare time.
An enlightened friend of my father called Don Pinnock gives me Queen’s News of
the Word and Alan Parsons’ I Robot. Don is a very different kind of dude. He is
soft, totally not macho, but is not femme either. He’s as sharp as a razor, always
alert, with a whip-quick sense of humour. He’s usually smiling; the world’s his
oyster.
Don and Arthur, in their own way, become alternate father figures to me, no
doubt about it. I’m casting around for new meanings; they point me in untried,
untested directions.
When I turn 16 my father buys me a Honda MT 50cc off-road motorbike,
expanding my horizons massively. It’s a magnificent little machine, agile on the
road and in the dirt. I can throw it into corners, and try showing off this skill to
some of my sister’s friends, but end up falling heavily right in front of them. They
pick me up – and the bike – dust me off; my ego remains in the gutter. Arthur
also gets a bike; we hit the beach if the weather is favourable or head into the
mountains when the south-easter’s howling.
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I keep an old surfboard at a house on the Strand beachfront, and manage to catch
a few waves, though I can never stay out on the water for long – being a smoker,
I’m not very fit. It’s grand to go out at dawn and sit on the pink swells, though, if I
can wake up that early. But the sea scares me; I’m always worried a shark will
bite off one of my legs.

On the left is the mirror of my bike; around my neck is a set of puka shells; the zef hairstyle completes
the picture of a lad whose going places (like a café, to play pinball)

There are pools in the at Steenbras River, where you can leap off the rocks into
the icy water below. We sleep at Kogel Bay near the caves overnight, without any
worries about our safety. There are discos where you can dance and meet girls.
Mostly, though, Arthur and I just ride our bikes to quiet places where we can get
high, undisturbed.
On holidays Arthur and I graduate from smoking cigarettes to joints, and then to
that great Cape invention, the ‘pipe’. This comprises a broken-off neck of a bottle
filled with marijuana, and occasionally with a ‘cream’ of buttons24. It’s quite an
art to make a pipe: you heat the bottleneck with a lighter or candle and then hit it
at exactly the right place with a finger soaked in gob25 to break the glass into the
correct shape.
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When we finish smoking, we stuff the weed and the pipe into our balls
(underpants) in case the cops stop and search us, then hop onto our bikes and
race around on our 50cc motorcycles stoned out of our heads. There’s one
particularly steep stop street, where you can’t see what’s coming across it – we
drive through at top speed as a dare, more than once. We open the gas tanks on
our bikes and inhale the petrol fumes until we get giddy, then try to pop wheelies
and fall off and flail around, laughing in the dirt.
Arthur gets drunk on the beach, spins the back wheel of his bike until the whole
thing almost disappears, his long legs on each side of the hole. Some kind soul
takes us home, where Arthur pirouettes around pissing all over the bathroom,
canning himself with laughter, until his father arrives grim-faced in the doorway.
He gets alcohol poisoning and is sick for days, which his dad deems is
punishment enough.
we’re sniffing spray ‘n cook … trying to get high from the lack of oxygen.
Then we hop on my honda and take off down irene avenue. There’s a
bend at the end of the famously steep hill … we take it at top speed …
just round the corner is a speed trap … we’re two-up on a 50, which is
already illegal, and Arthur has no helmet on. I don’t stop … I race off
with the cops in pursuit … take a couple of corners … and lose the cops
… we arrive at a disco … a guy comes up to me later, takes my arm, says,
‘i saw what happened in irene; come with me, sir’ … my heart sinks …
but he’s joking, and is really impressed by what I’ve achieved … I
dropped the cops …
The cigarette and weed smoking: the hiding away, the clandestine, duplicitous
nature of these pastimes begin to form a new me, a hidden me. I become a twofaced character who dons a mask of respectability for the authority figures in his
life – parents, teachers, the police – and removes it when safely hidden away
with his mates.
Just as I learned to chew gum to mask the odour of cigarettes, so I learn to apply
eye-drops to hide the ogies26 created by smoking marijuana. There’s also the
conundrum of where to hide one’s stash. It can’t be outside where it can get wet,
or it will become mouldy. Inside, housekeepers and mothers may unveil it. I
become a master of subterfuge. I learn to become streetwise; to trust my
instincts; to keep cool when cops approach or search me.
Nobody starts doing drugs because they want to become a junkie. Everybody
thinks they can use drugs without being used by them. Fuck the ample warning
signs. You start off all full of confidence, and end up in situations you could never
have imagined. At this stage of my life I believe I’m totally in control of my drug
use.
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David Kramer comes and plays on our school stage, with his red veldskoene and
greased-back middle parting. His lyrics are radical. Johnny Clegg has a whole
Cape Town stadium dancing on the chairs. Here’s a white guy dancing and
singing Zulu tunes. Unheard of! He provides a spark of hope that one day we CAN
unite, forget our differences. He opens my eyes to other possibilities.
There’s a rebel at school who keeps getting into trouble. His name’s on all our
lips: he’s defying the stolid, functional workings of the school, throwing a
spanner into its works. One day he stands up in assembly, tells the Boss that he’s
talking shit, and shouts: ‘Here, here is some toilet paper to clean the shit out of
your mouth!’ He throws the bog-roll over our heads at the principal, who turns
crimson with anger. We never see that guy again; I think he knew he was going
to get expelled anyway.
Otherwise, there is little that grabs my attention at school. Some of the teachers
are amusing: one balances objects on boys’ heads and hits them off with a long
ruler – during exams. Another conjures up science experiments that result in
huge puffs of smoke, or the whole class getting electric shocks.

'Terribly negative ... complacent ... such a waste of talent ...' If only my teachers could have known how
inventive I was when it came to scoring and hiding drugs!

I quite like English, as my essays win good marks, and art lessons with ‘Vis’ are
lekker. I entertain the idea of becoming an artist – it seems like a cool career –
but I’m unsure about my talent. I enjoy drawing and painting, but some of my
peers are just so much better. My matric project is on Picasso; but, despite my
love of art, my matric exam marks are average.

55

I enjoy gym because only three of us do the sport. I’m a naturally talented
distance runner, but when I do bother to make an effort, I come fourth, a
completely useless achievement: why not just come last? No place on the podium
for fourth.
I’m captain of the 4th waterpolo team for a season, and we win every game we
play, because most schools only have two decent teams. Still, it’s fun scoring
goals at leisure, or magnanimously passing the ball to teammates who haven’t
yet got to score. I play hooker in rugby, but the position I really desire is ‘left
outside’.
School generally bores me to tears; it’s a rote machine with zero room for selfexpression. Hanging out with my ‘chinas’ getting up to no good keeps me
breathing. My actions are calculated to create maximum disappointment in my
father, and if there’s one thing that really does this, it’s when I get busted for
shoplifting.
The SACS boarders are allowed to go shopping in Newlands on Saturday
mornings, when we aren’t supporting or playing sport. We have to wear full
school uniform – boaters and blazers – and I soon become involved in the shady
business of shoplifting.
My partner in crime is The Pieman, who shows me how to lift objects from the
shelves of shops, conceal them on my person and leave the premises, all without
attracting the attention of the shop staff. It’s the ultimate thrill: to appear
completely calm as you exit, with your heart thundering in your chest.
We get away with it for months, stealing mostly cassettes, until we become
overconfident and return once too often to a store that we’ve hit before. As we
leave the premises, cassettes beneath our boaters, we feel a firm hand upon our
shoulders.
‘Yes, I want you, and I want you.’
A store detective’s been watching us and catches us red-handed. As he frogmarches us back to the manager’s office, my friend, The Pieman, quietly drops
his cassette, shedding his part of the evidence, but mine (a cassette head cleaner,
of all things) is still clutched dumbly in my shaking paw.
As we are white, hail from a respectable school, and are in uniform, the matter
isn’t referred to the police, but to our headmaster. This shields me from
acquiring a criminal record and falling onto the wrong side of the tracks; once
one enters the criminal system, getting out isn’t easy.
The Boss deals with us in a particularly sadistic manner. At assembly each
morning, for two weeks, he calls out our names before the entire school, tells us
to wait outside his office. As we stand there, wondering what fate awaits us, the
boys and teachers file past us to class. Then he arrives and tells us he’s ‘too busy’
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right now. The next day the whole exercise is repeated; each time we steel
ourselves for six of the best.
Finally, he decides not to expel us, and refers the matter to our fathers. It’s the
last time my dad beats me, and it’s painful, but thankfully brief. After my lashing
he calls me to come help him plant potatoes. My face is burning – my ass is
burning – but the matter has at last been laid to rest.
How different my punishment would likely have been, had I been of darker race,
and therefore class. I learn later that apartheid is just another system of
domination, another way of maintaining one class above another. Some are
based on birth and title; this one’s based on race. Whites have more leeway with
the law, which also keeps white areas safe.
Apartheid keeps the whites from making contact with the blacks: they aren’t at
your school, they’re not allowed on the same bus, they don’t watch movies or eat
out at the same places you do – you never, ever get to hang out with them. As a
consequence, I never really think about them. They are simply not part of my life.
It’s like we are the main characters in our own little white drama; they are the
supporting cast.
I’m actually shit-scared of blacks as a kid, as they can speak our languages, but
we can’t speak theirs. They can work in our world, and return to theirs, but we
never, ever visit theirs; if we parachuted by accident into that other planet called
a township, we’d be lost. And yet, we tell ourselves, they are the ones who are
supposed to be stupid. Somehow, it just doesn’t add up.
My first real contact with people of colour is with Cape Coloureds. The so-called
Coloured folk came into existence when the Cape Colony imported thousands of
slaves (more than the whites) and the white baase27 started shagging them – and
the local populace – known back then as Hottentots and Bushmen.
My interaction happens through weed. Arthur and I discover where the merts28
live when we score from them. At first we just score, then ride off on our bikes,
but over time we make friends with some of the merts, and hang out and smoke
dagga in their shacks, which are scattered in the bush beyond the white suburbs.
In one of these shacks I come across the music of Linton Kwesi Johnson, who
quickly becomes one of my heroes. I love his accent; his lyrics tear the edifice of
the elite down, all of its bullshit oppression of certain folk. Even though he’s
talking about blacks being put down, I can somehow relate. In Street 66 he talks
about crooked cops arriving at a mert for their bribe:
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Weston, feeling high, replied: ‘Yes, this is Street 66, step right in and
take some licks.’
One mert even allows us to run his operation for him when he goes away. He
happens to live in the housekeeper’s quarters next-door to Arthur, and he grows
to trust us over time. His dog is addicted to buttons. It comes to sit in front of the
mert when a group of us are sitting around smoking; he blows smoke into its
nose, producing a glazed look in the eyes of the unfortunate beast. But it keeps
coming back for more.
Buttons leave users looking like they’ve been punched out. After a ‘hit’ they lean
forward in their seat and go into a coma for a couple of minutes, while a long
string of drool reaches the floor from the corner of the mouth. There’s always a
bucket to hand, into which one can drool or spit: in some townships this is called
the ‘TV’, as the dazed button addicts get to stare at it a lot. I enjoy the initial rush,
but detest the dopey feeling buttons induce for hours afterwards. I’m willing to
try anything, though.

Fresh-faced and innocent is face number one. Mr Hyde is face number two: he comes out at night

Arthur and I take to driving into Crossroads township on the Cape Flats to score
larger, cheaper amounts of dope, which come in wholesale packages called
‘arms’. It doesn’t cross our minds that at the end of the 70s and early 80s the
‘struggle’ is escalating rapidly, that our lily-white skins can get us killed for being
in the wrong place.
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My poor father! He’s no racist, but when he pops into a corner café and sees his
profligate son playing pinball and smoking with ‘kleurlings’29 I can see in his eyes
his dream of me becoming a respectable member of society fading fast.
He gets to build his dream home, though: my pop’s long harboured aspirations of
being an architect. The house is built along triangular lines and perched upon the
lower slopes of the Helderberg Mountains, on a plot he had bought a few years
earlier for a song. It has a grand view of False Bay, a slate roof, wooden ceilings
and a pool. We’re styling!
Soon after moving into our new house I buy The Doors’ An American Prayer and
copy Jim Morrison’s sketches onto the walls of my room. This distresses my
parents, who point out that one of the drawings has a penis, and that when I’m
away, guests may stay in my room. I compromise by placing a piece of cardboard
over the offensive member (stuck to the wall with a piece of tape, it can be lifted
by the curious), but my folks are not amused and paint over the drawings when I
go back to school and am unable to defend my artwork.
Indian, Indian, what did you die for?
One of the highlights of my teens is going to watch Apocalyse Now on the big
screen. The Doors feature heavily in the soundtrack; the mood the film
engenders is electrifying, terrifying. I’ve watched this movie dozens of times
since then, and I believe it’s still the most accurate portrayal of war-induced
chaos out there. Another movie that makes a huge impression is Pink Floyd’s The
Wall. We don’t need no education. Course not!
At the end of the cul-de-sac that we live on – named after the cooking artist, Van
Gogh – is an area that my mom and dad fight hard to make into Silverboom Kloof,
a tiny, protected sanctuary where visitors can walk in nature. One late afternoon
I decide to take our two bull terriers for a stroll there, after smoking a nice fat
joint.
I let the dogs off their leads. When I started walking back, I forget about the
neighbour’s dogs – a German Shepherd and a Doberman. My bullies tear up their
driveway and sink their fangs into the two large dogs, which prove to be no
match.
Without thinking, I run straight into the twisting, snarling mass of dogs and grab
my two dogs by their collars. I manage to pull one off the German Shepherd,
which bolts, but my other dog has a good grip on the Doberman’s neck. I sit on
my bum, place my legs on the dog being bitten and haul on my dog’s collar, while
holding my other dog with my free hand. I can hear flesh tearing above the howls
and barks, but I succeed in separating the two animals eventually.
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I’m so angry (mainly with myself) that I lift the front halves of my dogs to waist
height and haul them down the steep tarred driveway on their back legs, rubbing
their back pads raw – the only injuries they actually sustain.
It’s a minor miracle that I’m unscathed: on another occasion I’m accidentally
bitten by one of our ‘pig-dogs’ and its fangs go right through my palm. The shock
hit me instantly: I have to sit down straight away. While my father bandages my
wound, we discuss how big predators probably only have to get one good bite in
for their prey to go limp, as the shock paralyses them right off.
One holiday I take a job as a waiter at a restaurant where my father knows the
manager. I soon notice that a couple I’m serving are regulars, and work out a
little scam whereby I don’t charge them for every Irish coffee they drink. Of
course, they tip me generously, but I made the mistake of boasting about this to a
waitress.
Turns out, she’s having a scene with the guy who owns the restaurant. He’s this
huge guy, and he’s absolutely livid. He calls me into his office, wrings the truth
from my sorry ass, fires me, and gives me a good klap. He then calls my dad, who
comes to fetch his errant son post-haste. I only tell Dad about the klap when
we’re almost home – good thing, ‘cos he’s tempted to go back and give the dude a
smack himself, which may have landed us in trouble with the law.
I get smacked several times in high school. Once, when I backchat, an obnoxious
dude lifts me, by my throat, against the wall with one hand: ‘Say that again,
Davey? What’s that, I can’t hear you?’ Arthur hits me hard for passing on what he
considers to be private info to other guys. Completely winded, I’m more upset by
what he’s done, the betrayal of trust; it takes me months to forgive him.
There is little I can do in these situations, being far smaller than my aggressors. I
do weights in the school gym, but don’t gain a single pound, despite drinking
protein drinks (my sister buys weight loss drinks from the same company –
when we compare the notes on the labels, the contents are practically identical).
I’m teased for having a dark skin; I tell my tormentors that it’s just a tan, but they
lift up my arms and point out that my armpits are the same shade.
Mostly I just want to get the fuck away from everyone. By the time I reach matric,
Arthur and I are out every weekend night, smoking weed on vacant lots, having
long discussions about life.
I have a couple of strange experiences while sitting on those dark, bushy plots.
The first is hard to describe: I suddenly feel the world that has always pressed
close around recede from me. It’s like I can feel myself apart from things. This
doesn’t sound like much, but at the time it felt very powerful and significant. It
was, likely, something to do with becoming my own person.
The second experience is more disturbing. One night we decide to push the limits
a bit, so Arthur and I roll four large spliffs, sit facing each other, take a drag, hand
it on, hold it in until the spliff comes back. As soon as one joint is finished, we
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light the next. In all, we inhale weed continuously for something like 20 minutes.
We sit on a hillside looking out over False Bay for a while, feeling a bit stoned,
then decide to split.
As we get up to leave I just … come out of my body. It’s not a cool feeling at all
though, because I’m about 15 feet up in the air, and looking down, I can see my
body thrashing around in the bushes, rudderless, completely lost. After a minute
or two, I find myself back in my body, beside our bikes, crying hysterically.
Arthur calms me down, gives me a cigarette, says that he carried me up the hill.
In a while I’m ok.

Perhaps I do have a soul, I start thinking, after some serious intake of zol

The experience gets me thinking. If I can come out of my body, then I’m not just
my body: I’m a consciousness that dwells in my fleshy body, and I can also leave
it. Is this akin to astral travelling? Arthur is very into philosophy and psychology,
and I start reading up on it myself, especially about paranormal psychology. I
know that what I’ve experienced is no hallucination; I unquestionably saw my
own body from outside it.
Am I more than just a body? Do I indeed have a soul? When I dream, does part of
me actually go to the place I’m dreaming of? The books I’m reading on
existentialism say that one’s experience is one’s reality. This clicks. So does Zen
Buddhism: question everything around you, hold fast to no doctrines. Alan Watts
and Jean-Paul Sartre become my gurus. I begin meditating and start doing yoga
asanas from a book I find on our family bookshelves.
I have another strange, exotic experience: I enter my parents’ house and my
sister’s daughter is in the doorway. She looks at me and these beams of pure
light, of the most exquisite shade of light blue, shoot out of her eyes and into
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mine. It only lasts a moment – till she realises something out of the ordinary is up
– then she looks away.
I began to form a new respect for marijuana after seeing someone completely
lose it after smoking weed.
my sister, a pal of hers, me and the son of a family friend go camping in
hermanus. it’s a debauched holiday: we suspend a papsak of wine from
the tent roof on a rope for easy access, and smoke a pile of joints. next
thing, this dude starts leopard-crawling across the tent floor, yelling
blue murder. then he throws a heavy stone ashtray at my sister’s head,
which fortunately misses. by the time we calm him down, i’m thoroughly
rattled. what is this drug i’m messing with? my thoughts go on a whole
new tangent when we crawl into our sleeping bags and my sister’s
friend grabs my hand, puts it into her soaking wet panties. i’m clueless –
there are all these conversations among the boys at school about the
mystery of where the clitoris is located – so i just waggle my digits
around inside her, which seems to satisfy her somewhat.
I’m itching to lose my virginity but for now, kissing girls in hurried, furtive
grapples on dance floors is heady enough stuff. I meet a blonde and we make out,
but I never get to ‘first base’ as we can’t find a suitable spot. Parents aren’t keen
to let boys into their daughters’ bedrooms. She quits seeing me when she works
out that sex is all I’m after.

Irresistible stud, with biker jacket and ciggie
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I know I’m in with a chance when give I a girl a lift on my 50cc and she hugs me
just a little too tightly. I get lucky: she invites me into that secretive, mysterious
space: a girl’s room. My first shared orgasm is to Boston’s More Than a Feeling.
I stay up all night with one of my first girlfriends to watch Gerrie Coetzee take
the world heavyweight title, but the fight lasts less than one round. Even with the
replays, and even though Gerrie wins, it’s a crushing disappointment: we’ve all
these snacks and drinks prepared, and have barely started on them. One evening
I pick this girl up and whirl her around me. She doesn’t like it, and I stop when
she yells at me. I discover quickly that girls don’t like rough stuff. I’m so out of
touch with what girls are about!
We’re all heroes and cowards, brave in some situations, useless in others. I’m too
scared to admit that I didn’t know shit about women or how to go about having
sex with them. If I’d only asked one, but, as a ‘man’, I was supposed to know
these things. As for their hopes, dreams, and concerns: my interest in their lives
and beings is wholly centred upon getting into their panties. I’m nothing but a
charm offensive.
The poor girl I take to my matric dance hardly knows me. Our evening out
doesn’t last very long past the initial supper in our school hall. Somebody with a
bad sense of humour has told me that rum is the best kind of drink to take along.
After her parents come to fetch her, I take off with a bunch of mates, get well
tiddled and pass out on a beach somewhere along the peninsula.
Leaving school is an anti-climax of note. When all my stuff’s packed, I walk down
the gently sloping hills of my school grounds on my own, past the great hall
where I never took the stage to win a single award, and then through a couple of
Cape Town suburbs to the Pig & Whistle pub in Rondebosch, where some of my
chinas are busy celebrating. But I don’t last long – I’d rather be stoned – and head
home.
My post-school future is dictated by my matric results, which are shocking, and
don’t qualify me to enter university. This means I have to go to the army to
complete two years of ‘national service’. My call-up is for June. I resign myself to
this awful fate, as the alternatives are grim: I don’t want to go to jail, and don’t
know anybody overseas. I’m nogal30 going into the infantry, with no idea of what
this entails – I don’t have an older brother or cousin to tell me.
I spend the next six months doing three things: getting high, working at
Tygerberg Hospital, and running to get myself fitter – the one thing I DO know is
that you afkak31 in the army.

30

in addition to, as well

31

shit yourself, because you are pushed really hard physically
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There’s a jol near where we live called The Beat, run by an oriental DJ called Gee.
Here I meet a sweet, red-haired Afrikaans girl, and lose my virginity in the
upstairs bedroom of her parents’ Cape Dutch house. I ride home on my bike
feeling like a million bucks, and keep the used condom in a matchbox for months.

My call-up papers: even misfits are desirable cannon-fodder, provided they are white

Arthur’s parents give him a car, and we’re out almost every night till 3am getting
stoned. This becomes a problem for me at work. My mom wakes me at 5.30am to
catch the train into Parow, where the massive, hulking Tygerberg Hospital
squats.
My job in those pre-PowerPoint days is to cut numbers, letters and shapes from
coloured acetate with scalpels, which we paste onto clear acetate for the doctors;
they use them on overheads for their lectures. The table I cut on is at 45 degrees,
and pretty often my boss finds me with my cheek to the kindly slope, sound
asleep. I get fired, to my mother’s intense embarrassment.
The Big Bust happens just after Arthur and I score an arm from Crossroads. I
take my half home, and, as my parents aren’t due home for a few more hours, I
roll a joint, leave the arm open on my bed, and go out for a walk.
When I return consternation is evident. My folks are home early. My mom isn’t
‘allowed’ into my room, by my decree, but she’s bought me a shirt and gone into
my room to put it on my bed. When she sees my stash, she calls my dad, who,
having once been a cop, knows what dagga looks like. This isn’t just a joint or
two; it’s, like, a football-sized clump of weed.
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My pop is furious and throws the offensive football away. He’s so upset and
crapping all over me, but all I can think of is, ‘where is the zol?’ – I’ve paid a lot of
money for it. When I find out it’s in the bin, I try getting it out, but Dad physically
restrains me from doing so.
D the dopehead is unaware of how upsetting this Big Bust is to my folks. My
sister wakes me the next morning with the words ‘Dad’s having a heart attack’.
I’d gone out that night to smoke a lot of Arthur’s half of the arm; I tell her ‘you
deal with it’, and go back to sleep.
Sandy gets Dad to hospital in the nick of time. Half of his heart is dead, but the
old bugger is so fit that the other half keeps beating. He has a massive double
bypass, is in hospital for months, but pulls through in the end. He even takes up
running again, though his marathon days are over.
While in hospital the profligate son goes to visit his dad – on Mom’s insistence.
He asks me ‘do you know what you are doing, smoking marijuana?’ I tell him yes:
to prove it I will research what weed is about, thoroughly. And I do: I go to
libraries and consult journals and books and microfiches and come back with a
‘thesis’ on marijuana: the good, the bad and ugly sides of it (mostly the good side
of it).
Dad’s impressed, and at least I know more about the plant I smoke. I resolve to
give it up when I go to army, which, in retrospect, was a damn good idea. Being
straight in the weermag32 helps me get through one of the toughest times of my
life.
It’s time for the army to ‘make a man’ out of me. Or not.

32

South African Defence Force
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Chapter 4: National
Servitude
Morning Star
Wet and cold
Still two days’ journey
Thinking about a girl
And feeling blue
Old enough to know
She’ll not be waitin’ for me
But off with someone new
Hold me till it’s all over
And we hear that bugle sound
Hold me till I get sober
And that morning star goes down
Billy don’t you go
You know our days are passing
And we’ve nothing much to show
Drinking and a’ramblin’
Old drunken tales of Dublin
Dead soldiers in the snow
Hold me till it’s all over
And we hear that bugle sound
Hold me till I get sober
And that morning star goes down
Afrikaners were not a big deal in my life until I hit the army. The schools I
attended were mainly English; the Afrikaans pupils a minority. They had to
endure derogatory names the English kids derided them with, such as ‘crunchie’,
‘plank’ or ‘rock spider’.
Such names implied they lacked culture and finesse, attributes our forebears
supposedly brought along with them from good old England. This was highly
unlikely, as many of my forebears were in Africa because they were desperately
fleeing persecution on account of crime, nationality (Scots or Irish) or religious
beliefs. Most were poverty-stricken and hoping to strike it rich in the colonies –
hardly the cream of society.
The rivalry between the English and Afrikaans (which disappeared entirely
when blacks came into the equation) was generally good-natured, I felt, except
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when it came to rugby matches. When we played schools like Paul Roos, it was
terrifying. The planks took the game far more seriously than we did; even
barefoot, they towered over us, and ran ferociously into every skirmish. There
were rumours that they faced being caned if they lost. The fourth rugby team,
which I played in, never won a game against them. We never even came close to
winning. Sometimes our defeats ran into triple figures.
The Afrikaners began as a group of farmers surrounding the Cape. Their
language, based on Dutch, incorporated those the slaves brought with them to
the colony. The Afrikaners only needed civilization for a few things – like
gunpowder – and their renegade faction fucked off inland to escape the taxes and
laws imposed by the Dutch, and later, the English, as soon as they could. The
story of the Great Trek was endlessly repeated to us at school. The past belongs
to those who rule the present.
Their inland settlements, the then Orange Free State and Transvaal, were taken
over by the Brits when diamonds and gold were discovered there. Defeated in
the Boer Wars, oppressed by the English (though not nearly as badly as the
blacks) the Afrikaners clawed their way to power soon after the provinces
unified, and, in 1948, the National Party began to institute apartheid, formalising
the segregation and racism already abundantly present under English rule.
Afrikaans is the lingua franca of the South African Defence Force. As our train
pulls into Grahamstown station, our tormentors – die korporale33 – are already
barking the raw recruits into ragged lines … exclusively in Afrikaans. This is now
the language of the oppressor.
I’ve learned some Afrikaans as my second language at school, even won a prize
for ‘most improved pupil’. But what I’ve learned in English classrooms doesn’t
pass muster when it comes to actually understanding what these Afrikaans
corporals are screaming about. When they shout at us and I don’t understand, I
have to look about and see what the other troepe (troops) are doing, and do it
myself – pronto. Otherwise I’m in big shit. Not that they call us troepe for the first
six months. We are rowe34 or hondekak35.
We’re packed into Samils36 and taken from the station to the army base. It’s a
jerky, uncomfortable trip, as the driver is ensuring we got a ‘roof ride’. At the

33

the corporals

34

pronounced ‘ruva’, this means scabs (singular ‘roof’)

35

chicken shit

36

military transport trucks
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6SAI37 base we’re formed into lines on a tarred square, then taken to various
warehouses, kitted out with uniforms, and given balsaks38 to pack our gear into.

Not quite a man, not quite a boy. I've got no real idea of who I am yet ... or what I'm doing in the SADF

We’re then assigned into our platoons of roughly 30 boy-men, and have to run
with our balsaks to where we’ll live for the next six months. This particular form
of exercise, called balsak PT, is repeated many times during our basic training.
Our bungalows are long and thin, with a row of beds down each side of a central
isle. The floor’s deep red and has to be continually maintained, which requires
much polishing. We learn to polish the floor by standing on large, oval brushes
and rotating our hips.
My living space is a bunk, a steel closet and two metres of floor. My clothes,
towels, sheets and blankets have to be cleaned, arranged, folded and ironed in
very particular ways; there are regular inspections to see if all is how it’s meant
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6th South African Infantry
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kit or duffle bag
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to be. In our bungalow, I’m a rooinek39 alone in a sea of Afrikaans voices that I
can’t quite understand. It is an intensely lonely and depressing time.
Luckily, I don’t have much time to bemoan my fate: we’re seldom left to our own
devices. Sleep is a gift, taken gratefully. I learn to fall asleep almost immediately,
a gift I still possess. At any hour, the dreaded word ‘opstaan!’40 is shouted into
the hut by the dreaded korporale. We’re forced to dress in various parts of our
uniforms – sometimes just our shorts – and made to do all manner of exercises
inside and outside our huts. Hondekak!
The worst is rifle PT, where a physical training instructor or PTI forces us to hold
our weapons at strange angles to strengthen our arms. This is meant to improve
our aim. In ‘basics’ we learn how to shoot with a number of weapons, both our
own and our enemy’s, and we learn about camouflage. However, we learnt next
to nothing about bushcraft, living off the land, or tracking; this means that when
we get to the border war, we are all butt useless in the bush.
Our training takes place in the veld around Grahamstown. The terrain is scrubby
and filled with thorn bush, and as the new recruits pant and sweat their way
through the Eastern Cape dust, I keep my thoughts to myself, being urban and
English, and surrounded by Afrikaners from mostly rural backgrounds and small
towns like Uitenhage and Touwsrivier.
I get to know my place pretty fast. Being both short and thin, I stand no chance
against the larger troops I train with. There are the usual assholes who bully the
smaller guys and stick their hard-ons in your face. ‘Wil jy hom suig, Davey?’41 I’m
seldom punched, just pushed off my feet or taunted and humiliated, as I
represent no real threat.
Sometimes I stand my ground, even if retribution is forthcoming, which earns me
a modicum of respect, but I’m pretty low in the pecking order. Later the troops
discover that I’m widely read, so they can consult me on a number of topics, and
I’m used as a final authority on many issues of general knowledge.
The military method of ‘breaking down’ raw troops and then re-moulding them
has been the subject of many films and books. I never quite get why we’re
treated like shit – we haven’t been asked to lay down our lives and limbs – we’re
forced to be there, by law. You’d think our officers and the apartheid regime
would be grateful.

red neck: a term apparently derived from the English soldiers getting sunburn
on their necks during the Boer war
39

40

‘stand up!’

41

‘Do you want to suck it (my cock), Davey?’
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Our corporals are thankfully not allowed to strike us; their method of
humiliation is verbal. Physically we’re pushed to the limit, often with the
renowned phrase ‘sien jy daai boom?’42 Once the tree is pointed out, we have to
run around it, then return to our tormentor. If we aren’t fast enough, the exercise
is repeated. Sometimes we must bring a leaf back as proof of getting to the tree.

Camo is part of basics. It looks shite here, but it can be quite effective

We have to act as a unit. If one of the platoon members is slightly slow around a
tree, we all have to run again, and again, until that guy gets faster. There’s one big
fat dude who keeps making us run, and we hate him. Divide and conquer. Jesus,
do we hate this dude. He can’t make it over the obstacle courses; the corporals
push him until he has some sort of fit in front of us.
I’m never sure if he dies – a certain percentage of troops are dispensable – but
he’s longer part of our platoon after that. If he survives, he’s likely reclassified
‘G3’ and assigned to another part of the army – the chefs or the medics – support
troops who don’t have to be 100% fit, who aren’t put on the actual frontline.
A friend of mine from the West fakes being mad, to get out of the gruelling
training. He tells me afterwards that he really had to convince himself that he
was partly crazy, in order to put on a convincing show of insanity, and although
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‘Do you see that tree?’
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his ruse eventually succeeds, he almost doesn’t ‘come back’. For his pains, he
ends up in a cushy position for the rest of his two-year stint, close to home.
I choose to do a short intelligence course, in which I pick up some map and
compass reading skills. The intelligence instructors have black berets with a wolf
symbol attached to the front. Mine remains infantry green. Because of this
course, when we get to the border, I walk behind the rest of the platoon with the
lieutenant and radio operator, which possibly saves my life, or a limb.

Shooting a gun is one of the bigger thrills, after all the running around

When we’re left alone – for an hour or two before bedtime – I have two avenues
of escape. One is to bury myself in a book. I resolve to read as many of the
classics I can lay my hands on. I read everything from Dickens to Salinger to
Steinbeck. My other means of escape is my Walkman, upon which I replay a small
collection of cassettes ad nauseum. Some of my fellow troopies share their music
with the rest of the bungalow on tape-decks or boom boxes. Ironically, one of
their favourite artists is Bob Marley.
Marley was a source of inspiration for ZANLA’s guerrilla troops in the Rhodesian
bush war. He identified with the struggle conflicts, and was the only foreign
musician asked to perform at Zimbabwe’s independence celebrations, just three
years before I hit the army. The audience reaction to the reggae singer was so
overwhelming that the police panicked and fired teargas into the crowd.
Marley’s song Buffalo Soldier has just come out, and is a firm favourite among the
troepe. This song is about the negro troops who signed up to fight in the US
cavalry, in the Indian Wars 120 years before us. I’m guessing they had as much of
a clue about what they were fighting for as we did. Perhaps they did it for the
money. If you know your history, you know where you’re coming from.
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Being surrounded by Afrikaans, I finally learn to speak the language properly. I’m
never able to read it, but I can get by in conversations. Years later, some
Afrikaners help me when I’m in a deep spiritual crisis.
From the very start us troepe, who’ve been press-ganged into fighting for the
white regime, are subject to fascist propaganda lectures. Here we are informed,
with the aid of slides and overhead projectors, that South Africa is chock-full of
valuable minerals, which the communists covet dearly. The ANC and the enemy
we’ll soon be fighting – SWAPO43 – are, apparently, mere puppets dancing to
strings manipulated in Moscow. There’s a tiny shred of truth in this: our local
wars are part of the bigger Cold War, which ends roughly at the same time
apartheid does – as the 80s expire.
Over and over, a strange ‘fact’ is thrown at us: the commies and their proxies are
after our white women. They’re filled with a burning desire to rape our sisters,
wives, mothers and daughters. Best we stop these perverts at the borders of
South West Africa44, before they enter ‘our’ land. How long has this shibboleth
been around? I bet the Romans used it too: our women need our protection from
rapist foes (as long as they know their place when we get back home).
When marching we’re taught songs to inculcate the fascist ideology:
I wanna be a 6SAI ranger
I wanna live a life of danger
I’m wanna go to north Angola
I’m gonna kill that Sam Nujoma
Perhaps the army does make a man out of me. I later joke that because it made
my heart fitter and stronger, I’m able to ingest so many toxic substances without
dying.
After six months of basic training, I weigh a massive 55kg, a full 10% more than
previously. I do shit myself in basics, despite doing some running before I got to
the army. I have to hump my R445 rifle and webbing, full-length uniform and
boots across miles of burning hot veld, in drills like the ‘2.4’46.
Each and every troep has to be able to carry the heaviest guy in the platoon for a
distance of something like 50m. There’s a definite logic to this: if one of us is
injured in a firefight, you have to be able to carry that soldier out of enemy range.
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South West African People’s Army
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These days it’s called Namibia

45

A more evolved version of the Israel IMI Galil rifle

46

A 2.4km run.
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In a fireman’s lift, I’m somehow able to hump guys weighing up to 80kg, with all
their gear – and my gear – for this short distance.
At the end of every exercise routine, many of the troepe, myself included, have a
smoke break. We are ‘smoking fit’. I savour my ciggies. For five minutes or so, I
have my own little world-cloud. On guard duty, ‘gwaais’ are my only solace. We
do regular ‘chicken patrols’, where the troepe line up and scan sections of the
base for stompies. Woe betide if the korporaal behind you finds a stompie you
missed!
Troop number BG79407094, known as ‘Davey’, is not allowed to forget his
number. I still haven’t. Any transgression is instantly punished. If running
around until exhausted is not enough, there’s always the threat of DB (detention
barracks). As my days in the military pass, I’m forced to wear the orange overall
and red ‘doibie’47 of DB more than once.
My rifle never leaves my side. It’s not allowed to. It’s dismantled and put together
and cleaned and fired and cleaned and humped and dismantled again. We’re
taught a song so that we know very clearly what its function is. While singing it,
we move our hands from our weapons to our cocks.
This is my rifle, this is my gun
This is for fighting, this is for fun
Pass times, when we are allowed to go home, consist mostly of hitch-hiking back
to the Cape to where my buddies and parents live, but I do get to see some of
Grahamstown, as I know Don, who’s now a lecturer at Rhodes University, and I
stay with him and his wife Patch a couple of times. I even get to recite some of
my anguished teen poetry in the journ department’s recording studio, complete
with reverb and delays.
The Pinnocks are vegetarians, but they know I eat meat; they buy steak for me,
hand it to me at arm’s length. The food they make is so sumptuous that I don’t
need the steak, but I eat it anyway to be polite.
Once, while hanging out with them, I cycle through Rhodes on a bicycle, drooling
over what appears to be thousands of young, nubile female students lounging at
the pool and strolling in flimsy, revealing clothes to lectures. I resolve to attend
this institution as soon as I can.
I’m fit as fuck, at the peak of my sexuality, with no outlet other than my hand.
Once more I resort to boarding school tactics: the silent bedtime wank, furtive
toilet masturbation. What monsters keep horny young men from women their
own age? Answer: old men who know their juniors obey more, question less, die
readily for causes they cannot fathom.
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Hitchhiking back home to the West is fairly easy, as the white community
regards picking up roadside troepe as somewhat of a ‘plig’48. A lad in uniform is
usually picked up within a matter of hours. I become familiar with the coastal
road between Grahamstown and Somerset West over the next two years. If no
lifts are forthcoming, the police allow you to sleep over in jail. I sleep over in
Knysna with some genuine hippies once, deep in the forest.
I get some hairy lifts. One is in an 18-wheeler, just before the Nature’s Valley
Pass. Back then there’s no Bloukrans Bridge, so the truck has to engage ‘donkey
gear’ to get up out of the pass. It’s a painful process: it feels like the truck is
literally winching itself up the hills. I’m sharing the small space behind the
driver’s seat with a dead buck, a roadkill the driver’s taking home for supper,
which stinks real awful.
Another driver’s a show-off, takes me down the same pass in a Mustang at top
speed, hooter blaring around each corner – he’s not keeping to his lane much of
the time. It’s one of those trips where I just decide that I might as well enjoy it,
because if I worry, it’ll spoil the fun, and it won’t help, in any case. Who wants to
die terrified?
I catch a lift in a red Ford bakkie49 with a fat, middle-aged farmer who fancies
me. I grow suspicious when we stop to pee and he can’t stop looking at my dick;
he asked me to drive, and I foolishly assent. While I’m driving he says he’s ‘tired’,
lies down, puts his head on my lap and his hand between my legs up into my
crotch. His audacity and his hand on my balls turn me on, but he’s gross: he’s
twice my age and weight.
I pull over and make him drive again. He keeps trying to persuade me to have sex
with him, tells me how Alexander the Great was gay, etc, etc, but I refuse, and
eventually he drops me at the side of the road in disgust and disappointment.
The incident, and how it may have otherwise panned out, replays in my mind
endlessly, as I’m still practically a virgin, and have plenty of doubts about my
nascent sexuality. It takes me years to release my self-blame and anger, and to
forgive the old pervert.
Somewhere around this time my best friend Arthur introduces me to a mate of
his called Janus. He’s a tubby fellow with a large mop of hair, and the naughtiest
bugger you can imagine, with a big laugh and eyes that crinkle up when he
flashes his irrepressible smile. He loves smoking dope, will do anything to get
into a girl’s pants, and is at that stage a compulsive liar, though not a terribly
consummate one.
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pick-up truck
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Status symbols mean a lot to Janus, as he hails from Sea Point, playground of the
rich. He buys a Mercedes that’s one up on his father’s model, and asks us to come
around to check it out. When Arthur and I duly arrive, he sits us in the car, in his
father’s garage. When we ask if we could get going for a drive in this fancy
machine, he regretfully informs us that he’s spent all his money on it … and can’t
afford to buy petrol! It does, however, have a cool sound system, so we smoke a
joint and chill out on the vibes. He sells the Merc soon after.

The reluctant defender of a minority's morals and precarious existence in the face of 'Red' insurgency

Janus can play music, having had some formal music training. He’s got an electric
guitar and an amp, regales us with covers and a couple of his own tunes. The idea
of forming a band begins to slowly coalesce among us, and I resolve to take a
guitar up to ‘the border’ with me and get to learn music, so I can join the ranks of
those mythical things called ‘bands’, that appear exempt from the drudgery and
rules most people live by.
I purchase a nylon-string guitar and my father builds a wooden box for it,
complete with a brass handle. This box travels on the back of several trucks,
along with our balsaks, to many sectors of the border.
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Chapter 5: The
Border War
That there must be struggle is not to be doubted. With which weapons if
fought remains the question; and who shall fight whom, and over which
ground. For the poor of one tribe to slaughter the poor of the other, all
in the name of a blood-soaked field in which the rich would happily bury
them both at the precise moment it became profitable to do so: this is
no fitting memorial to the landless of the past. One, perhaps, which is
yet to be written; with a more brotherly ending and a deal less horror.
– Star of the Sea, Joseph O’Connor, p388, 2002 (Secker & Warburg)

We’ve been repeatedly told by our officers that we’re going to be shipped out.
After six months of basic training, we’re ‘ready’ for war. The 6SAI rowe are taken
by truck to Port Elizabeth, where a massive ‘flossie’50 flies us up to Ondangwa to
fight in the Namibian war. From there we’re taken to Oshakati; I spend the next
18 months in and around military bases such as Oshikango and Eenhana, in the
central area of northern Ovamboland.
when you get off the plane in ‘Nam’ the heat hits you like you’ve walked
into a wall. your uniform and boots fill with sweat immediately.

Sector 10 is where I walk patrol and risk my life, for a war being waged for reasons I'm clueless about

Those in infantry have a dog’s life. Most of our time is spent walking patrol, or
driving around in Buffels51; the rest is recuperation in ugly, bleak bases: tents

50

Hercules C-130 transport plane

51

armoured, mine-proof troop transports
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surrounded by an earthen wall. The Ovamboland terrain is flat and sandy, with
small trees that obscure vision beyond 50m. There are no rocks or rivers. Every
now and then you come across a kraal in the middle of nowhere, or a kuka52. And
that’s it.
rainy season. we walk through kilometres of shallow water. my socks
are stinking things; my feet are wrinkled like an elephant’s. i trip and
fall over. my rucksack is so heavy i can’t stand up by myself. two guys
pull me up. when we rest, we lean against trees, then help each other up.
we walk between 15 and 40km a day, carrying between 30 and 40kg of
food, water, weapons and ammunition. we look for tracks and never
find any. we are chasing ghosts. i really want to kill someone, for
putting me through this. when we rest, i read sartre, camus and
hemingway, and dream of running with the bulls at pamplona.
The border war, like most wars, is all about nothing happening. Hurry up and
wait. A good deal of our casualties result from our own troops.

A Buffel can withstand hitting a mine, but it’s still not idiot-proof

we’re sitting on the back of a buffel. 10 boy-men strapped in, in case we
hit a landmine. one guy is fucking around with an ak-47. he drops it and
the entire magazine empties into the roofless metal cage. 30 bullets or
so, flying and bouncing off the steel, among ten bodies. no-one even gets
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small shop
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a scratch. the guy with the smoking gun looks around nervously,
grinning. fucker!
And then, when you least expect it, something does happen.
we stop for coffee while on patrol. we get hit by fire. the bullets make a
cracking sound as they go past, faster than the speed of sound. i prepare
to fire a mortar round in the direction of the firing. my buddy looks up
just before he drops the mortar into the pipe. a tree blocks the route of
the round. we tilt the pipe back and fire, until all the bombs are gone.
we fire so close to our own troops that our guys think the bombs come
from the enemy. everyone empties their magazines. we hit nothing. we
have to be restocked with ammo by helicopter. when we scan the area
we fired into; we find a village just beyond it.

Uneasy bedfellows: Hemingway and Sarte are my favourite authors in the bush

We have no idea what we’re doing in this country. Supposedly, we are fighting
for democracy. We’re told about the ‘hearts and minds’ campaign, to win the
locals over to our side. But we seldom see them; when we do, they’re terrified of
us.
i’m standing guard over a suspected terr. he is shivering, so scared he
pisses in his pants. skinny legs, ragged shorts. i give him a smoke. he
smokes. we hand him over to the koevoet, merciless killers. i never find
out what happens to him.
we arrive at a kraal in our vehicles, smashing through the sapling thorn
walls without concern. we raid the kraals, steal the chickens, as usual.
there are never any people at the kraals, except really old men and
women, and tiny children. the rest have been taken away to be used as
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soldiers, by one side or the other. the young women are easy pickings.
you don’t see them, ever.
we find a young boy, probably five years old. we put him on top of a
wooden pole held up by two other poles, the gate to the kraal. he is ten
to fifteen foot off the ground. balancing, shitting himself. we push at him
from the top of our tall buffel vehicle, with rifles. where is swapo? where
are our enemies? why can we never find the fuckers? he cries and 30
boy-men laugh at his fear. he knows nothing. if he told us anything
about swapo, they would come back and kill him. we just do it because
we are bored.
Now and then we run into professional soldiers: Koevoet, recces, mercenaries.
We’re in awe of them, and of our enemies, the Swapo troops. These guys are
committed. They can live in the bush. We wouldn’t know which way to walk, or
how to find food. We’re told that if we got lost, to stay put and wait for help. On
patrol I follow a compass reading and count my footsteps to determine the
distance covered. The blind leading the clueless cannon fodder.

When you’ve been disobedient, you have to carry a mortar or machine-gun on patrol

lootenant light pulls out the pin of a grenade and drops it among the 30
of us. we are standing on a shooting range, with a wall of earth a few
yards from us. we freeze for a second, then run for the wall and dive
over it. the grenade explodes. he tells us this is to sharpen our reactions,
to make us alert.
Light is about seven foot tall. His height increases when he wears his huge
rucksack, which sticks up another foot above his head. He’s a mercenary from
England; his trademark is to wear a white shirt and direct our fire at him during
manoeuvres. ‘closer! why is no one firing here?’
unlike the rest of us, he loves looking for action. he makes us walk extra
kilometres if he thinks we can find those elusive guys called terrorists.
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you learn to go past the barrier where you think you can’t walk
anymore. then the next one. i never hit the third.
one day he does find us some action. we walk into an area where
terrorists have been seen. i can feel their eyes on us as dusk approaches.
but we never see any live terrs, only dead ones. we don’t belong here. we
know nothing about the bush. we camp down for the night. next
morning some of the units go out looking for the terrs. suddenly there
are bullets everywhere. we’ve found the terrs at the same time as
another group of soldiers. they are shooting at us. a mate looks at me
while we lie behind our rucksacks. i smile. he looks away.
light stands up in the fire-fight and walks toward the other group. they
stop firing. He’s not even wearing his white shirt.
we find the bodies of two dead terrs. where the high velocity bullets hit
them, their bodies are torn like pieces of cardboard; stress lines from
the bullets cross their bodies. we puzzle and pore and grope over the
dead bodies. there is fascination about seeing a black man’s dead penis.
one guy died pulling a zap sign with his fingers. fuck you, fascists!
The only thing that keeps me sane is that I learn how to play the guitar. There’s
something to look forward to when I get back to base! A couple of us strum
together, and I learn some basic chords and standard tunes like House of the
Rising Sun and Neil Young’s Helpless from these guys. The one artist everybody is
listening to is (Adrian) Rodriguez, a musician nobody knows anything about;
many believe he’s dead. I learn how to sing Sugar Man.
Sugar Man, won’t you hurry, ‘cos I’m tired of these dreams

The flesh mag of the era keeps the troops entertained

Otherwise, I’m incredibly lonely, and bored out of my mind. I don’t even have
porn: the best I can hope for is a borrowed centrefold from Scope magazine.
Married guys get teased by their mates: ‘Jou vrou sweet in die arms van ‘n ander
man’53. She isn’t waiting for you.

53

‘Your woman is sweating in the arms of another man’ – she is being unfaithful
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lots of married guys get into guys up on the border. They can’t wait
either. we are on patrol, sleeping in the bush. when my guard shift is
finished, i go over to wake the next guy. the two buddies are busy
jerking each other off. they freeze when they hear me. i tell them it is
time for guard duty and move off.
the heat here makes you incredibly horny. but you are never alone.
sometimes i wank on the communal long-drops, above the stinking shit
and clouds of blue-green flies. i wank on the top of the guard tower. in
my sleeping bag. i never know if i’ll be disturbed. sometimes i don’t care.
Oh, the heat. Oh, the boredom. The flat, featureless Ovamboland bush. The
tedium of a war we don’t understand, couldn’t care less about. To this day, when
I smell diesel I get flashbacks of sitting in a Buffel, waiting to go on patrol.
we are due to collect water from a kraal. an earlier patrol had seen
some young men with dreadlocks, but our looty sends us to get water
anyway.
i’m busy chopping up a watermelon with my bowie knife. there’s a
whooshing sound: an RPG54 round fired at us. then the air is full of the
sounds of gunfire and explosions. i fall down, throw off my rucksack.
start firing. my gun jams. I clear the breech, put on another magazine,
fire into a kraal wall of thorns. the firing continues, then stops.
one of us is screaming. we gather round. a corporal has had the back of
his calf blown off. he writhes and screams, unceasingly. his screams are
hideous. the medic puts a drip in his arm, shoots him full of morphine.
the looty, panicking, trips over the drip-line on his way to the radio. he
calls in the heavies. choppers come to fetch our wounded. we hear later
the koevoet found and killed one of our mysterious enemies.
we lie against our rucksacks, talk at the top of our voices, as fast as we
can. telling our personal tales. smoking. making sense of the madness.
exhilarated, alive.
In the middle of this crazy existence, we’re sent down on passes, back to South
Africa. The Flossie lands with difficulty in windy Port Elizabeth. A Samil takes us
to Grahamstown. Then I hitch to Somerset West.
I try to find a girlfriend, but the fairer sex shies clear of me. I take a fancy to one
girl and write her impassioned letters. Arthur tells me I’m wearing my heart on
my sleeve. She never writes back. The only girl I have sex with is a ‘steekbees’ 55
Janus introduces me to. She’s had sex with her father and brothers since she was
a tot, and it’s bent her mind. She’s so horny that her father locks her in her room
to keep her away from boys. Janus tells me that he visits at night and sticks his
cock through the burglar bars for a blow.
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Anti-tank rocket, fired over the shoulder
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a woman who will shag anything
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when you go on leave, you fly back to another world, but you don’t
belong there either. i spend my leave sitting in bars, perving at women,
stoned and pissed off my tits. what do you say to a woman? that you’ve
been carrying a mortar pipe for the last six months? sometimes it’s
more terrifying at home than on the border.

Chasing ghosts: day in, day out. I never actually see a live terr

Ironically, it’s a time that I relate well to my dad, who fought in the bush war in
Rhodesia. He thought it was a good idea for me to go to the army. We swap war
stories and we male bond. We never quite bond like that again.
i’m sitting on a trap-line on the border between angola and south west
africa. there are claymores set between the groups of boy-men. the line
goes on for kilometres; koevoet is supposed to drive the terrs into our
trap-line. we run out of smokes. we spend the next week digging up our
stompies and smoking those. then we smoke leaves. then nothing.
in the early hours of morning, while i am on guard, i hear two shots.
next day we hear one of our own was killed by his pal. he went for a piss
and failed to respond when his buddy called out to him as he returned.
when we get back to base, a church service is held for the dead guy. he
did his duty, etc. i hear later his buddy went mad with guilt.
claymores are plastic explosives with ball-bearings embedded in them.
you hit a tripwire and it takes off your legs. a wounded enemy is better
than a dead one – his mates have to carry him. when we drive down the
kaplyn56 at the end of the operation there are cows with their legs
blown off. their bellies are swollen and the stumps of their legs stick out
at right angles. kilometres of dead cows and donkeys.

56

the border between Angola and South West Africa, cleared of brush
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We go far up into Angola once, with jets flying above us, armoured vehicles
passing us, into a real, conventional war situation. Operation Askari. When we
camp out we can hear rockets being fired, endlessly. I got a tiny inkling of the
terror the soldiers must have endured in the world wars. Bullets are terrifying,
but bombs are even more impersonal; nothing protects you from them but luck.
They can hit you from miles away. Explosions shake your world, turn your
nerves to jelly.

Ovamboland is sandy, flat and generally featureless, aside from the odd kraal or kuka

Somebody shoots and slaughters a goat while we wait in the bush: I’m amazed at
how much blood and guts the process entails. There is sweet fuckall in Angola:
every building is razed, blasted by bullets, covered in Unita57 graffiti. We do see a
river, though, and a small mountain, both of which elicit cheers from the troepe,
after months of not seeing such natural features.
in angola we leave the road and drive next to it. never leave the road.
the buffel in front of us hits a landmine. the explosion lifts the heavy
armoured vehicle five or six metres into the air, in slow lazy
somersaults. everyone is strapped in, and there are no injuries, except
for a captain whose hand was on the side of the vehicle when they hit
the mine. he loses a finger.
As my two years come to a close, I grow an ouman58 moustache to show I’m close
to finishing my national servitude. We concoct wild fantasies of what we’ll do

União Nacional para a Independência Total de Angola (The National Union for
the Total Independence of Angola)
57

Only permanent soldiers and conscripted troops with six months or less of
service left are allowed to grow moustaches
58
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when we leave: what alcohol we’ll buy; how many girls we’ll have sex with. I
become more disobedient. What the fuck are we doing in this place?
captain pelser is doing an inspection. we stand next to our beds, with
our sparkling clean guns and carefully folded blankets and sheets. he
comes to stand right in front of me. i look directly into his eyes and
smile. he freaks. i have undermined everything he stands for, his
authority, the meaning of all this crap: us fighting to protect our women
from rapists and communists, etc. i can’t remember my punishment.
I even defy my korporaal.
the water here is so siff59 that if you aren’t used to it, you can die. my
stomach is so immune to it that once, before going out for patrol, i drink
about five litres of washing up water, with added salt. three hundred
people have washed their steel varkpans in that water, but i can’t puke.
i go to the looty and tell him i am sick and he laughs. i walk patrol with
a full stomach of soapy water and salt.
some guys collect water from a stinking well. when the lads filling our
bottles return, my bottle is missing. it has a dagga leaf carved into the
plastic lid. the corporal says, find another bottle. i refuse. i defy him. i
threaten to fight with him, tell him I’ll fuck him up. ‘met daai din
armpies?’60 he throws back at me. but he is humiliated in front of his
troops. i get the bottle back. when we get back to base he puts a
sandbag on my neck and i am forced to leopard-crawl61 around the
base for hours in the blazing sun. his name was corporal human. what
an animal.
When it’s finally time to klaar out62, I’m forced to endure another few weeks in
Grahamstown, as I had gone Awol63 a couple of times and came back late from
passes. Everybody fucks off and I’m left in base. During this time, I actually
become friends with some of the guys I’ve spent two years with, in close
proximity, whom I’ve never spoken to; our guard’s down, we know we won’t see
each other again. For the first time, I smoke dagga in the army and enjoy it.
Previous attempts were filled with paranoia.
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dirty
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‘With those thin arms?’
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crawl on your elbows, belly to the ground, as if under fire
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be discharged, leave the army
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Absent Without Official Leave
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By completing my ‘national service’ I finally have enough points to get into
university. One thing’s very clear in my mind when I walk out of 6SAI base: I’m
not going back to the army to do ‘camps’64. To stay out of camps I have to study
hard, and pass with good marks. I am utterly determined to do so.

'This is my rifle, this is my gun.' The R4 that never leaves my side

After doing two years of ‘national service’, troops had to do a further month to
three months of ‘service’ each year. These were known as camps
64
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Chapter 6: Interlude
At fourteen or fifteen, I decided to earn my living, when I grew up,
playing drums made from wooden beer kegs and leading a group called
Keg Brando and His Kegliners. We organized a little band, but it didn't
last long and didn't make any money – Marlon Brando
After my all-male boarding school and the army, I’m sick to my guts of hanging
around with males. When I overcome my fear of women, I realize that I far prefer
their company. They compete less, and there’s something ugly that happens
when men are together in groups, especially when they start talking about
women.

Imagine classifying someone by their looks or their height ...

From reading Sebastian Faulks’ Birdsong about World War I, I know that my war
experiences were nothing compared to the living hell those soldiers endured. But
people react differently to stressful situations. Some collapse under duress;
others become heroes. There is no debriefing for us troepe after the army: we go
straight back to civilian life, filled with our battle shocks and scars.
Psychiatrist Bessel van der Kolk believes that if kids don’t get a deep-seated
feeling of safety in their first few years, they are permanently on edge, ready for
fight, flight or shut-down – and the slightest trigger can set off impulsive and
aggressive actions. They are far less able to handle traumatic events later in their
lives. If Bessel is right, and I was already on edge, the border war may have
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screwed me up even more than some of my fellow troops. But the violence and
madness the war engendered in me takes years to emerge.
When I klaar out of the army I’m determined to analyse and repair myself; it’s
one of the main reasons why I decide to study psychology at varsity. More than
ever, I’m filled with anger, alienation, and fears about fitting in, about my
sexuality, about what my life’s purpose is. But what I have learnt is that I have a
very strong will to survive; this part of me digs its heels in firmly when
confronted with danger (I’m still here, all these years later, writing this book).
I still have six months before I go to Rhodes, so it’s the ideal time to start a band.
Janus has the songs; Arthur has a drum kit; all I have to do is buy a bass guitar.
It’s a tough decision, as I have some ‘danger pay’ saved up from the border, and I
really want to go and run with the bulls in Pamplona, Spain, after reading a slew
of Hemingway books. I don’t, however, have enough cash for both the trip and
the music gear.

It's a crap bass guitar, but the amplifier is excellent and is still working perfectly when I sell it decades
later. The sandals are definitively dumped in my later punk era, possibly even ritually burned

Spain on my own seems quite a lonely prospect, and playing music is very
exciting, so it’s a no-brainer: I drive into Cape Town and buy a McCartney-style
bass guitar and an amp. Every few weeks I go for lessons at a jazz school in Cape
Town, where I learn a few licks and the blues scale. I drive my folks nuts until we
realise there’s a headphone socket on my amp. The band Nirvana (we were the
first Nirvana!) is born.
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You gotta roll it up, roll it up, roll it in a bundle
You gotta smoke it up, smoke it up, smoke it till you tumble
Our philosophy is simple: look deep inside yourself, put materialism behind you,
take mind-expanding drugs, love your fellow man. Listening to us is sure to bring
about transformation.
Practices begin at a flat Janus is renting, but noise soon becomes a problem, so
we switch to practising in my parents’ garage. Fuck, what a feeling, to create loud
music together! The ultimate high. It’s cerebral, but also visceral; conscious, and
unconscious. What power, what release, in electronic music! Yet, as a bassist, one
also has to hold back, fit with, enhance, sustain. I’m so elated. I’ve found an outlet
for my expression and frustration.
Our rehearsals are really fucking loud. One day we opt to practise on the lawn,
blasting our crude rock music down the hill into the valley below. We stop for a
breather, and we’ve just finished a joint, when a huge black man in a suit comes
walking down the driveway towards us. When I ask who he is, he replies calmly:
‘We’re the fuzz, man …’ Seriously. He informs us that a resident who lives
kilometres away has complained about the noise. The fuzz must have had fun
finding us. We stop practising outside.
Playing in a band is like buying a lottery ticket: you could be the next big thing;
you could record a song that goes to Number One and sells millions. You are part
of a music-playing fraternity, with its own laws and codes and language. There’s
endless stuff to learn about: the gear one can buy, the styles one can emulate,
how to dress and move.
But, as in most careers, only the hardest workers get to climb the ladder of
success. I put in an hour or two of practice a day: to get to the top, you probably
need to do eight or more hours a day. Most famous musicians grow up in musical
families, and ‘speak’ music like their first language. I’m just starting out with
music, and I don’t know this stuff, but it doesn’t matter: I love it, and that’s
enough. Musicians in rock/punk bands don’t need to excel on their instruments,
anyway. You just need gees65.
We go to a concert in Strand and the band knows Janus. They allow us onstage
during sound-check. I play a few notes through a huge bass amp that vibrates the
whole segment of the stage that I’m standing on, and my legs pulsate. I don’t just
hear the music – I FEEL it. After that, I can’t wait to get on a big stage and play to
a decent-sized audience.
I land a job as a waiter at a large Stellenbosch steakhouse, which the waiters dub
‘the cattle kraal’, as it’s situated near the varsity sports grounds. When a
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spirit, balls
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tournament finishes, hundreds of hungry, drunk spectators descend on the
steakhouse for food.
In these periods, absolute chaos reigns; food is dropped, put back on the grill,
then back onto the plates; waiters fall in the slippery mess between the kitchen
and the front of shop; the guy in the making section sighs, folds forward over the
counter and gives up, and the backlog of orders mounts sky-high.
I learn to take orders in double-quick time, all in my head, from tables of eight
people. If a patron dithers over what to eat or drink, I decide for them: ‘You’re
having the cheeseburger? Good.’ I pick up people skills, memory skills, how to
carry two plates filled with food in one hand, how to schmooze for bigger tips.
It’s the first job from which I don’t get fired.
In calm periods, it’s a great place to work: many of my fellow waiters are art
students at Stellenbosch university. They smoke dope and even take acid. Some
stay in digs on farms up in Helshoogte Pass, a beautiful mountain road where I
have my first acid trips. I remember walking down the pass at midnight, tripping
balls, ‘balancing’ on the white line in the centre of the road, with my arms held
out like wings. After the hell of the border war, life as a ‘civvy’ is an absolute gas.
One of my student friends decides it’s time to stop running from the military;
they’ve been chasing him for years. Hertzog psyches himself up, gets on a train
and goes to the army base designated in his latest call-up papers. When he
arrives, he’s asked if he has ever used drugs. ‘Yes, I’ve done LSD for years, but I
won’t take any while I’m in the army,’ he replies earnestly. They decide he’s too
much of a risk, and send him jubilantly home.
Late one night Arthur and I are almost caught smoking dope by the police. We’re
parked outside my parents’ house and have just lit a joint when the pigs pull up
next to us. Luckily the wind is blowing away from them, so I keep the
smouldering joint in plain view, hoping they’ll think it’s a cigarette. They ask
what we’re doing, and I tell them that we live here. They ask the address: when I
tell them what it is, they drive off. Phew! We carry on smoking.
I begin meeting and dating Stellenbosch students. One is a redhead who I give
head to in a car. Somehow, she lifts her legs up round my neck, and, as we’re
parked outside my parents’ house, I’m able to see the view of False Bay while I
dive into her crimson bush. Afterwards, I keep phoning her, but she keeps
avoiding me. I think I was trying too hard. Or perhaps my tongue technique was
below par.
Another girl I meet is a slightly overweight blonde. For some reason, I’m
determined to shag her doggy style, like I’ve seen in porn movies. She’s worried
that her ass will look even fatter when she’s down on all fours, but I insist
anyway. I’m not what you’d call a sensitive guy at this stage.
I pick up a coloured prostitute at the side of the road. On our way to finding a
secluded spot, she says she’s cold, so I lend her my jersey. After I have paid her

89

and she has drawn the poison of my loneliness, I take her back to where I found
her walking. She gets out of the car with my jersey on. I holler after her and she
runs away. I think of pursuing her, but then I think, what am I going to do if I
catch her, wrestle my garment back from her?

My best schoolmate and the drummer of Nirvana, Arthur, relaxing between practices for my 21st gig, up in
Helshoogte Pass

Arthur is also working as a waiter in Stellenbosch. He’s been at it longer than me
and worked his way up to being a manager. One of his duties is driving the staff
back to Somerset West. One night we get a bit too high and take a corner on two
wheels. When the staff alight from the kombi they aren’t interested in Arthur’s
apologies, and slink off silently, ashen-faced into the night.
Arthur and I hang out a lot. We never tire of chatting about the meaning of life.
We call it ‘getting philo-sausage-ical’. Peter Hammill is our hero, but we also dig
prog-rock bands like Yes, Genesis and King Crimson. Google has never told me
where these lyrics come from, but they’ll be with me till I die:
Well Jesus, he lived on Paradise Road, I went to see him so
He was sitting on a ball, rolling a joint, waiting for the moon
Our favourite pastime becomes getting high, then visiting restaurants, where we
order a pizza to share, with the following toppings: bacon, banana, shrimps,
mushroom, green pepper and anchovies. Styling, man. We fantasise about
becoming rally-car drivers: what a team we’ll be. Life stretches out before us.
We’re gonna grab it by the balls.
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One of my first relationships is with an older woman who I meet in rather
strange circumstances. Arthur and I are driving down a road in the West and see
this ‘hot number’ in a car in front of us. We flash our lights at her and wave as we
overtake, and lo and behold, she signals back at us with her lights. When we pull
over at a garage, so does she. She’s in her 30s, gorgeous, power-dressed like an
executive, with false nails, a pink frock, styled hair.
Anne is keen to drink some beer and smoke some weed with us, so we buy ales
and head off into a plot speckled with gum trees. We chat a bit, drink the beers,
smoke a spliff, then Arthur volunteers to get some more drinks. As soon as he
drives off, Anne and I get into snogging, then shagging in her car. A vagrant keeps
coming to peer in through the windows at my naked, moving butt; I keep
shouting at him to bugger off.
For weeks, Anne and I drive off down back roads and have sex wherever we can
find secluded spaces: next to rivers, in the trees behind beaches, in her car. She
blows me while I drive along the coast road. She doesn’t want to take me to her
home though, for some strange reason. She’s got an even darker tan than me,
which arouses the suspicion of my parents, but she explains that she’s of Italian
descent.
One day I find Anne’s ID in the cubbyhole of her car, which reveals she’s
classified as ‘coloured’. I’m mightily upset, not because she’s not white, but
because she’s lied to me. Or so I tell myself. What else is she lying about? How
can I trust her? There are tears … and pretty soon, we break up. She then begins
a (far longer) relationship with Arthur, who offers a sympathetic shoulder while
she grieves over losing me.
It’s hard to know now how much of a racist I was at that stage of my life; I was
unaware of so many things. I certainly didn’t go out of my way to get to know
people of different class and colour, but then, I didn’t feel the need to – my little
white world sufficed. It would have been great to piss off my folks by dating
someone who wasn’t white, though!
As 1984 draws to a close, we decide that my 21st will be the perfect occasion for
Nirvana’s first gig. The band withdraws into the hills of Helshoogte Pass, where
we rehearse night and day in a tiny student digs. The only furniture in the room
is a pinball machine; otherwise, it’s just band gear and our mattresses.
Arthur pushes Janus and me to ever-greater heights of perfection on the songs.
We get blisters. We resort to dipping our fingers in methylated spirits. We grow
calluses. We get up early and swim in a farm dam. Very 60s, very rock ‘n roll.
And, just like that era, downright sexist:
If you don’t wanna fuck me, well fuck off!
On the evening of my 21st my parents decide to leave the house to us and drive
off to eat out. Our house has three levels; the top level is a natural stage, upon
which Nirvana debuts. The second level is the dance floor; refreshments are on
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the bottom level. My guests, mostly Stellenbosch students, arrive, and the band
gets ready to play.

The original Nirvana. Unlike the grunge outfit, we're destined for obscurity. Janus on vocals and guitar

I’m so nervous, and so keen to make a good impression, that the first thing I ever
do onstage is break the E string on my bass guitar! Luckily, I have a spare, and as
soon as the string is replaced, the gig resumes. We play quite well, and get some
good feedback. In the audience is a guy called Graeme.
‘Hey man, that was a great gig!’
‘Wow, thanks man! Where you from?’
‘I’m at Rhodes, I’m just visiting a friend in Stellies.’
‘Dude! I’m coming to Rhodes next year!’
‘We must hook up then. I’m gonna form a band there.’
‘Izzit? What do you play?’
‘Sax and squashbox … you know, accordion. And a bit of keyboards.’
‘For sure, man!’
I’m so stoked! I’ve already made a connection. And there’s something intriguing
about Graeme. His eyes are laughing, almost mocking, like he knows stuff that
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most people don’t. And he has a hint of danger about him, as if he’s willing to
push some boundaries.
My parents come home to see if the party is over, but they’re in for a rude shock.
By the time they get there, most of my mates are pretty inebriated and/or
tripping. When my father tries to get a snack (which HE paid for) he’s shoved
away by a dude wearing my old judo belt tied around his head (‘I need
something to hold my brains together, Derek.’) In the garden, my folks stumble
over a couple having sex. They decide it’s better that they leave and sleep
elsewhere.
It’s the only gig Nirvana ever plays, except for one disastrous gig where we play
for the coloured merts, out in the bush. We hire a generator, but it blows the
fuses on our amps straight off. Arthur tries to compensate by playing a drum
solo, but the crowd of drug dealers soon drifts off.
Soon after that, I pack my bags and drive up to Grahamstown – this time to
Rhodes University.
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Chapter 7: Undergrad,
underground
Assumptions
While controlled vacuum sponsors picnicked
Their favourite bureaucracy endorsed
Missiles to ensure alleged arsonists
Were cancelled from acknowledgement
Back home, behind diarrhoea restaurants
Superintendents of saleable doctrine
Were persuaded into negotiating
A conferred resettlement with philosophers
Elsewhere, controlled circuit heroes
Were harassed by fiery sergeants
And persuaded into filling cemeteries
With inferred perpetuators of poverty
On a couple of hitchhiking trips from the West back to Grahamstown, while I was
still in the army, I had not quite made it all the way there, and slept over in Port
Elizabeth. While in the windy city I had had a few jols with some arbitrary people
I met there.
On one occasion I had met a young blonde at a beach party, and persuaded her,
after a few kisses, to give me a hand-job. The poor lass had obviously been
sleeping in biology class, because when I ejaculated on her hand she got such a
fright that she ran off down the beach, and I never saw her again.
On a separate sleepover – or was it the same one? – I met a guy named Lloyd,
with whom I shared a few beers and joints. I seem to recall that he offered me
some weed to purchase, but I didn’t trust him, and declined. I don’t know why,
but as a dope smoker I had to go with my intuition.
When I drive into Rhodes and find Jan Smuts House – my residence for the year –
I haven’t been there for more than a couple of hours when who should knock on
my door, but this same guy, Lloyd.
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He tells me straight off that he works for the Special Branch66, that he wants me
to spy on the student left-wing organisations. In return for information on who’s
doing and saying what and where, I’ll get a car, free university, and won’t have to
do army camps.
I’m politically naive, and know nothing about the Special Branch at the time, but
his offer doesn’t tempt me, as I’ve already been given my parents’ lime-green
Passat – and my folks are paying for my undergrad studies. As for the army
camps, well, I’ve got a whole degree of three years ahead of me, and possible
postgrad studies after that; as long as I keep studying, I don’t have to do camps,
so there’s no immediate pressure there.

My folks give me their old Passat, which I proceed to rapidly destroy through sheer neglect. I paint a shark
on the back to piss off Christians

Also, I fucking hate the system, and I don’t trust Lloyd. He gives me a phone
number, and says that if I’m keen to take him up on his offer, I should give him a
call. I never phone him.
One student organisation Special Branch is interested in is the National Union of
South African Students (Nusas), which has just formed an alliance with the

The Special Branch unit of the South African harassed anti-apartheid groups
mercilessly; at universities, they were renowned for infiltrating these groups
with informers.
66
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United Democratic Front67, and is becoming ever more radical in its antiapartheid stance. I go to a couple of Nusas meetings in my first year, but I can’t
get into the vibe; there are endless meetings, endless raising, seconding and
passing of motions. Serious, boring stuff. This is not what I came to varsity for.
Lloyd also mentions Rhodeo, the student newspaper. I’m about to start a
journalism degree, so I’m dead keen on joining Rhodeo, and do so shortly after
meeting him. Inadvertently, Lloyd’s visit may have pushed me faster towards a
sector of students that I would likely have hung out with anyway, as many of the
lefties are also artists and dope-smokers.
Once more I’m in a place named after Cecil John Rhodes. My tiny room is perched
a couple of stories up, off a busy flight of stairs; my res is named after the dude
who helped to unify South Africa and set up the United Nations – the Afrikaans
but English-loving68 Jan Christiaan Smuts.
grahamstown. for years i drive into the valley the town nestles and
stews in and my sense of direction shifts about 90 degrees and north
just isn’t where it used to be. rumour has it that it’s built on where a
number of ley lines cross. the town comprises the 6sai army base on one
side, the university on another, fort england mental hospital on the
third and a township that overlooks the town from the fourth. at night a
searchlight near the settlers monument stretches a bony finger of
inquisitive light across town onto the township. it is its own kind of war
zone.
The tiny dorp has a hugely high rate of alcoholism; it’s the home base of the
annual festival of the arts; and it has 52 churches, one for each week of the year,
which dominate practically every quaint little street. Many residents still live in
old, converted army barracks built way back in the day.
This is the bastion where the anxious 1820 settlers gathered when the surly
Xhosa tribe that wasn’t taking too well to the concept of being colonised, rose up.
They did so several times. Battles were fought upon its streets. Grahamstown is
now called Makhanda, after a famous Xhosa warrior.
The settlers were dumped in the Eastern Cape as a buffer between the Xhosas
and the expanding Cape colony. A large proportion of them were Irish and
Scottish. The Brits were past masters at getting other people to fight their wars
for them. Of these settlers, 230 had the surname Butler; I play music with a
Butler descendant for a decade, a bit further down the line.

An umbrella body that brought together several anti-apartheid organisations
into a coalition
67

Smuts took South Africa into World War II on the side of the English, a decision
which many Afrikaners never forgave
68
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History is about to come full circle: the blacks and whites are clashing again, as
apartheid thrashes like a dying snake through its final, grisly decade. The Eastern
Cape, I am about to discover, is a particularly hot bed of conflict.
I venture out next morning into this cultural morass, to attend the orientation
ceremonies laid on by the academics for students unsure of which courses to
study. Only one thing sticks in my mind: that university equips you with a ‘crapdetector’. With a bachelor degree, says this professor, you’ll know what’s real,
what’s worth it, and what isn’t, with people, jobs or whatever you come across.
She’s pretty much on the money. Over the years I meet lots of intelligent folk
without degrees, but their thoughts and speech and ideas are less structured;
varsity gives you a useful base from which to marshal your thoughts. She might
have also mentioned that the most important thing about university is the people
you meet: I’m still hanging out with my alumni three decades later.
I’m all fired up to succeed at university in my first year. I attend every lecture, in
all my subjects, carefully noting down what the lecturers are saying. I write my
assignments out and then type them up on a massive, clunky typewriter lent to
me by my mom – it’s still pretty much the pre-computer era. A school madam at
the journalism department raps us over the knuckles in her typing lessons with a
long ruler. Thanks to her, I use all my fingers on the keyboard and can touchtype.
*I’m diligent about reading up on my chosen subjects, in the Rhodes library. I
browse catalogues, select heavy tomes and dutifully carry them back to my little
room, where I carefully consult them. As I did at school, I fall into the habit of
reading in the library for hours on end. I find Jung particularly interesting. His
concept of ‘the shadow’ works for me – you have to own even those parts of
yourself that you cannot stand. Archetypes and the collective unconscious also
resonate. Freud is so dry and academic in comparison.
I’m convinced that I’m going to become a psychologist. I want to sort out the
burgeoning mess of thoughts and feelings that comprise my growing mind. A can
of different worms is, however, being rapidly opened: I’m learning stuff about
the country I live in that apartheid deliberately kept me in the dark about.
Don gives one of my first journ lectures. He enters the lecture theatre quietly and
sits cross-legged on the desk at the front. The students carry on chatting and he
just carries on looking at us, with his characteristic slight smile. Eventually the
class shuts up, and then he starts telling us about what’s really going on in South
Africa – the unabridged, uncensored socialist version. I sit up and take notice;
I’ve been living with blinkers on.
Later that year he takes me to the Ciskei, where people have been dumped in the
middle of fuckall to live – part of apartheid’s grand ‘Bantustan’ or ‘Homeland’
plan. Give the blacks some land, and the whites some land. Of course, the blacks
get land with no water, with no work. I take photos of the homes in the barren
landscape, chat to Don about South Africa’s grim state of affairs. I use some of the
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photos in my portfolio, for the photography course I’m taking as part of my
journalism degree, with Obie Oberholzer. Despite their harsh circumstances, the
subjects in my shots have a quiet dignity, a style in the way they dress.

The barren Ciskei, unfit for man or beast

At Rhodeo we’re having discussions and writing and printing articles about what
the UDF and the ANC are doing to dismantle and undermine apartheid. There’s
also much talk about how Swapo is doing in its fight against what they call
‘fascists’. I attend rallies and talks where I raise my fist in solidarity with Swapo –
the same people I was trying to kill a few months prior in the border war.
I’m elated to be seeing behind the veil that I’ve been tearing at for so long – but
hadn’t understood. I also feel terribly ashamed and guilty about my ignorance
and stupidity. These feelings intensify as my knowledge of ‘the struggle’
increases. I realise with horror that for two years I’d been fighting for the wrong
side, propping up apartheid.
The Vietnam vets came back home and found their own folk, far from thanking
them for their sacrifices – losing mates, limbs, and sanity – actively hated them
for participating in what they came to see as a morally indefensible war. I read
up on this a lot in my postgrad years – Post Traumatic Stress Disorder is big in
the 80s, because the Nam vets are not adjusting to civilian life – and find many
parallels with the war I fought in. We even called Namibia ‘Nam’. I sweated blood
as a troep, came home and hung out with leftie students who detested what I had
done for the white regime.
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Decades later I watch a series on the conflict in Vietnam69, where it is explained
clearly that the only real motivation the Yanks had to prop up the corrupt South
Vietnamese regime was to prevent communism spreading into Southeast Asia.
That war, the one I fought in, and the one my dad escaped from in Rhodesia,
were all part of the larger Cold War, which ended with the fall of the Berlin Wall
and the dissolution of the Soviet Union (and pretty much the end of communism)
in the early 90s. Our individual tiny lives were caught up in a massive global
conflict over resources, ideologies and territories. What a waste. Five years after
I fought in the border war, Namibia wins independence and is ruled by Swapo.
I do a short reading at a cultural event organized by the ECC70. I talk about
guarding a captive, while in the SADF, who I refer to as ‘just a peasant’. I’m trying
to get across that he probably held no political beliefs but was still tangled up in
the war around him. There is, however, much dissent among the leftie ranks
about my using the term ‘peasant’. Eventually they decide that it’s an honest
reflection of my state of ignorance as a troep at that time.
To keep myself in shape I join a karate dojo up on the hill behind my res. The
sensei is an awe-inspiring character: he can kick his pupils several metres across
the dojo floor. His way of seeing if you’re going to cope with the rigour of his
training is to invite you to fight him, and he hits you pretty hard while you try
vainly to hit him back. If you can cope with this, you’re ‘in’.
The style I’m learning is called Shukokai, which is extremely powerful, as it
utilises the swing of the hips in punches and kicks, giving your blows extra
power. I actually do pretty well, and rise to blue belt in the 18 months or so that I
practise this martial art. I even take part in a tournament in Port Elizabeth,
where I win a couple of fights, until a far larger opponent (how did he get into my
weight group?) with much longer reach flattens me.
I’m hoping to meet women at Rhodes after years of being deprived of them, and
there’s plenty of opportunity for this. A women’s residence shares a dining hall
with mine, and over meals I meet a couple of girls whom I successfully
manoeuvre into the sack. One is a stocky blonde German, who gets so excited
during sex that she flings me into the air, or even from the bed with her
enthusiastic pelvic counter-thrusts.
I meet a champion squash player, whom I challenge to a match, hoping to
impress her, or share a shower with her afterwards. I don’t think I return a single
of her serves; I can barely see or hit the ball. I try showing off my army-hardened
torso by stripping my shirt off in her res room. She dumps me like a hot potato.
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End Conscription Campaign
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I get a thing going with a woman from Johannesburg. She’s intelligent, eloquent,
worldly-wise. And hot. I decided to take it slow with her, to not chase her away
by trying to get into her panties too fast. One night there’s a hammering at the
door: she’s drunk and horny and tired of waiting! It soon becomes clear that I’m
too naïve to command her respect; we don’t last very long together. It doesn’t
help that I playfully rugby tackle her on the lawn outside my res. She can’t
fucking believe that anyone would do that.

Forces Favourites, an SABC radio programme that allows troops to send messages to loved ones back
home and request a song from DJ Pat Kerr. Shifty makes a compilation with the same name; the End
Conscription Campaign helps to distribute it

She’s got a big butch lesbian friend who wears army boots and loves causing shit
with men in bars. They soak it up for a while, then turn on me and want to beat
me up, because I’m a guy, and they just can’t beat women up – some sort of
warped male code of honour.
There’s this spunky little blonde who keeps checking me out in Psychology One.
She turns round in the lectures and looks me full in the eye; I introduce myself,
and begin wooing her. She leads me on like crazy: she looks straight at my groin
whenever we meet, at a party, at the cafeteria (it’s called Kaif), in a conversation
with friends, while we wait to go into lectures. She shows me places to smoke
weed. One of them is called ‘the quarry’. I do everything I can to bed her, but
somehow this never happens. I learn from some new friends that I’m not alone in
this. She’s the most expert cock-tease on the campus.
One day in my res room she promises to blow me – all I have to do is drop my
pants. When I do so, she races to the door and escapes; my jeans are round my
ankles and I can’t catch her. Years later, after leaving varsity, I get an opportunity
to finally shag her, but I discover when we are naked in bed together, that,
strangely, I actually don’t want to. The hype about shagging her was because I
couldn’t.
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One evening i go up the koppie by the voortrekker monument, above my
res, for what i think will be a quiet toke of dagga. i had left a beautifully
wire-wrapped chillum up on the hill, and the cops had evidently found it
and were waiting for its owner to reappear. as i take the first hit, a cop
van suddenly switches on its headlights, and begins to race towards me.
I react immediately, sprinting down the hill towards campus.
miraculously, i clear a tall, barbed wire-topped fence in one athletic
leap and race across campus, into a toilet, where i wait, panting, for 15
minutes, before changing my jacket inside out and heading back to my
res.
In June that year (1985) anti-apartheid activists Fort Calata, Matthew Goniwe,
Sparrow Mkhonto and Sicelo Mhlauli, aka the ‘Cradock Four’ are abducted and
brutally killed by the apartheid police while returning from a meeting in Port
Elizabeth. It’s the turning point of the struggle. Their funeral is attended by 60
000 livid people, but the cops do nothing: how do you control a crowd that size?
PW Botha, South Africa’s president at the time, declares a State of Emergency
hours after the funeral, which does nothing to stem the rising tide of anger
directed at his regime. The people have the bit in their teeth: they can smell
victory and grow more emboldened.
i’m taking part in a demonstration on campus. the police form a line
opposite the students, tapping their sjamboks against their legs in
anticipation. most of the students are white, so we won’t get shot, but
they do have dogs, and they enjoy whipping us. the warning to disperse
is ignored … the signal is sounded … and the cops charge at us! i have
my camera and i’m determined to get shots for rhodeo. a cop corners a
young black female student near the journ department, and starts
sjambokking her mercilessly. they have a thing about lashing women on
their breasts. i shoot shot after shot, and then leg it for the rhodeo
darkroom, but i’m in such a rush, and so excited, that i open the camera
and expose the film before i turn the light off. my film is ruined… i
manage to half-rescue one shot from the whole lot … a few months
later, as i am driving through town, i see smoke rising over some
buildings in town and race toward it, anticipating a protest or a bomb,
but it’s just a steam train pulling into the station.
I practise my bass guitar in my res room, playing along with my fold-up suitcase
turntable, often to Jimi Hendrix. My res mates can hear me, and soon I meet up
with a spikey-haired drummer, a proficient beater of the skins. We find a lead
guitarist who sings, and we form a band called the Red Sails; I can’t remember
what this was in reference to.
The singer is so siff71 that when his house gets robbed, Grahamstown legend has
it, the thieves take every item in the house except his sheets. We play one gig
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dirty, disgusting: from the venereal disease syphilis
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near the end of the year and fade into obscurity, but once again Graeme sees me
play, and we make plans to play music together the following year.
It’s around this time that I meet a lefty woman who introduces me to the ‘cool’
crowd. We drive to Port Alfred and make out at the lagoon. I deflower her in her
digs, much to my surprise: my impression is that she’s an old hand at things like
sex. She dumps me when I tell her I fancy a girl sharing her digs.

Marc and I jamming and composing. Music is the ultimate release for me in this mentally cramped
political period

I start attending parties where songs like Talking Heads’ Cross-eyed and Painless
and Brian Eno’s The Third Uncle rock the dance floor. I’ve never heard this music
from the 80s before. There’s a strange-looking blonde dude called Anthony who
spins the discs – and pulls the chicks. This cool crowd is simultaneously
intriguing and terrifying: their music is incredible, but they also make me feel
extremely ignorant. Little do I know that they’re all wearing ‘cool’ masks and
feeling just as anxious as me: this part of the puzzle is only filled in years later.
In my second year I move into a digs of my own, a garage that an old widow has
had converted into a very basic living space. A tiny shower, painted blue, that
runs on gas is behind the kitchen, which is separated from the bedroom by just a
counter. There’s no ceiling, just a zinc roof: in winter it’s an ice-block. It’s basic as
hell, but finally, I have all the privacy and freedom I’ve dreamt of since I was 13.
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In this tiny digs I have exciting sexual liaisons with some gorgeous women,
which inflates my ego no end. The leftie girls have decided I’m a good lay. I’m
earning their trust and learning their lingo. I’m still quite shy, and quite dof72:
one leftie girl comes out of detention and hangs around drinking coffee at my
freezing abode; I only work out afterwards that she was angling for some sex.
i’m accosted by a beautiful coloured woman as i leave a jol and head
home: she runs up and pinches my bum. i offer to take her home for a
joint, and she agrees. we’ve barely kissed when she dives straight into
my pants. when we shag she’s more on top of me than me on her; it’s the
best sex i’ve ever had. most girls are so demure, expecting to be seduced.
i’m totally struck by this wild force-of-nature woman. i want to date
her, but all she wanted was a good shag, and she laughs me off. i realise
that it’s not only men that use women for sex: it goes both ways. but we
do have a couple of one-night stands after that … and i forgive her with
all my heart for breaking mine …
Graeme introduces me to his cousin Marc, and that’s when things start to fall
apart. The Feltham cousins hail from Uitenhage, an industrial centre near
Grahamstown; their roots are more working class than most of the other
students’. Both of them are roughly the same height as me, and we’re all pretty
boys; between us, we have attitude in abundance.
These guys, though younger than me, have been at varsity three years longer,
and are pretty clued up on philosophy and politics. It’s thrilling and challenging
to hang out with well-read, intelligent dudes, who throw terms like ‘dialectics’
and ‘deconstruction’ around and quote Derrida, Fanon and Foucalt. By the time I
meet them, however, the cousins are anti-intellectuals, far more into alternative
music, beer and drugs than their studies.
Marc, who becomes our singer, is sharp and aggressive: you have to keep up with
his intellect or fuck off. He’s impressed at our first meeting, when I spew out
names of bands he’s never heard of, such as Marsupilami and Public Foot the
Roman, but not for long. These guys read the NME music magazine, and are up to
date with what’s happening in the 80s music world – I’m still stuck back in the
60s and 70s.
The cousins introduce me to bands like Jesus and the Mary Chain, Nick Cave, The
Fall, Billy Bragg, Einstürzende Neubauten, Gang of Four. I’m utterly enthralled:
Swordfishtrombones by Tom Waits, in particular, has the oddest, unconventional
sounds, metallic clangings – perhaps we can make music like this? You don’t
even need to buy real instruments: bonus!
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We hang out at a digs called The Stables, where horses were kept back in the
Settler days. The garden’s a great place to drink beer, smoke spliffs and compose
tunes. When we can afford them, we take downers, uppers, cough mixture, acid:
in short, whatever drugs we can lay our hands on. Luckily, we are so dirt-poor
that we cannot harm ourselves too much.

The Stables, where band practice and beer are staple fare

Anthony also lives at The Stables, blasts out bands like The Cure on his PA
system. He’s got a fucking PA system. Armed with it we do parties, and later gigs,
until he bans us from using it. Loud is good – unless you own the PA.
The first thing the cousins insist upon is that I cut off my hair and shed my
sandals in favour of boots. This is for fighting purposes, they inform me, and it
marks, officially, the end of my short-lived hippy era. In my first year I was so
proud to have long hair! Especially after the army. I thought being a hippy was
‘in’ – apparently, in Feltham-land, it’s not. Secondly, I have to quit playing bass
with my fingers: plectrum only. Downstrokes.
Though I was older than the terrible twin cousins, they had been at Rhodes much
longer than I had. I let them boss me around a bit, because first- and second-year
students looked up to third-year students and postgrads – they knew stuff we
didn’t – a lot of stuff. And there was so much that I wanted to learn about this
new world of punk/Goth/industrial music that I knew absolutely peanuts about.
Band practises are savage, murderous affairs; maximum speed and volume,
tempered with occasional melodic interludes. There is so much power in the
wordless language, so much unstated sentiment that I can somehow understand,
resonating through my body, toe to belly, head to heart.
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Chris, the quiet, only tall member of our group, plays trumpet and car suspension
springs, shoots loads of black-and-white photos of us, starts recording us on a
high-quality Nagra recorder that he’s able to borrow from the journ department.
The four of us start hanging out together a lot, practising and composing tunes,
dressing in long black jackets and shades, cooking up a band identity.
Bruce, the occasional fifth member of the band, has long hair stacked high upon
his head and the most amazing shrill laugh. One day, when we’re all massively
stoned, he starts laughing and then crying, switching between the two, over and
over. We egg him on, hoping he’ll come out on the other side, but to my
knowledge he’s never, to this day, come back to what is collectively defined as
‘sanity’. We feel kinda shite about that; his casualty isn’t discussed much.
At first, we’re called Section 29, in reference to the apartheid legislation that
allowed the state to detain activists without any trial, but we soon change the
name to Vader Jakob, the Afrikaans version of Frère Jacques. We choose this
name because one line in the song is slaap jy nog?73 We’re trying to get across
that white South Africans have had the wool pulled over their eyes by apartheid
propaganda, and are choosing to be half-asleep, or wilfully ignorant. I mean,
before varsity, I was …

Our performances objecting to conscription are relevant, if irreverent: we feel as whities that the best
strategy is to change other whities' minds about apartheid. Blacks won't listen to us, anyway ...

Our lyrics are very political, mixed with a small dollop of philosophy and
existentialism. We are angry, aware young men in an intense situation: our
mates are getting arrested and detained. For us there’s the campus protests; for
black activists, there’s apartheid killings. The newspapers face heavy censorship,
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105

but where they can, they scream out about the state of emergency, the strikes
and protests.
I shoot an 8mm film for my second-year journ studies at my digs. The theme is
detention and torture. I make a braai74 and rotate bits of chicken over it to
crudely symbolise the ‘helicopter’ method of torture, in which blindfolded
detainees are swung from a bar and hit in the process. I have so little cash that I
can only afford chicken backs to braai.
I’ve found my crowd. Pretty soon I stop attending every lecture. I start hanging
out at The Stables drinking beer, smoking weed and playing music. I realise that I
can’t keep fit enough for karate, so I drop it.
For our first gig we stay up all night, popping speed, practising new songs. Marc
plays with his back to the audience: he’s only got two strings on his guitar. Vader
Jakob soon starts to play at parties, ECC and campus events, making up for our
lack of musical talent with sheer attitude. Those band members without
instruments bash bits of metal we’ve culled from scrap yards, particularly
springs from car suspension systems. These make a loud ringing sound and last
forever. Spring is Truth.
graeme and i are at a party on the second floor of an old building on
one of grahamstown’s main streets. the host has been walking around
handing out shots which contain ethanol – pure alcohol. the cops pull
up in an armoured car beneath the windows. drunk as skunks, we lean
out of the window and hurl insults at the policemen, spitting into the
open top of their vehicle. furious, they threaten to fuck us up, but just
then they get a call and speed off. we leave the party, and hear later
that the police came back, looking for me and my blonde friend,
handing out ‘klaps’ freely.
We’re invited by the Women’s Movement to play at a campus gig. We all take
downers; our clarinet player Martin starts playing Figaros while Marc tries to
plug in his guitar; Martin, an immense chap even then, passes out and falls onto
my amp; both tumble off the back of the stage. Goofed, we become frozen to our
instruments, unable to play the fast tunes we’ve worked so hard at. The women
scream at us to leave: ‘Fuck off! Fuck off!’ We’ve discredited their movement.
At another gig we convince a club owner that our playing at the Grahamstown
Festival, at the opening of his new venue, is a good idea. We chase all his patrons
away. He keeps unplugging my amplifier, and we keep plugging it back in;
eventually he’s got his hands round Marc’s neck, yelling at him to shut up.
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We get a stinking review in a local paper, which labels us ‘the town’s least
popular band’. This amuses us no end and does nothing to discourage us – for us
there’s no such thing ‘bad publicity’ – any publicity is good publicity.
There are some memorable lines from the older Grahamstown residents. While
playing music in the lounge of Graeme’s hotel, the landlady enters the room and
finds us bashing on springs and on the walls with firewood. ‘Raak julle mal?’75
she enquires.
While rehearsing in a campus sports room on a Sunday morning, a priest crosses
the field opposite and addresses us politely with: ‘It’s impossible to worship with
this going on!’
Another comes when the cops raid our practice room just after we’ve smoked
some dagga. I smile at a huge police sergeant who’s trying to put the fear of God
into us. He turns purple. ‘Ek gaan jou kry, pappie!’76 This becomes part of our
band lore and legend. He tells us that we’re the ‘cream of the crop’ and expresses
his disappointment in us for wasting our time at university.
At my digs, the widow who lives in the house catches the band terrorising her
tiny stoepkaker77 dog with a flick-knife. ‘That’s fantastic! That’s fantastic!’ are the
only words she’s able to splutter in her utter fury.
Rhodes is divided into two separate camps – the guys studying for BSCs who play
rugby and drink beer are known as the ‘buggers’ or ‘rugger-buggers’; the BA and
art students who smoke dope and listen to alternative music are the ‘bungies’.
Our little Gothic group sometimes runs afoul of the buggers. Graeme incites and
then stupidly takes these much larger guys on, and gets beaten up several times.
It’s some kind of matter of principle to him, though it does him no good and
doesn’t change the world one jot. At the Vic78 he causes shit with two huge
dudes: I tell them that if they fight Graeme, they’ll have to fight me too. ‘Oh, that’s
ok,’ one replies nonchalantly.
Outside a club, Graeme is held by his hair and has his face mashed to pulp on a
bugger’s knee. I’m held back from preventing this by the bugger’s burly mate.
Marc comes dashing out of the club and kicks the bugger full in the crotch. When
this produces no discernible response, he takes out his flick-knife and slashes a
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perfect cross on the bugger’s his forehead, which draws sufficient blood and
shock to stop the face-pulping, and permits our escape.
Later, Chris shoots some cool photos of Graeme’s hugely swollen, weeping black
eye at Brickies. It’s a great location, and for us, the eye is a symbol of the violence
enveloping the country.
My karate training comes into use when I instinctively block a punch thrown by a
big guy whose car I had borrowed to score weed in the township. He’s incensed
when he learns where I’d gone, but quickly backs off when he sees I’m able to
defend myself.
There are very few students of colour at Rhodes in the mid-80s. Aside from the
guys in the township we score from, our contact with blacks is limited to the
‘lumpens’ – black kids begging on the streets, named after Marx’s
lumpenproletariats, the poorest of the poor. The leftie students hover between
helping these unfortunates and cursing them, as petty crime is rampant.
Grahamstown is riven with a network of storm water tunnels, and, by crawling
down these, the lumpens are able to escape to the townships unseen with the
proceeds of their crimes: usually a few raggedy items of student clothing. No cell
phones or laptops in the 80s!
It’s refreshing to find white students mixing with black township residents at a
house on African Street; music has brought the separated races together. Andrew
Kay, a tall blonde fellow in his later varsity years, has a band called the The Jive
Kings, comprising mostly black musicians, who are just so incredibly competent
on their instruments; the band kicks up a dense fog of funky rhythms at parties.
At this digs lives Cap’n Spillage, who attends parties with pants that have no seat,
revealing his bare arse; he has the strangest haircuts, and, though he is quite a
gentle soul, he scares the shit out of me, because he’s just so unlike anybody I’ve
ever encountered before. There’s no reference point for Spillage in my limited
universe.
There’s also a farm just outside the dorp where a bunch of stoner students
resides. Some girls, who become Vader Jakob fans, hang out there; we dub them
Yum-Yum and Nanki-Poo79, cos they’re just so silly. One farm resident gets
arrested when an envelope with his name on it, and acid inside it, somehow ends
up in the army base. He’s released after a few days, but there’s rumours
afterwards that he’s a police informer.
Our circle has lefties in it – some band members have activist girlfriends – and is
fraught with paranoia about police spies. The leader of Nusas at Rhodes, a hero
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to many of us as she’s so often detained, famously turns out later to be a spy.
Vader Jakob supports the ECC; our songs are driving and hard, filled with anger:
Concern
See for yourself
Hitting them in the pockets only thing that’s gonna work
Wouldn’t do it out of charity for you
All along the line, you’ll find it’s all there
You never said you would,
But I found it in a book, it’s all there
But I know what I feed when I fill those forms in
Can you tell me what shapes this world I feel deformed in
Who supply their lights, white security and water
Bring the people they despise
So much in order
See for yourself
There’s a place for you at the bottom of the shelf
Bookworms have nightmares too
Vader Jakob is invited to play at an ECC festival in Cape Town, but shortly after
our arrival the apartheid authorities ban the entire concert. The trip isn’t a
complete washout, though, as we manage to play at a couple of venues in Cape
Town off our own bat, including The Labia; our gigs go down fairly well and even
engender a review.
One of our crew swipes part of a PA from some Rastas, who were staying at our
house, and who, apparently, had stolen it from Johnny Clegg. Clegg’s PA provides
sound for our various bands for decades. It’s a huge step forward: with it, we can
rehearse and do gigs. Prior to the PA, my bass amp did sole duty for the band,
often at top volume.
At one point I almost kill the whole of Vader Jakob by turning around on De Waal
Drive80 and driving back towards the turnoff to Observatory, which I’ve missed.
Two cars come racing abreast round a corner towards us; I go left into the lane of
the freeway demarcated by the yellow line, managing to narrowly miss them.
The enraged band smacks me about the head as I drive down the turnoff. I can’t
really blame them: it’s the dumbest of moves.
In Grahamstown we go to a lot of parties. I get pretty stoned at them, sometimes
on weed fresh from the Kei; this produces elation at times, at others I’m in a
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complete funk. Here I am trying to look cool and pick up chicks, when in fact I’m
frozen in terror, paranoid that everyone can see I’m a fraud, out of my depth, that
I’m actually gay, that I’m utterly unsure of who I am and what I’m doing here.
Dancing helps. It also helps to be in a band. At parties, I can be all brooding and
mysterious, cos I’m part of this mythical band thing. I don’t have to interact if I
don’t want to, prove my worth. Is it a mask? Fukken sure it is. There’s
reassurance in being part of a pack, too. Years later I meet a girl from Rhodes
who says she remembers me ‘lurking’ in the background at parties. She didn’t
find it mysterious, she just thought I was terribly shy.
But the real thrill is getting in front of an audience and throwing myself 100%
into a hard, fast groove. There’s no masks or self or anything like that. There’s
just the message; the music IS the message, the urgent message, the communion.
We’re worshipping at the altar of being alive, in this mad, nonsensical time and
place, and saying something, anything, to shout into the face of this farcical
boredom, this routine, this toeing a line about being obedient, unquestioning
white consumers that apartheid wants us to be.
After a few more months of wild, discordant gigs and awful reviews, we play
with the more established band called Not Even the TV from East London. The
singer Dave Masters is awe-inspiring, intriguing – he has a massive beard and
long hair – he’s theatrical, rolls his eyes, gets real worked up on stage. This is the
only SA band we look up to, and it’s terribly exciting to play a couple of gigs with
them; our first payment, ever, as a band, is from them: a bankie of zol81.
We arrange to do a recording with them on their farm. The first thing I do is to
break the E string of the bass I borrow from them – just like my first moment on
stage. Nerves! We go back later to do another recording: both are done over the
course of a weekend. We’re so poor that we pitch up for the weekend with just
one bottle of Tassies82. We live on tins of baked beans and loaves of bread, sleep
on couches and rugs at the farm. It doesn’t matter – we’re making history – we’re
living the rock ‘n roll dream!
More than 30 years later, Aragorn Eloff of Contour Records puts two tracks from
these recordings onto vinyl. A seven-inch single, complete with low-grade photos
of Vader Jakob and some background info on the long-lost band is released. All
30 copies sell out instantly. He makes the singles one-by-one on an ancient
machine, which records in real time: a real modern-day hero.
graeme is leaving for johannesburg. he is to take a train; to bid him
farewell, we smoke a huge dagga pipe in my digs. we leave straight
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afterwards, as he’s running late. I’d been driving around grahamstown
with no brakes in my vw passat for a couple of weeks, using the
handbrake and gears to slow down, and when that failed, turning up
driveways or side streets. this time however i am truly fucked: as we
approach the station, we are on a downhill, and a farmer stops his
bakkie right in front of me. i drive smack-bang into his arse. a massive,
irate figure emerges from the cab of the bakkie and approaches us. the
doors of my car open and the band makes a run for it, leaving me to
face the music. i am taken to the police station, fill in statements, face
the wrath of the farmer on my own. all of this while off my head from
the pipe, accentuated by adrenalin. i pray the police will not inspect
where i live and find drugs. they ask me why my brakes failed. i tell
them they failed just before i hit the bakkie. they look in my bonnet and
laugh at me: there is absolutely no trace of brake fluid anywhere. but, in
the end, all is well: i phone my father, who pays for the damage to the
vehicles.
I don’t maintain my Passat at all. I drive off a driveway into a gutter and snap the
suspension on that corner, something I only discover months later. The car
serves as the band’s transport, loaded to the gills with band members, music
gear and the odd fan. It also gets me home in the holidays.
My car causes some dissent when, back in the West, I take Janus to a revivalist
church in it: I’ve painted a shark on the boot, poking fun at the Christian fish
symbol. Janus tells me that he plays with the church band in order to filch music
gear from them. The single sing-along session I attend gives me the heebiejeebies: folk are talking in tongues, but the glossolalia sounds demonic to me, not
holy.
One holiday I drive back to the West with an acquaintance called Bowie. We
leave late and it becomes dark when we’re only halfway; we elect to sleep over at
Plettenberg Bay. Quite by chance, we run into the girlfriend of my old schoolmate
The Pieman. She invites us to sleep over. We’re broke of course, and delighted at
the prospect.
Her friends come over. One of them is wearing tiny running shorts, with his
massive schlong almost hanging out of it. Bowie disappears with the lad. I end up
shagging the woman. The next day I ask Bowie if he’s gay, and he replies, ‘Of
course, didn’t you know?’ I’m unaccustomed to people being so out about being
gay in an era where it’s still uncool in most circles, and we have a lively
discussion about what his life is like.
A few days later, my penis starts burning. Turns out I caught the clap from the
Plett girlfriend. My father takes me to the doctor. They have a jolly haw-haw
about it, tell me: ‘You’re a man of the world now.’ Years later my old schoolmate
confronts me about my indiscretion, and he, too, has a good laugh when I inform
him what I picked up from his woman … ‘serves you right,’ says The Pieman …
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The Passat comes to a sticky end at the close of my second year. I’m giving a
group of fellow students a lift to Cape Town, and fall asleep. When I awake, the
car’s stationary. Anthony was driving and, against my instruction, ignored the
temperature warning light. The car’s overheated so badly that it has seized. We
then pour cold water into the radiator – not a good idea. We wander off towards
some lights, find a farmer with a phone. My dad comes to fetch us, drops off my
mates in Cape Town.
Next day we go back to fetch my car. Dad tows me down Sir Lowry’s Pass, a
terrifying ordeal: the car has next to no brakes, as the engine is dormant. I have
to make do with the handbrake and gears. Back in town, the engine’s examined
and pronounced too expensive to repair. It’s a write-off.
Being ‘Carlos’ (without a car) I work in the Yardley’s perfume factory to raise
funds for my next mode of transport. It’s hard physical labour – we push pallets
and pour concoctions into funnels from large jugs – but loads of fun: we’re four
males on a factory floor of hundreds of young coloured women. Jokes are
plentiful, flirting frequent. By the end of the holiday I’ve raised enough money to
pay for part of a motorbike; my father pays the difference. The proviso is that
this time, I have to maintain my vehicle.
We decide on a Honda CB400 twin, done out in a chopper style and with just
enough guts to keep up with traffic on highways. I ensure that it gets regular oil
changes, and it serves me faithfully for the next 15 years. I tie my backpack onto
the pillion seat and lean back against it on the way to Grahamstown, resting my
feet up on the crash bars. Comfortably thus ensconced, I traverse the coastal
road for the next three years at around 110kp/h. I stop every hour, rest my
aching backside, fire up a smoke or a joint. I feel like I’m in Easy Rider. Despite
my Gothic attire, I’m still a hippy at heart.
At Graeme’s old hotel in Grahamstown, the band plays in the courtyard, plucking
lemons from the trees, throwing them at one another. I throw one hard at Chris,
who steps out from behind a pillar at exactly the wrong moment. It hits him full
in the giloolies: he goes down like he’s been shot. He’s rushed to a hospital in
Port Elizabeth, where they narrowly manage to save his chances of creating a
future bloodline.
In the back of the courtyard are small dormitories; in one of them lurks Graeme’s
blonde girlfriend Tabatha. Tabs is drop-dead gorgeous – but seems to have little
to say. The couple lives in a fantastic disarray of filth, the sink piled high with
dishes so old that mould flourishes upon them. I find this oddly intriguing, having
grown up in a very anal household.
They later move to a tiny, low-roofed basement room beneath a house. Their
home is filled with rabbits, which shit everywhere and nibble their books and the
plastic coating from the cables of their electrical appliances. Everything is
miniature: the stove, the fridge, the furniture. This digs is known, for obvious
reasons, as ‘the warren’.
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Tabs leaves Rhodes and moves to a flat in Joubert Park, in Johannesburg: Graeme
and I hike up to visit her. One lift we catch has a driver who attempts to engage
with Graeme. He is rebuffed rudely. I fall asleep in the back, wake to the car
shuddering. When I peer at the dashboard, the speedo says we are driving at
over 200kp/h! We must have made this guy nervous.
In Joburg, we go clubbing, drop lots of acid. The couple argues often. I sleep on
the floor, wake one morning with a large black rabbit, inches away, gazing
aggressively into my eye. For a second I think I’m hallucinating: we’re eight
floors up. When Tabs later moves into a house, this rabbit takes on a Labrador to
protect its females, but dies in the attempt.
Graeme and I hitch back to Grahamstown, which takes us days. We keep
dropping acid and losing pieces of it by the roadside. The longer we stay on the
road, the worse we look – our poverty and stubble keep growing – and the less
likely it becomes to get lifts.

Vader Jakob’s trumpet player, Chris, records and photographs the band. That’s the setlist on his hand

Somewhere around 3am we get a lift to Colesberg in the back of a bakkie; when
we alight, still tripping, our eyes have become glued together by the freezing
wind. Through the mist we make out some cops, who inform us that ‘you can’t
hike here, it’s too dangerous’; we’re taken to prison for the remainder of the
night. We’re sunburnt as fuck by the time we get to Grahamstown.
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I almost fail my second year, after acing the exams in first year. I get a big skrik83,
as my marks have to be outstanding the following year, to get into postgrad and
keep avoiding camps.
The digs I move into in my third year is a small boarding house that an old couple
run on Cuyler Street. There’s a pack of mangy dogs the old man keeps for
hunting, a small garden where I can park my Honda, and three rooms. The
fireplace in my room (which doesn’t work) has been painted pink and yellow by
a former tasteless resident.
Here I meet my first steady partner, who’s living in the room adjacent; I stick
with her for about five years, my first long-term relationship. I consider myself
lucky to have been able to do this. In my psychology honours thesis, which I
write the following year, I discover that conscripts who return from the border
war frequently have difficulties in maintaining lasting relationships, and
expressing or allowing intimacy in them.
Carli is also studying psychology; she’s a year behind me. She is blonde, beautiful,
sweet and open-minded, but doesn’t do drugs. We have a fantastic sex life,
setting a bar that few of my future partners live up to (but we WERE in our
twenties, I suppose). I finally learn how to consistently pleasure a woman; before
Carli, whether a woman came during sex mattered little to me – as long as I did.
I learn to listen, to care, to consider. But when she’s away on holiday I sometimes
have sex with other women. I then tell her; she’s understandably upset, and I
have to make it up to her. But she never breaks up with me, so I cheat on her
fairly often, mostly when she’s up in Joburg during the holidays.
I have a brief affair with a hot-blooded dark beauty called Machel. Her pussy
contracts like a pulsating vice around my knob when she comes. I’ve never
encountered anything like it, before or since. Another girl knocks on my door at
midnight: she strips me of my watch and jewellery and shags me till the sun
comes up. Exhausting stuff.
Carli and I procure a long-haired cat called Sigmund that she dotes on. It dies of a
burst bladder while Carli’s in Joburg. It comes to lie upon my chest, with its arms
round my neck, the night before I take it to the vet. I don’t have the heart to
phone and spoil her holiday, so Carli returns from vacation bearing treats for
Sigmund, calling his name …
The Vader Jakob members spends a lot of their time attending the varsity movie
club, which features art films from top directors like Fassbinder, Bergman and
Fellini. Art and photography exhibitions are also great, because they usually have
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cheese and wine. We can smoke in the local movie theatres, and if bored, tossing
empty cans from the top floor into the audience below is always good for a laugh.
Arthur packs his bags and emigrates to the UK, but I maintain contact with Janus
on my vacation visits to the West. Janus stays at Drie Gewels near Stellenbosch,
soon to gain notoriety for being a venue where the Voëlvry musicians play84. At
that point in time it has little bungalows splayed out before it, in which various
species of inebriated pond-life (like us) flourish.
Janus tells me he’s got some cocaine, a drug way beyond my means, but it turns
out to be Grandpa headache powder. My nasal passages are inflamed for days,
but he swears innocence, pointing out that he, too, could only mouth-breathe for
a week.
We run into a roadblock while he’s carrying weed; he tries to force it onto me.
‘Get a grip!’ I bark, ordering him to ‘put it in his balls’ (underpants) and to ‘shut
the fuck up’. The cops wave us through.
On one holiday back West Janus invites me and a fellow named George, aka ‘the
dope scientist’ (he would take hours to roll the perfect joint) to join him on a
money-making venture with an ex-recce named Enoch. It turns out to be a
harrowing ordeal that clings to my memory like ancient, rotting treacle.
enoch and george set off towards upington in a powerful mercedes with
janus and me in a tiny vw golf behind them. enoch drives like a maniac,
and soon disappears over the horizon. it grows dark; it’s before the days
of cell phones; we have no cash or map. we drive with the accelerator
literally pushed flat to the floor. when we catch up, enoch gives us cash
to fill the car with petrol. our pleas for him to slow down are ineffectual.
when we reach upington at some ungodly hour we are allowed to sleep
briefly, before we pick up two more golfs from a care hire firm and head
towards joburg. again enoch is driving at maximum speed. we become
exhausted and terrified, alone in our separate hells, unable to share our
anger and trepidation.
in joburg i lose the other vehicles at a robot: i’m a country bumpkin
adrift in a huge scary city. fortunately, i have the phone number of my
girlfriend so i have a place to sleep. i re-establish contact with my codrivers, who fetch me early the following morning. we take the cars to
another car hire firm, where there is much replacing of licence disks,
and crates of whiskey are offloaded from the boots: are they for bribes?
we worry about our fingerprints being left in what now appears to be a
crime scene, but are whisked off again by enoch before we can voice our
concerns.
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the way back is no better; if anything, it’s worse, because now enoch
doesn’t have to wait for us in our slower vehicles. with the four of us in
the car he drives at 200kp/h. george fills a pipe with dagga regularly,
which enoch lights over his shoulder as he drives, inhaling deeply and
noisily. we whip past the cops with no change in speed and apparent
impunity: enoch even waves as he passes them. we arrive in stellenbosch
in under 10 hours, an impossible time for a distance of nearly 1500km.
we are shaking as we alight, and spend much of our cash on booze. fuck!
we’re just so grateful it’s all over and that we’re still alive.

Graeme's black eye becomes quite iconic: a symbol of the violent era. This image is used on the
Contour Records single, made 30 years after the band’s demise

Smoking dope in Grahamstown is dangerous. There’s a notorious cop called
Tony Gush who has dedicated his life to busting students. He succeeds in ruining
the lives of a couple of my mates, who have to drop out of university after
acquiring criminal records. Smoking in my digs is a fearful affair. When I light up
a joint inside, I open all the windows and light incense to disguise the smell. I
stash my zol in the garden.
a group of us drive down to the ocean and drop acid on the beach. it’s
dark and a cold wind springs up, and there ain’t much to do. one of the
group puts his head down on the sand, in a muslim prayer position;
another starts throwing sand onto it. we watch in silent, morbid
fascination as the sand piles higher, eventually almost burying the
prostrating figure. then we get paranoid about him suffocating, and dig
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him out. we leave the beach, freaked out, and head back to
grahamstown. on the way back we are stopped by the police, who
search the car for drugs. gush finds a ‘head’ of weed on the floor of the
car; our hearts miss a collective beat. he shows it to his colleagues, then
tosses it over his shoulder. light-headed with relief, we descend on a
motel and demolish the bar snacks, after buying one drink for the entire
group …
I’m so desperate to obtain good results, to keep from doing army camps, that,
after studying frantically for my undergrad final year, I get the time of my
psychology exam wrong. When the students emerge from the hall, I beg my
lecturer to allow me to write the exam. As I haven’t spoken to those who wrote it,
he allows me to, and I pass with such good marks that I’m able to get into
honours.
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Chapter 8: Postgrad
Punk
Asshole moribund fury
Asshole moribund fury!
Blank dialectic zombie dreamhouse
Why die, kiss your ass goodbye
Why die, kiss your ass goodbye
Fever fury mannequin dread
Dig your grave and bang your head
Why die, kiss your ass goodbye
Why die, kiss your ass goodbye
Cry, girl your sex is pinched
Held between a giant’s legs
Why die, kiss your ass goodbye
Why die, kiss your ass goodbye
Falling, running, being free
Shows what an asshole you can be
Why die, kiss your ass goodbye
Why die, kiss your ass goodbye
Anyway fall on your fucking face!
Suck the tits of the human race!
Why die, kiss your ass goodbye
Why die, kiss your ass goodbye
Kiss your ass goodbye
I start really getting into psychology in my Honours Year. The aged, yet
wondrously alive and present Professor Dreyer Kruger gives amazing lectures
and writes books on phenomenology that draw me in. Its ethic is akin to that of
existentialism: your experience is paramount, your actions are what define you,
there’s no outside observer: you are ‘in’ the world, not apart from it. Phrases like
‘the memory is IN the object, or the smell’ – not just in your mind – make a whole
lot of sense to me.
Phenomenology does not imply that the subjective truth is the whole truth,
however. Experience is rich: more truth may also lurk behind it. Thus, an indepth dissection of a person’s lived experience, sentence by sentence, may reveal
more about what really happened, at many deeper levels; and moreover, when
these separate, deeper meanings are put together, the whole is often more than
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the sum of its parts. Armed with this prism, this methodology, the world
becomes richer and more intelligible to me. I use phenomenology for both my
Honours’ and Masters’ theses.

All work and no play: the Skullfucks is a seriously crazy student band

Another professor runs a course on esoteric psychology that delves into the
spiritual realms. Texts written by Indian sadhus, yogis and gurus are examined
and discussed. There are several texts where gurus discuss seeing bright blue
light emanating from people; I recall my sister’s child, that time when fabulous
blue light shot out from her eyes into mine. How the fuck did I tap into what
these gurus tapped into?
The body, as a repository of one’s emotions, is explored through massage and
reflexology. We work on each other’s feet and backs. Guided meditations are held
and the visual imagery analysed, though I see very little when I close my eyes
and follow prompts (‘you see a meadow’ – no I don’t, what fucking meadow?).
There’s lots of group work, and I get to know the hopes and fears of my fellow
postgrads fairly well.
Part of the course involves travelling with this group to Neu Bethesda, a tiny
dorp in the Eastern Cape where we stay in a Buddhist retreat. We visit the eerie
Owl House, filled with hundreds of concrete statues of mainly owls made by
artist Helen Martins, who ended her life in a particularly gruesome fashion: by
eating caustic soda.
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It’s an altogether different experience for most of the students, many of whom
have never meditated before. Each day we rise at dawn, meditate for half an
hour, conduct group sessions and exercises that draw from many different
schools of psychology, and eat only vegetarian food (one guy sneaks in some
biltong). It’s bitterly cold at night: the river near the town freezes in what
appears to be mid-flow.
All of this intense and unusual stuff culminates in the group working itself into a
fantastically unusual headspace. One afternoon we all just ‘pop’: we flip out. One
minute we are dancing to a Mozart tune in D minor – the object being to close
our eyes and express ourselves fully in our movement, without inhibition – and
the next: chaos.
Some people stay inside while the energy vortex occurs; others wander outside,
where they report seeing all manner of strange phenomena. A blonde girl called
Nina creeps under my raised legs – I’m sitting meditating against a wall – and is
‘born again’. Me? I go inward. I feel a snake-like energy rise up my spine, which
sways me violently from side to side, finally bursting out through the top of my
head in dazzling white light.
Later I realise that I was feeling Kundalini energy rise from my base chakra,
traversing my spinal cord and bursting forth from my crown chakra. At the time,
it feels amazingly powerful and cleansing.
Nina and I get into excited chatting about what we had gone through. We try
meditating together later, and we see the same orange and green colours. That
night, some of us demolish a bottle of whisky that one of our crew has smuggled
in. We have a long talk, which helps to calm us down: everyone’s pretty hyped. I
end up in bed with Nina, but we don’t really have sex – it’s more like comforting
each other.
The group has many discussions with the professor about what happened, but as
our individual experiences differed hugely from others’ it never becomes clear
what really transpired. I hear years later that other groups that did the same
course had experiences just like ours. Did this professor know how to
deliberately create this ‘overload’ phenomenon? Was he playing with fire by
doing so?
There is some damage to my relationship with Carli, which I patch up on my
return to Grahamstown. She knows Nina’s partner, so the whole thing’s kind of
incestuous, but that was how the Settler town is: at a party, you sometimes
realise that you’ve slept with half the people there. Had HIV entered our ambit, I
doubt many of us would have survived past the 90s.
At this stage I come to distrust psychology in general. I realise that it can only
heal a few people, those who have loads of money, who can afford therapy. Those
who need help the most – the traumatised poor – simply can’t afford therapy.
Psychology is elitist.
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One of the benefits of being in Psychology Honours is that I’m able to see a
therapist for a very modest fee. I go for about nine months, every week, talking
about my army experiences and other issues that cause me anxiety. My therapist,
a Jungian, is very interested in my relationship with my father, and she keeps
suggesting that I give up dope, so I can remember more of my dreams.
Did this therapy help? I’ve never been sure. Therapy seemed to me like I was
making up my own story, and telling the shrink what she wanted to hear. I’m
sure there are a few good shrinks out there, but it didn’t rearrange my mental
furniture much.
A friend’s girlfriend is going to Fort England, so I try taking her anti-psychotic
pills, but find them utterly repulsive; it feels like my spiritual connection to the
world is fogged over. I guess they’re designed to reduce radical mood swings, but
how one is supposed to heal on pills like these is beyond me: they just blank me
out.
My honours thesis is on the relationship difficulties conscripts face upon
returning from national service. Using phenomenology as my methodology, I
interview a few students who were in the army before varsity. These are the
themes that emerge, summarised in my thesis intro:
‘Alienation from the world of the partner; being unaccustomed to relating to
women; relating to women in sexist and aggressive ways, including sexually;
emotional flatness; feeling threatened by the partner’s expression of intimacy;
inability to accept and admit to feelings of intimacy in oneself; inability to
express intimacy; dissemblance between behaviour and feelings; and anger and
aggressive behaviour. There was also a pattern of only realising their authentic
feelings and seeing their behaviour in perspective after termination of their first
intimate relationship.’
The band changes in my fourth year at Rhodes: Graeme moves to Joburg. Vader
Jakob continues, but without its main songwriter. To compensate, we practise
harder, incorporate new musicians, and perform covers from bands like Joy
Division.
The band opens a club called Club Foot (we did think of calling the venue Club
Seal, but were wary of our vegetarian friends’ reactions) about 5km out of town,
on the road to Port Elizabeth. It’s in the outhouse of a motel, run by an Indian
manager we dub ‘Fat Chance’. Imagine thinking that he’ll earn money from us
running his venue, from our dirt-poor student fans? His entire extended family
gets nicknames. His son, who works directly with us, is ‘No Chance’, his smaller
brother ‘Small Chance’; the cousin is ‘Slim Chance’.
Before opening the venue, we paint a huge Club Foot poster over a ‘Sputnik’
picture that Fat Chance had commissioned for the club. Crafted in paint that
glowed under UV lights, it had cost him a small fortune. ‘My Sputnik! My
Sputnik!’ he wails upon discovering its disappearance. In its place is a crudely
scribbled silhouette of a man holding up his own torn-off foot.
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We play a few gigs at this venue, but as we’d suspected from the onset, there was
almost no chance of us making money for ourselves – or for Fat Chance. It’s a
great practice venue though, as we can make as much noise as we want to.

Posters are handmade, then copies created on that amazing invention, the photostat machine. We
manage to get Sonic Youth on the bill for this gig

According to my mates, I succeed in beating up a much larger guy at Club Foot
when he threatens some of my acquaintances. Sadly, I have no memory of this.
My good mate Suzie Q maintains to this day that I hit him several times in quick
succession.
The next morning the guys I saved come round to my digs to thank me, and I
open the door with a bottle held behind my back, not knowing what had
occurred the previous night. One of the dudes I ‘rescued’ is called Cash, who
starts playing guitar with us.
Cash’s house on New Street becomes our new base. It’s filled with Goths, the
walls are almost entirely black where they aren’t covered with graffiti, and the
parties go on all night: it’s pretty wild. Here I meet a band, possibly even crazier
than us: The Skullfucks. They run into the kitchen during a party with
underpants on their heads and start playing a rhythm with cutlery on the sink,
cupboards and walls.
There’s a dude living out back. He’s painfully shy, especially when I first meet
him, and in addition, I’m also pretty introverted, so we chat very little. He’s really
intriguing, quite a legendary character already at Rhodes. Kenny is rumoured to
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live underground; he wears only black, never sleeps, listens to the coolest music
24/7 full blast, and – oh yes – he also runs marathons.
To confirm the rumours, I venture down into his lair, which he’s dug out himself
beneath the gardener Jackson’s humble quarters. It’s indeed all done out in black,
Alien Sex Fiend is blasting out from big speakers; he fits exactly with what our
band is all about, even if we can barely say a sentence to each other. He also has a
Fostex 4-track recorder and an Ibanez bass guitar – a Fender Jazz copy – that is
far superior to my bass.
Later, Kenny’s hole fills up with water, forcing him to join us folk living above
ground, but his air of mystique persists. He falls off Table Mountain while
tripping and breaks his back, then crawls to a path, where he lies till help arrives.
He returns to Grahamstown with a plastic brace around his torso, which makes
him look like a giant insect: we call it his ‘carapace’.
A fan of ours, A’Leila, decides we ‘just HAVE to play’ at her 21st in Joburg, so we
pile into a tiny Ford Cortina that belongs to Cash’s girlfriend and hit the ‘big city’.
The party is a blast, but is marred by somebody stealing the Nagra we’ve brought
up to record the gig on. I learn later that her father replaces it. Kenny takes
shitloads of frozen meat from the family’s freezers and distributes it on the
neighbours’ lawns. We aren’t invited back.
My Master’s Degree in psychology is focused on adjustment difficulties exiles
experience upon returning to South Africa, due to factors like Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder, but things don’t work out too well with my supervisor. In
addition, the political situation of the country is rapidly changing: apartheid is
just about dead. PW Botha is history: FW de Klerk has taken the reins.
At least I’m finally paying my own way: I’ve been awarded a R5 000 bursary by
the HSRC85, based upon the good results I obtained for my Honour’s Degree. In
those days, it’s a small fortune: my parents used to send me R400 a month for
everything: rent, food, smokes, the lot.
I have a year in which I do very little university stuff at all; I probably spend
more time in the New Street studio than at Rhodes.
We incorporate the considerable talent and energy of Dave, a Jewish fellow who
previously sang for The Skullfucks. This guy has a classical background in music
and actually knows his scales and chords. Combined with our radical punk
music-lessness, it’s the perfect match. The band Manhole is born.
The New Street house is some distance from the street, but still, the racket we
kick up has the neighbours complaining (how dare they?) We have to come up
with a plan, and fast, or lose the best practice space we’ve ever lucked upon. So,
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we hatch an innovative plan: The Horrible Rockist Junk Stall, which we man at a
flea market held on campus.
We collect all our old hippy stuff, our Roger Dean and Dali posters, our Jimi and
Joplin albums; we’re ditching the 60s and 70s once and for all. One of our bestselling items are our lucky packets, which we fill up with anything to hand:
condoms, nails, buttons, bottle-tops, stompies. Most of the clients who buy them
are moms, who give the lucky packets to their kids.
We raise enough cash to buy soundproofing and seal off our practice sessions
from the outside world. Now we can really concentrate on our music. Manhole is
one of the most fun bands I’ve ever played in. In our soundproof practice room,
we can stay up till the wee hours working on tunes. We have access to Kenny’s
Fostex recorder and, pretty often, the Nagra, so we can make passable
recordings. We make loads.
Marc spends hours writing and recording great songs. He and Dave spark off one
another, complementing each other’s vocals and energies. We even have a
manager for a while. We experiment a lot, drawing from acts like Big Black,
Butthole Surfers, Neil Young, Swans, Firehose and The Residents.

19a New Street is a cool place to hang out, and finally we can practise undisturbed

I manage to buy a massive drumkit through Janus, from one of his old Sea Point
connections. It’s got two bass drums, two floor toms and a host of smaller toms; I
sell off half of the kit and keep the best pieces. I’m completely clueless about
what being a drummer means, but I love it, and my wild clubbing of the skins
adds impetus to our punk/classical compositions.
Cash can only play one rhythm on his guitar, but he looks good (and besides, we
need him in the band because he lives where we practise). Marc takes over bass
duties, stomping on a tube-screamer pedal for additional balls in choruses. Chris
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clatters away on the springs and occasionally parps on the trumpet. In between
the noise are Dave’s beautiful descending sequences: butterflies caught in a
blitzkrieg.
Jackson the gardener at 19a New Street goes missing for a while, and his family
decides that he must have died, so they come and take all his belongings. Turns
out he was off on a skokkian86 bender. He comes back to his empty spot, and
wails; the band writes a song about the incident.
Jackson is dead and you’re well fed
Should we leave it unsaid that Jackson is dead?
We play at a venue outside Grahamstown called the Power Station, a cavernous,
abandoned monstrosity. When we slow down, one of our fans pipes up:
‘Wheelchair rock! Come on, granddads!’ Among our tunes are a couple of Kris
Kristofferson covers; we crunch and stomp through them in beautiful,
murderous fashion.
Billy Dalton staggered on the sidewalk ...
At one of our gigs my drum stool is too close to the back of the stage, and I fall off
in mid-song. A mate of mine describes the spectacle to me years later: ‘I’m
watching the gig and Derek just disappears off the stage. Then I see his hand
appear, with a drumstick in it, beating on one of the drums. Then the whole of
Derek appears back onstage.’ A lumpen has passed out with his head on the
pillow stuffed into the bass drum; he sleeps through the whole set.
Kenny’s parents own a house in Mazeppa Bay, Transkei. The ‘Kei’ or Wild Coast
is so remote that even now, hardly anyone lives there. We gleefully head for this
tiny cabin whenever we can. Free accommodation – for students it’s a godsend.
There’s a massive outcrop of rock that juts into the sea, from which we catch
deep-sea fish. On one trip I follow the band to Mazeppa on my bike: the road is so
pitted that one of my mirrors falls off. I use it as a shaving mirror for decades.
One of the blessings of Mazeppa is that you can’t score good weed, only majat87.
On a previous trip to Coffee Bay the group I was with smoked so much good
weed that we could barely move. A carload of tourists laughed out loud as they
drove past, watching us stagger around trying in vain to catch a frisbee. When I
returned to Rhodes I had ‘green fever’: I felt like a zombie for weeks.
Back in Grahamstown, Cash has the same bike as me, and we head off down to
the coast on our two Hondas, our girlfriends Carli and Yum-Yum riding pillion.
Sometimes I put R10 in my tank and take off on solo rides along the scenic roads
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heading from Grahamstown into the interior. It’s a habit I’ve kept: to this day,
biking helps to clear my spinning head.
Manhole goes up to Joburg to play with Andrew’s band the Skyt Muties and a
third band called The Dyslexix. The gig is held in the Summit Club in Hillbrow, a
seedy joint if there ever was one, with Roman statues as decor. Their drummer
Goliath has a Staccato kit that looks like it’s been beamed down from the Starship
Enterprise. He’s really tall and has this long beard and hair that put him firmly in
the Viking league. He’s pretty good on the skins, too. Luckily, we play first, so I
don’t get too intimidated.

Guess which band is the Dyslexix?

Our manager Carling, quite a large fellow, is lifted by his neck from the floor and
held against the wall by a bouncer when he asks for our gig money. Andrew, clad
in shorts and a leather jacket, tells us hilarious stories about the movie industry,
such as ‘I met this guy on set who told me he was a born grip.’ We can easily get
jobs on the movies, he tells us.
This sounds distinctly appealing. Joburg is full of women and drugs – real drugs.
You’re totally anonymous, unlike the small town we’re studying in. We decide
that Joburg is the place where our band will get famous.
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Chapter 9: The
Presleys, the Deep
South
You never change anything by fighting the existing reality. To change
something, build a new model that makes the existing model obsolete –
Buckminster Fuller
In 1886 a prospector called George Harrison – no relation to the Beatle – found
the first outcropping gold in the Transvaal. His discovery led to a scramble to
stake and mine what turned out to be by far the richest gold deposits ever found,
which ultimately yielded nearly a third of all the gold ever brought to Earth’s
surface.
Further back, before life itself, three billion years ago, gold was making its way
into an ancient inland sea. Gold was being deposited in the Wits Basin in
underground seams from inland rivers, flowing down from mountains further
north.
None of this gold would ever have been found but, about two billion years ago,
the largest meteor ever to hit earth, about 10-km wide, smashed into what is
now Vredefort, creating the 300-km-wide Vredefort Crater. This forced some
gold-bearing rock upwards, near the rim of the crater, on the northern edge on
which Joburg lies today.
Harrison saw a flash of the yellow metal, his pulse quickened, and within a
decade there were 100 000 hopefuls mining gold on the bleak Highveld. Just over
a century later, there are now more than 10-million people in the metropolis of
Joburg and its outlying townships and dorps. Gold changed the face of the
Transvaal and indeed South Africa completely: it was the primary cause of the
second Boer War.
Today, on a public holiday, you can drive all day over Joburg’s gently undulating
ridges, through endless braai and dagga smoke, bad music and alcoholic escapist
haze. If you lived here your whole life and drove it every day, you’d never see the
half of it. It’s always moving, always changing, always growing.
It’s a hard place, but the Africa outside it is harder. There are not enough jobs.
Immigrants pour in, thousands every year, fleeing wars, crossing crocodileinfested rivers. The gold is running out, but they’re hoping to find the new gold –
work – even if it means working in shitty conditions and living in shitty places,
far from their wives and families. Those who do find work send much of their
shitty salaries home.
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I come to Joburg in 1990 to find work too. There’s no way I’m going to make it as
a musician in Grahamstown. Nothing ever happens in the South African
countryside, particularly cultural stuff.
When I ride out, I make a point of not looking behind me. Together with my years
in the army, I’ve been in the tiny town for a total of seven years, quite enough by
my reckoning. I have two degrees behind me, and I’m part way through my third,
but the band is coming to Joburg, and my dream and focus is to make a career in
music.
Carli’s dad picks her up in his Merc, which I follow up to Jozi on my trusty Honda
400; we make frequent stops to rest my arms, back and backside. His house is
my first port of call, while the band figures out where it is going to live.
The dad lives in the south of Joburg. My first Jozi job is helping him make poopscoops for dogs, which entails cutting out pieces of sheet metal with tinsnips and
riveting them together. He’s patented the design and found some nurseries that
sell the scoops. It’s something to keep me busy while the band house-hunts.
The rest of the band descends on Tabs’ house in Yeoville, where we gather,
awestruck, to watch on TV the miracle of Mandela walking free after 27 years in
apartheid jails. It feels totally surreal; what does he even look like? His face has
been hidden from public sight for all that time. I mean, this dude has been behind
bars since before I was born!
He lifts his fist and fucking millions across the country roar. Yeah! Anything is
suddenly possible. Apartheid is going belly-up. There’s also loads of (white) fear,
of the country collapsing into chaos. Change – even when it’s good – is always
goddam scary.
We all hope that his release signals an end to the struggle, and peace in our time,
but we’re in for a rude shock: the next half-decade is filled with more turmoil and
killings than ever. Various factions, particularly the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP),
begin jockeying for a slice of the long-withheld pie, before South Africa’s firstever democratic elections in 1994, where everybody (including blacks) is
allowed to vote for the first time.
Things get surreal. People die in droves. In the Shell House massacre, about 20
000 IFP supporters converge on the ANC headquarters, many of them clad in
Zulu fighting gear. The ANC guards open fire; 19 men die. Men in leopard skins,
clutching spears and knobkerries, getting mowed down amid hi-rise buildings.
You’d struggle to make this stuff up. It’s a time of rubbery, reinvented rules. Shit
is happening. People are partying hard while the townships are burning.
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I find a house that the band’s happy with. It’s on the busy Prairie Street, in
Rosettenville88, also deep in the South of Joburg. It’s chosen for its one
outstanding feature: a room surrounded by other rooms. Here our band can
practise without disturbing the neighbours. The lads come to look at it, clap their
hands in the rehearsal space to test the acoustics, pronounce it acceptable.

The ultimate bachelor pad: 77 Prairie Street, Rosettenville, is not cleaned once by a domestic worker
while we live there

Rent is R800 a month; I’ve still got some bursary cash left, so I pay the deposit. I
become the dude in charge of collecting rent and maintenance. This turns out to
be a massive ball-ache, as we’re dirt-poor, and keeping the place in the condition
we found it is pretty low on the band’s list of priorities. I’m forced into the role of
‘policeman’: trying to keep it vaguely presentable and ensuring that the bills get
paid.
Luckily, the house isn’t in great shape when we take occupation, and I list its
defects painstakingly on its registration papers before I sign on the dotted line.
Broken windows? Yes. Stained carpets? Yes. Paint peeling off walls? Yes. Yes, yes,
yes. This enables me to get my deposit back when we leave, though the place
looks like complete shit within months of us living there, and considerably worse
after a year.

Named after Leo Rosettenstein, who surveyed the land and stands after gold
was discovered
88
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The old railway house, made for workers of the National Government in the
1940s, is a solid square; I choose the back room, as Prairie Street is quite noisy.
Marc moves into a front room, Chris is next to my room, and Kenny’s in the
maid’s quarters, as always.
A major flaw quickly becomes apparent: how are we going to support ourselves?
Despite our string of collective degrees, none of us has work experience, and our
ambition to join the general workforce is like, tiny.
Luckily Marc’s mate St Germain, who had been at Rhodes before I got there,
wants join our band. Can he play music? Well, no; but he is keen to learn. Soon
after we contact him, just like that, he dumps his job in Namibia and drives down
to join the band.
St Germain is a big dude, which is useful, ‘cos he can back up our cocky attitude.
He works in IT, finds a job almost immediately. He gets a company car – a Golf
GTI – later replacing this with an old, massive, green Mercedes from a nearby
dealer. He buys a keyboard and begins learning music. His enthusiasm is
infectious. He is able to work all day, practise with the band at night, and still go
out jolling. For this he quickly earns the nickname Vorsprung Durch Technik89:
we are in awe of his stamina.
We start rehearsing – every night. We get a phone. We have wheels and we’re in
contact with the world. We cobble some songs together. We have a band. Now
we just need a name.
The name Live Jimi Presley, basically derived from two dead icons, comes to the
band in a blinding flash as we ponder: how do we get people to come to our gigs?
Nobody knows us. Everyone knows about Elvis and Hendrix, even if they’re long
departed. Perhaps their names will attract eyes and feet. Adding ‘Live’ before
their names is my idea. It gives the band name dynamics.
Our first gigs – tiny affairs attended by girlfriends, mates, and a hunchback or
two – are at The Harbour Cafe in Yeoville, the Golden Banana in Berea,
Jameson’s, and The Doors, which at that stage was in the CBD. We’re still a glamrock act, with a bit of punk and the odd clang of springs thrown in. We haven’t
found our identity yet.
After practice and after gigs, and basically whenever we can, we go out drinking,
three or four times a week, mostly in Yeoville, but also in Hillbrow,
Braamfontein, Berea and in the central parts of Joburg itself. The band takes acid
every weekend, often stays up all night. Heady times.
Rockey Street in Yeoville is open late most nights, and it’s full of people of every
colour and creed, mingling freely. To me, this is the new South Africa. You can eat
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and drink and buy drugs, all friggin’ night. You can even smoke dope while on the
jol at The Harbour Cafe, in the courtyard, or up on the roof. There’s bands and
plays and flea markets and buskers. And women.

Our fans are mostly our friends and various ‘mangwups’ when we kick off in Joburg

I usually go out with enough money for one beer. After that I cadge drinks off
whoever I meet, especially girls. One night I meet a pretty ‘girl’ who I find out
later is actually a guy dressed up in drag. ‘She’ is quite attractive, but wants me to
buy the drinks. I’m incensed: rock stars don’t buy girls drinks! We part ways
before I discover what’s under ‘her’ skirt.
we’re driving in two cars, sticking our naked arses out the windows at
each other, when a cop car drives past. luckily, they’re concerned with
other matters, they just whoop their siren as they fly past.
st germain and i are so drunk we don’t see a cop standing on the road,
signalling for us to stop, till the last moment. we screech to a halt inches
in front of him; he’s so angry he just yells: ‘beweeg! beweeg!’90 yay! we
drive off immediately.
On the Prairie Street turntable is: Ministry, Neil Young, Geoffrey Oryema, Mazzy
Star, Massive Attack, The House of Love, Beastie Boys and lots of Happy
Mondays; the song Kinky Afro epitomises that time for me.
I only went with your mum cos she’s dirty ...

90

‘move, move!’ keep going
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To make money, Marc and I, and occasionally Kenny, get ‘extra’ jobs on movies.
It’s quite fun at first, and the locations are sometimes odd and interesting. We
make R50 a day. Lots of poor and homeless folk are extras, and there’s a kind of
bohemian flavour to the work. On top of the 50 bucks, you get a hot meal or two.
On one shoot, the set is a lavish banquet. The food is sprayed with preservative,
as it has to lie in the open for days. It’s probably pretty toxic, but the really poor
extras are undeterred and gobble down the fried chicken pieces when the crew
isn’t looking.
We meet Steve Hofmeyr on a set and play pinball with him. It’s before he gets all
famous and he’s quite friendly. I meet a hot woman on a shoot on Northcliff Hill,
in an old hotel where Ipi ‘n Tombi Version 14 is being shot. I go home with and
have sex with her, and during the humping, burst into tears. She’s obviously
freaked out by this, because when I phone her a few days later, her parents
answer and won’t let me talk to her.
I get to be a ‘wipe’ once: one of the movie crew pushes you across the camera
shot; another catches you, changes your jacket, turns you around and pushes you
back. Literally. The worst is if a scene demands you to be smoking a cigarette,
and it has to be reshot. You have to keep smoking, over and over, for ‘continuity’.
It gets nauseating if there are several takes.
There’s a director who asks his crew, ‘Is this artistic? Is this artistic?’ We find this
hilarious. The movie crowd believes that they’re all artists, when mostly, they’re
just technicians. They do work fucking hard though, and for long hours. They
never seem to stop eating: the catering is the most central part of every shoot.
Marc and I get a job fixing guitars. The company that hires us makes such crap
guitars that the necks snap, or the bodies split, when customers tighten the
strings to tune them up. We have two clamps and some bricks; we buy some
horse glue that stinks when it’s heated, stick it hot onto the guitars, put a brick on
top till the glue dries. R50 for each fixed guitar: we can do several per day.
Over a year or so we fix hundreds; we fill up Marc’s Golf with fixed guitars and
drive out to Boksburg, where we fetch the next load of broken instruments from
a crumbling blonde; sometimes these include guitars we’ve ‘fixed’ before. They
don’t mind: professional repairmen would have charged them more than the
instruments were worth.
Marc and I make pithy, bad-taste quotes while driving hung-over to work, such
as ‘ugly schoolgirls on an empty stomach’ and ‘fat moffie’s breath stinks of garlic’.
Sometimes they get incorporated into our song lyrics.
Our house is basic. There’s a couch in the entrance hall, and a TV on which we
watch the Cricket World Cup. Marc has a record player and a sizeable collection
of albums; the player gets smashed up by Graeme in an altercation between the
cousins.
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The kitchen table is an old door placed on crates that we haul off the street. The
walls and roof became blackened when a pot of chips catches alight, and over
time graffiti is written into the grime. My bedroom has just a mattress on the
floor, and some built-in cupboards where I stash my few clothes.

LJP is a trashy glam act before we get more hardcore and mechanical

Most nights we sit in the covered stoep at the back, smoking weed, talking and
drinking, before and after our nightly rehearsals.
In the day we play cricket in the garage and concrete yard. We grow a few
veggies near the washing line, including a squash, which, when sliced open for
consumption, reveals within it a tunnel. At the end of it is a dead Parktown
prawn. It ate its way into the squash until it could eat no more, and was unable to
keep going or turn back: a metaphor of short-sighted greed if there ever was one.
One Portuguese neighbour George runs a café. Rosettenville is full of Greeks,
Portuguese91 and Lebanese, aka ‘Lebs’. George gives us R50 a month to park his
BM in our second garage. This frequently saves our bacon, as the money comes a
week before St Germaine’s payday. We can buy a pocket of potatoes, butter,
tomatoes, garlic, onions and some beer: enough for four or five of us, for a week.
Many nights, we only have spuds with butter, salt and pepper. Somehow it

Over 50 000 Portuguese immigrants moved into Rosettenville, many after
Mozambique gained independence in 1976.
91
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doesn’t bother us that our contemporaries are carving out careers while we live
on the edge. We are used to the student lifestyle; we don’t need fancy cars and
possessions; playing music is enough. We gonna make it big one day.
Our other neighbour has a red Alfa Romeo, which he revs at maximum volume
early on Saturday and Sunday mornings. This is, we presume, his way of visiting
revenge upon us for our frequent late-night parties. One day there is a loud bang,
and then … no more revving Alfa. It’s a great story to share with our friends: it
never occurs to us that we might be the selfish asshole neighbours.
Carli moves into a flat within walking distance of our band commune. I visit, have
sex, sleep over; but things are falling apart for us. I’m seeing other women; she’s
not interested in joining the band’s wild evenings out on the town. Eventually, I
decide to break off our relationship. It doesn’t feel I am being fair to her. I tell her
to find someone more like her. After a while, she does (he even, apparently, has a
similar name).

The Presleys always do one new cover per gig, which we alter to suit our limited musical abilities, and
pour lashings of our own interpretation into

I have a brief affair with a buttons addict. Hanging out with Lou and her small
circle of fellow addicts is downright weird. They score buttons, smoke them, and
promptly pass out. When they awake – which can happen at any time of day or
night – they rush around frantically, scrambling to raise cash and score again.
This cycle is repeated ad infinitum.
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Lou later graduates to spiking pinks92 and dies of an overdose. Her mates find
her in a toilet, try to revive her, give her mouth-to-mouth, to no avail. It’s a fate
many in my circle will, in time, come to share.
At our favourite club, The Junction, I meet a hot girl while snorting coke off a
flight of black-and-white chequered stairs. The dude with the coke, I discover,
happens to be a wealthy relative of mine. He gives us a lift back to the band
house, but the bare, ramshackle house is not to his liking, and he leaves soon
after with her in tow. Then I hear a knock; she’s come back. I open the door, and
we’re naked in bed soon after.
Chica is a stripper. She’s still in her teens, and, I find out, has a toddler whom she
supports with her work. She’s not only gorgeous, but exotic. I find it terribly
exciting to go to strip clubs – something I can never normally afford – where she
and her mates sometimes treat me to lap-dances. I’m so poor that when she
takes me out to eat in Rosebank, I’m majorly impressed. Eating out just isn’t an
option on our low budget.
Her flat is almost as basic as our home. Her turntable plays just one or two
records, chief among them being the soundtrack to Paris, Texas.
We hire a hotel room in Berea, just for kicks, where we have crazy sex; then she
insists that I punch her. I’m not into this shit, but eventually, after she keeps
insisting, I relent and give her a soft tap in the eye. It’s a move I come to regret:
apparently, she walks around proudly displaying her shiner, telling the band:
‘Look, Derek hit me!’
She’s seeking a steady relationship, a father for her boy, but I tell her I’m just into
having kicks at this stage of my life. Marc offers her his shoulder to cry on, and
they end up together soon afterwards, for several years.
He’d been having a scene with Tabs, and I strike up one with her, so, in a sense,
we ‘swap’ girlfriends. It just happens: none of it is deliberate. Tabs is between
homes, and comes to live with the band for a bit, and we end up in bed. Things
like that happened all the time, back then.
‘Stormy’ is a fair description of this relationship. I’m not into committing to
anyone right then, nor, I think, is Tabs, but somehow, though we break things off
constantly, me and this skinny-ass little hotwire always end up back together.
This goes on until well into the millennium.
Tabs has a job and a car, and, after she leaves the band house, a flat in Yeoville.
When I tire of the band, I stay over with her. We argue a lot, and I get all
theatrical. I leap from the car, or jump over the garden wall of her flat, and storm

Welcanol, a synthetic form of heroin. Users crush up the pink tablets, mix them
with water and inject them: their veins became clogged
92

135

off back to Rosettenville. I get quite abusive at times. She’s great fun to jol with –
she dances like a maniac – and she keeps pace with my ungodly hours. Great
music taste, too. We often sit up all night spinning records, smoking boxes of
ciggies.
Live Jimi Presley. We’re small-town lads, cocky as hell, and soon brush up against
the underbelly of the city, not knowing where danger lurks. Our first warning
comes when Marc and I are driving in his Golf and pull zap signs at a dude who
cut us off. He happens to be an off-duty cop: at the next robot, he climbs out and
threatens to fuck both of us up, clearly showing us that he’s packing a gun. ‘You
little shits! Pulling zap signs at ME?’
A group of us is trying to score buttons when the cops suddenly drive up the
street and ask what we’re doing there. Graeme backchats them. A huge cop
punches Graeme so hard that he literally leaves the ground and flies for metres.
It’s not even a fast punch: there’s just so much weight behind it. In those days,
the pigs were pretty paraat93; these days you can just give them R20 and they
fuck off.

Flyers are home-made, and we silkscreen our own posters

In another incident, Tabs jumps in to save me in a street brawl, and gets punched
herself: the dude feels fuckall about punching a ‘chick’. Some ous don’t. There’s

the literal translation means ‘ready’, but it really meant they were serious
about doing their job properly
93
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lank94 aggression on the streets. It’s like the white fascists can’t beat up blacks
anymore, so they beat up whoever else they can find. Just give them an excuse:
any excuse. ‘You checking me out?’
One New Year’s Eve, the Presleys play a gig at the Black Sun in Yeoville. After the
gig I pass out in the car outside. Some band members wake me up in the early
hours of morning to pack up our music equipment. I stumble upstairs to fetch my
drumkit, totally unaware of what’s happening around me.
We find out later that somebody was busy selling coke on the premises, which
infuriates the local mafia. They place some heavies at the door and proceed to
trash everyone inside.
As I come down the stairs with some drums, one of the mafia dudes rips a tom
drum out of my hands and hits me on the head with it. I fall down the stairs, he
throws the drum after me, then runs downstairs and leaps onto my face. There’s
a clear imprint of the sole of his takkie95 on my cheek afterwards. A couple of
them then proceed to kick the shit out of me. Tabs drags me to safety.
Cash’s eardrum is damaged in the attack, and he decides to sue the mafia for
damages. It turns out the guy he’s pressing charges against has about a zillion
assault charges against him, so they offer us all bribes to keep our mouths shut.
Not wanting to invoke their ire, we agree, and collect the cash from them – in the
passage of the magistrates’ court – and we’re able to cover our rent that month.
We’re never certain if the mafia organised the strange assault that follows a few
weeks later. I’m sleeping at the time (I usually pass out early) when a group of
people walk past our house and break the aerial off St Germain’s car. St Germain
runs out with a broken baseball bat to challenge them.
They take exception to this, and enter our house in a fury. I awake to shouts,
thuds, thundering footsteps and the shattering of glass – pretty terrifying, as I
have no idea of what’s going on. I run to the band room and lock myself in it,
before whoever is attacking us can get in there and destroy our music
equipment.
They find a broomstick in the kitchen and break it over St Germain’s head
repeatedly, until it’s in tiny pieces. The next day, his head covered in stitches, he
goes to buy a gun. Apparently, there were women in this group, who were
flinging bricks. To this day, we don’t know who they were, or what their motive
was. They stole lots of our stuff on their way out, too.

94

lots of, tons of

95

sneaker
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Not long after this, I have an argument with a woman at our favourite club The
Junction, deep in the CBD, and decide to walk home, something I often do at the
time. In my considerably pissed state, I take a shortcut through a narrow, dimly
lit alley, at 3am.
i notice a dude running towards me in a threatening manner, so i turn
towards him and put up my fists. but he’s only meant to distract me, and
three or four teenage guys leap on me from behind. they drag me into a
dark corner, hold my arms, and one begins repeatedly hitting me in the
face, while another stabs me in the back with a knife. luckily I’m
wearing a leather jacket and the stabs are shallow – probably intended
to make me shut up – but I keep shouting and struggling.
then they get me down on the ground and start putting in the boot, and
that’s when I realize that I might not make it out of this alive. somehow
I get to my feet and with superhuman strength drag them back towards
the street I came off. one of them is grabbing my watch, another has my
jacket half off, but i manage to retain both and head towards a couple
leaving the club, at which stage my assailants flee. they get nothing
from me in the end, but the left side of my face, which I turned into the
punches aimed at my nose, looks like a raw burger patty for days.
I manage to track down a friend of a Stellenbosch friend who works at Radio
Pulpit, and we organise to do a recording. It’s a religious station, so we travel to
Pretoria late at night, sneaking in a clandestine session. One of the four songs we
record comes out particularly well – the only song I did all the lyrics for and
composed myself, Assumptions. I wrote it at Rhodes when I found a list of
arbitrary words on a piece of paper in the Journ Department.
Live Jimi Presley is very much a punk, DIY outfit: we design and silkscreen our
own posters, then drive around town putting them up ourselves. We buy our
steel instruments from scrapyards, cutting them to the right size and sound.
Nothing is more anathema than to copy a guitar lick from another band or a
known genre; everything we do has to be 100% original. We even have a policy
of not practising on our own instruments, in case we fall into known habits:
instead, we practise together, almost every night.
Beers and spliffs – or pipes – are obligatory before practice (and gigs), no matter
how poor we are. This is supposed to fuel innovation. A classically trained friend
tries to jam with us on violin, but is unable to do so without written music. Man,
does this reinforce our ethos of not following established formats! When we do
write a song, it’s pretty much like nothing anyone else has done, but it does take
us ages to write new ones.
One day I’m practising on my own in our band room. I’m standing and jamming
on an electric guitar when I place my bare foot on a guitar string that somehow
got stuck in a plug. Electricity rushes through my body, cleaves me to the guitar.
It pushes and pulls me like a bucking bronco. I open my mouth to scream, but
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nothing comes out. I know I’m going to die. Luckily, I fall over, and off the string.
It would have been a classic rock ‘n roll death.
We’re still pretty much a conventional setup in 1990, with the standard drum kit,
bass, guitar and vocals, plus a bit of keyboard and the odd spring here and there.
In 1991 we gradually start changing to a more electronic format, incorporating
drum machines, synths and samplers, which over the years becomes the
distinctive Presley sound. We also change our look from pretty-boy rock band to
menacing masks, angle grinders, uniforms and a host of stage props.

Kenny spends many long evenings alone at home while we go out jolling, working out the samples and
sequences for our songs

For the technically minded, we start using a Roland TR 505 drum machine, a
Korg M1 synthesiser, an Ensoniq TS-10 sequencer, and an Ensoniq ASR-10
sampler. These are linked through the Orchestrator Programme on a desktop
that runs on Dos 3.1.
Everything is connected by and written in MIDI (with no audio). All the
instruments are loaded with stiffies, which take about seven minutes to boot. If
the system crashes at a gig, we have to leave the stage till it gets back up to
speed.
One of our most popular songs, 69 at Half-past 10, derives its name from the
settings on our drum machine. The pattern is number 69, and the tempo dial’s
set at what would be 10.30 on a clock. The chorus is about the first Bush invasion
in the Middle East, in 1991.

139

69 at Half Past Ten
Hot, yeah, I could turn you around
Making believe something's there to be found
Dust to dust, dust to death, away!
Always holes, holes
Underground
Out, out, out to death you run
Out of the day and out of the night
Caution to the wind
Caution always holds
Always holds something in store, anyway
How high can you go?
Going up, coming down
Going up, coming down
Up, down, left and right, black and white
You got it right
I think I've got something I wanna say to you
And I'm only gonna say it once:
You gotta get down
You gotta get down
And that's twice I've said it
You can believe me if you want
I don't care
You can bomb, bomb, bomb, bomb
Bomb, bomb Iraq
You know, I think I've got something else I want to say to you
And I'm only gonna say it once:
You gotta not only get down
You gotta get RIGHT down (tell me what you want me to do)
Ride on
When you ride on, you gotta see a steam train
You gotta see the wings of a bird
And you gotta know it for what it is, brothers and sisters
'Cause there ain't much left
I'm not going to preach to you
I'm not gonna tell you that you must love your brothers and your sisters
Unqualified
No, I'm not gonna tell you that
Because it's a lie
And I'm not a preacher
All I can say it that you gotta get down
And that's RIGHT down
69 at half past ten
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Oh, yeah, I could turn you around
Take it or leave
Take me or leave me behind
I'm on your side
I'm inside of you
Hahaha!
69 at half past ten!
We change our line-up. Chris leaves for the UK to pursue a career in sound. He’s
replaced by Jimmy, a guy we befriend in a pool hall, who can play guitar
properly. Cash gets the axe, a duty that falls upon me: I’m always the axe man.
Marc goes back to guitar; Kenny and I share bass duty. At one stage we have a
female bassist, a platinum blonde called Serena, but she doesn’t last long.
An octopus attacks Serena while she’s wading in a Mazeppa Bay tidal pool on a
band holiday. Our car’s broken, we’re stuck in Mazeppa till it gets repaired, our
food supplies are low ... so we pounce upon the unfortunate creature, boil and
devour it. It’s tough as all hell, despite us beating the flesh with a hammer for
ages. Serena and Chica steal gas from the local hotel, roll the cylinder to our
house. We scrounge mussels off the rocks at low tide to fill our hungry bellies.
Back in Jozi, we hear that you can get picked up by sugar-daddies and mommies
at a certain restaurant in Rosebank, so Serena and I head out there, filled with
both hope and trepidation. We find the place, sit down at a table, order a glass of
water each. Alas, we’re too poor to even buy tea, and the waiter kicks us out
before any rich patrons manage to spot us.
Marc and I try getting into the porn industry. The audition consists of stripping
naked, climbing onto the back of a chair and opening your crotch to the camera. I
think the object is to see how well-hung you are, how much of an exhibitionist.
My knob gets stage fright and shrinks to minimal size, like I’ve just jumped into
an icy pool, like a tortoise hiding its head in its shell. When the porn dudes tell us,
‘we’ll call you’, it doesn’t sound very convincing.
The band conceives a brilliant idea to make money: we’ll fix musical instruments.
Presley Enterprises gets off to a great start: asked to repair a Lowrey96, we find
that it’s just a simple switch that needs replacing. The next Lowrey, however, has
been infested by rats. They’ve bitten the insulation from the numerous wires and
made a nest from it in a bottom corner of the organ. Undaunted, Kenny sets
about replacing the hundreds of cables, one by one, but despite his ardent
labours, it never plays a note again.

A poor-quality electric organ. The advert used to run: ‘If you can point a finger,
you can play a Lowrey’
96
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We scan the smalls in newspapers for cheap instruments, to fix up and sell for
profit, but the giant flaw is, everything we fix ends up doing duty for the band
(the best addition to Live Jimi Presley is a delay unit, which we use to maximum
effect). Despite having a formal letterhead and the best intentions, Presley
Enterprises never achieves lift-off.
The band, however, is gaining some notoriety. Deon Maas and a mate of his from
Tusk Music comes and watches us practice. There’s so little space in our
rehearsal room that they have to sit on top of the built-in cupboards. They make
noises about promoting us, but nothing ever comes of their promises.

This smiley mask is really creepy, particularly when used in Our Little Secret, a song about paedophilia

Cap’n Spillage opens The 40-Watt Club in the CBD, where he starts hosting raves.
It’s pretty cool to take the new drug E97 and dance out to heavy rave beats. Raves
are about dancing all night: there’s no bands. It’s a rad scene, man. We start to
alter the Presley music, accordingly, adding more oomph to the drums and bass,
making our music more danceable.

Ecstasy. In those days it came in the form of a ‘disco biscuit’: lots of uppers
added to the MDMA.
97
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One night we go clubbing and notice several of the 40-Watt patrons have blood
flowing from their foreheads. We soon find out why: Spillage is handing out
balloons filled with laughing gas98. You get a lekker rush and kaleidoscope fractal
vision … but then pass straight out, and if you’re standing, you fall smack on your
forehead onto the concrete floor. When I fall over, my beer empties itself in a
long trail across the dance floor. It’s the first thing I see when I wake up.
A pretty girl in a pillbox hat picks me at the 40-Watt Club, takes me back to her
Yeoville home.
‘You’re probably one of those guys who likes a finger up his arse?’
‘Ooh! Ja …’
A few weeks later she catches me wearing a belt I stole from her cupboard. When
she breaks up with me, I’m so angry that I throw beer bottles against a wall in
her backyard.
I neglect my health while living in Rosettenville: we live on pretty crap food. In
conjunction with cigarettes, dagga and acid, my poor eating and sleeping
patterns result in several visits to the nearby South Rand Hospital. The first time
I get a boil on my face that needs lancing – they mess it up – so I still have a scar.
The second time I slice into my thigh with a utility knife, deep into the fat and
muscle. I put the bleeding wound right next to Marc’s sleeping face. He wakes,
gasps, rushes me off for stitches.
The third time I get a bad dose of diarrhoea. In the state hospital99, I realise after
a few days that I’m shitting myself to death, literally. Eventually I demand that
they examine my shit and find out what’s killing me. They do so, my medication
is changed, and soon afterwards I start getting better.
The band brings me a joint to smoke in hospital, one of the worst highs I
experience in my whole life: complete paranoia. Tabs visits me frequently, but I
feel quite abandoned by my band mates. It’s a fucking dismal place: all the rejects
of society are gathered to die here. A nurse tells me that she wishes motorcyclists
didn’t have to wear helmets, shows me a ward full of paralysed men. She says
they would be better off if they were dead.
Things come to a head one night in our band commune.
i awake one morning in an incredible amount of pain, in particular, in
my face and my hand. i’m also covered in blood. the scariest part is, I
have absolutely no recollection of what’s happened, how I came to be in
this state.

98

Nitrous Oxide; not the imitation shit that later raves are plagued by

99

South Rand Hospital
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i go to the bathroom to look in the mirror. it’s been shattered at the
lower right hand corner. examining my damaged right hand, the cuts
appear to match the blow the mirror has been dealt. i conclude it’s me
that hit it.
the kitchen is a blizzard of destruction. almost every breakable object is
shattered, others lay strewn across the floor. the members of my
commune slink past and won’t talk to me. eventually Tabs, whose nose
is severely swollen, fills me in.
we’d been out jolling and had got back late, and the party continued in
our kitchen. at some point i’d gotten into an argument, refused to back
down, then began to trash the place. apparently i took a broom to the
kitchen crockery. when my friends tried to restrain me, i attempted to
trash them too. finally, they had to knock me out.
I took far too many drugs that night; the lsd kept me awake despite the
downers, and had allowed me to drink past a point where i would
normally have passed out. but the combination of downers and alcohol
was the most lethal.
i had, prior to this, begun to experience episodes of alcohol-induced
amnesia, where my behaviour was decidedly anti-social, according to
reports from my mates. once i leapt onto a fire and started dancing
around on it, before someone pulled me to safety.
This violent incident occurs seven years after my national servitude, when I first
get to Joburg, in a time of great flux in my life. Perhaps it was a bad combo of
drugs, or perhaps I was still filled with anger left over from the war I had fought
in. One never really knows why we do such things: was it because the stars were
in a certain position, or was it what I ate for breakfast?
Whatever the cause, this episode freaks me out: I decide I have to watch my drug
consumption, find some work, get a grip on things. It’s a definite turning point.
When I feel myself getting drunk at jols, I walk home, sobering up as I go. I get to
see a lot of Joburg dawns. Walking becomes the meditation that restores my
sanity. The birds start singing as the stars fade; often there’s a purple carpet of
jacaranda blossoms. Luckily, Joburg has, as we call it, ‘no weather’. It’s a still and
sunny city 98% of the time.
Song A
Don’t walk alone
Don’t flesh to stone
Don’t think of home
When you’ve gone out fishing
Listen to your lie
Turn the echo in your eye
When you feel the ground-thing
Shut up and watch the sky
Never have I seen so wide
Don’t walk alone
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My Master’s has fallen by the wayside, and the army begins baying at my heels,
ordering me to come and do camps. Desperate, I ask around and locate an offbeat
human rights’ lawyer. I visit his office; he has egg on his tie; he promises to get
me off the hook. When I tell him I take acid every weekend, his ears prick up:
‘Really? Can you get me some?’
He tells me that I should plug the addict line to get out, so I go to Sanca100 and tell
them I drink every night, and they give me Antabuse101, which I take for a couple
of weeks, while making sure that I drink no alcohol at all. They sample my urine
and pronounce it clean.

There are many changes in our line-up, though the core remains pretty constant

I write to the SADF, tell them that if they call me up for camps, I’ll destroy
everything in sight. The call-up letters dry up. My tactic seems to work: I reason
that the army is focusing on suckers who toe the line, not the ous who are gonna
give them grief. Soon after this conscription and camps end, as South Africa

100

South African National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Abuse

101

Disulfiram, which produces an acute sensitivity to ethanol
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approaches its first democratic election, and the huge, ever-present anxiety of
having to evade camps finally lifts from my mind.
I’m still able to cadge money out of my folks when my meagre earnings are
insufficient to support me. Addict recovery groups call this enabling102. I learn to
tug the heartstrings of my mom, especially, and when her heart hardens, my dad.
I alternate pushing on their guilt pedals. It works.
When our fridge breaks, I phone a rich relative’s father and plead poverty. He
gives me a hundred bucks, and asks me: ‘Do you really think this band thing is
going to be forever? What happens when you meet someone, have kids?’ I tell
him that I’m 100% sure the band’s going to succeed … but somewhere in the
back of my mind, he manages to plant some seeds of doubt.
The Presleys are arrogance personified. There are a couple of bands we play gigs
with, like Band of Gypsies and Urban Assault, but we don’t see them as
colleagues, or even competition. When Barney Simon lands us a gig at a venue in
the CBD and takes too long introducing us, we just start playing over him. Aside
from the odd guest artist, we never bother to establish community with anyone
else in the music business.
Live Jimi Presley was busy creating its own bubble, and we couldn’t see outside
its reflective surface, or we chose not to. But, if you want to be a bunch of artists
creating your own unique niche or genre, you have to work damn hard at it, hone
your skills to razor sharpness. We worked hard each night – but perhaps we
should have worked hard all day too.
In retrospect, these first few years in Jozi were possibly the most hectic of my
entire life: I was lucky not to end up dead or in an institution. I was being
confronted with the real world, after years of being shielded by university.
I’m trying now to honour the fact that the drug-fuelled lifestyle I chose to live
wasn’t just some kind of escapism. I was telling myself that I didn’t want a nineto-five job, that I wasn’t interested in possessions, that I wanted experiences. I
sure got a few. Perhaps I didn’t wish to eat the shit sandwich that we all have to,
to get anywhere. Maybe I thought I was above all that. But, sooner or later, pretty
much all of us have to hunker down and munch on that sandwich.

Doing things for the addict that they would do for themselves if they were
clean
102
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Chapter 10: Hobos in
Houghton
Don't you know that a midnight hour comes when everyone has to take
off his mask? Do you think life always lets itself be trifled with? Do you
think you can sneak off a little before midnight to escape this? – Søren
Kierkegaard
One day St Germain comes home and tells us he’s found us a new home. It’s a
mansion that’s due to be knocked down, but the best part is that it’s in
Houghton103, where the larnies live. It’s fantastic news: by comparison, the
Rosettenville house is a shithole.
Our new Houghton home has a massive garden and pool, lots of big rooms, and a
double garage in which we can practise to our hearts’ content. Two huge palm
trees flank the entrance104. Our new home overlooks the M1 highway, but the
traffic creates a sort of white noise that hides the racket the band creates on
most nights. It’s close to Yeoville and town: fuggen heaven! We’ve arrived.
Knowing the house is condemned means we can trash it without worrying: we
throw shirokens and darts into the doors, scatter tiles when climbing onto the
crumbly, leaking roof to fire our guns at dawn (we have a couple by then), allow
the carpets to become squelchy-gross. Smashed windows are left broken; unused
sections of the garden become overgrown jungles. A massive dagga tree
flourishes at the bottom of the plot, which actually survives winter, and produces
more heads the following summer.
The Presley mansion quickly earns a reputation as a wild party venue, where
bowls of punch are laced with acid and Ecstasy. We buy a pile of beer as tall as
we are for one party, and vow to return what’s left over to the bottle store, but of
course we never do. Quart bottles line the passage from house to studio. We
fantasise about buying an entire South African Breweries’ pantechnicon truck
filled with ale and parking it in the garden, to be drunk at our leisure.
Over the years, a procession of oddballs come to live with us, in any spare space
they can find. Rigby, a cyclist dressed in a permanent moonbag and latex shorts,
who sometimes sets up discos in our lounge, somehow finds space to live in the
cupboard under the stairs. Chica’s parents come to stay. They make amazing
vegetarian food, but, when they steal our dope once too often, they get thrown

103

actually Houghton Estate, but only estate agents call it that

104

the only thing still on the property today: it’s an ugly office now
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out (literally). An old guy called Jurgen who lives by busking on a flute in
Rosebank steals our empties to buy himself wine. We’d be playing cricket in the
vast garden and spot him scuttling across the freeway with our empty beer
bottles. Fuck! Less beer money for us.

I've just won a darts tournament! This shot shows that we may be living in millionaire's row, but we ain't
got a dime

Dawn in Houghton is quite often disrupted by the steely thump of cars smashing
into street poles and steel barriers – there’s a corner on the adjacent offramp
that drunk drivers just cannot negotiate. If we’re still awake from the previous
night’s jol, we investigate the wrecks. South Africans: they know they shouldn’t
drive drunk, but they do. A couple of times we see the driver climb out and
stagger off before the cops arrive to test their blood. We filch what’s useful to us
from the mangled car remains.
Cash’s wedding is a calamitous affair. Spillage (who’s just cut off a finger for a
dare, and thrown it out the window) arrives with a silver Magnum (not the ice
cream) protruding from his waistcoat, dishes out powerful acid to our whole
table. One of our mates tries to get into the bride’s mom, then, when the father
objects, throws him a punch. We toss our food around the fancy room. I flirt
outrageously with the girlfriend of Cash’s (large) brother – in front of him. Then
there’s a blank period. I wake up next morning in a gutter at the top of Houghton
Hill.
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When a festival begins at Rustler’s Valley – a hippie hangout of note105 – and they
invite us to play, we leap at the chance. We drive down to the Free State
determined to kick ass, but we haven’t counted on one thing: the weather. Just
before we’re due to play on the main stage, the heavens open. Dejected, we elect
to drop some acid to cheer ourselves up.
Then a move begins to set up a stage in a tent down by the river. The monitors
are hauled off the main stage and set up. We’re invited to play, but the tent is
filled with straw, not good for our fire show, and besides, we’re tripping balls by
then. So, instead of playing, we get to watch one of the best shows I’ve ever seen,
with Gary Herselman’s band Archipelago, Mac Mackenzie’s The Genuines and
Tim Parr’s The Zap Dragons.
Mac steals the show with his Goema106 energy and speed, hammering on notes
with one hand upon the bass guitar’s neck while gesturing with the other. I’ve
never seen anything like it. Mac tells Marc before the gig he’s going ‘fuck us up’.
He’s right: his band is streets ahead of ours. Later, we return to Rustlers and
blow the competition away, but by then we’ve matured into a polished, battlehardened act.
Live Jimi Presley’s fame and reputation is growing. Our sound is getting harder,
more mechanical; we’re starting to incorporate more angle grinders and fire into
the show, we wear black uniforms and masks, fill the stage with dummies and
props, creating a unique live show. In the double garage we can actually rehearse
with this extra stuff. Things get decidedly industrial.
There’s also a gimp, an idea we steal from Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction. Volunteers
are stripped naked, cling-wrapped, bound in chains and barbed wire to the stage.
Sometimes people in the audience punch and kick the gimp, thinking it’s part of
the show; the band fires blanks and grinds sparks into his face. We inject the
gimp with ‘gimp juice’107 before shows. They have no idea what we’re putting
into their veins.
Strangely, there is never a shortage of folk who want to be abused. We advertise
for gimps before shows, then pick the most outrageous-looking character. Fans
are proud to be the gimp. Bowie is, over time, our most consistent, reliable gimp;
he gets to participate in quite a few shows and accompanies us on several tours.
We start doing a lot of tours, and, within a few years, build up a sizeable
following in Durban and Cape Town. Our first gig in Durban is the Archiball,
where some lout throws a full beer can onto Marc’s forehead. Spillage retaliates
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by throwing steel spring sticks108 into the audience; we end up running for the
door.

The gimp, a literal representation of victim consciousness, adds flavour to the Presley performances

We also play at The Playhouse in Durbs, a gig that Lloyd Ross from Shifty
Records films; he hands us the cassette as we leave the gig. It’s a midday gig; the
audience – many of them aged – are seated, and watch us snarl and spit through
songs like Nick Cave’s Junkyard. Years later a fan comments that he’ll always
remember us concluding our show by sawing the head off a dummy and dropkicking it into the dumbstruck crowd.
Within a few years we’re packing out The Purple Turtle in Cape Town and The
Station in Durbs, and start demanding R5 000 per gig: a lot of money in those
days. We also want additional sweeteners: crates of beer, food, drugs and decent
accommodation. It’s the closest I’ve come to being a rock star.
We drive round the Cape peninsula at dawn, firing guns at street signs, terrifying
cyclists: wtf are they doing up so early, in such ridiculous attire? We’re sleeping
over at my parents: when we get back there at 6am, stoned immaculate, my mom
shows the band the large garden and shares the Latin names of plants. The band
grins and nods blankly. Protea Cynaroides? Yeah … if you say so …
We play in Pretoria at venues like The Fridge and at a club called Zeppelins in the
East Rand, where, at times, we sleep over in a grotty hotel. At one gig I shag a
blonde on a shelf in the hotel’s broom cupboard, between cans of polish. At
another, the manager invites us over for drinks at his pool the next morning,
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where he casually informs us that he enjoys having sex with his CreepyCrawly109. Okay … !

Angle-grinders and scrap metal create a factory ambience onstage

Live performances are planned down to the last detail. We don’t just practise
songs: we rehearse the entire set. If I’m playing bass in one song and then going
to hit some scrap metal in the next, I need to plan my route, so I don’t collide
with another band member who’s also changing instruments. There’s a lot of
fire-breathing and petrol on stage, smoke, strobes, sparks flying: if we aren’t
precise in our movements it can result in serious injury.
In one song, I get to drop all instruments and just dance around beside Marc,
singing backing vocals. I wear a massive Rasta wig, toss the dreadlocks around
wildly while I jive. It’s incredibly liberating to perform behind a mask, or under a
dense wig. I lose all my inhibitions. Oscar Wilde said: ‘Give a man a mask and
he’ll tell you the truth.’ He was right about that.
The Presleys do a collaboration with Vusi Mahlasela and Lesego Rampolokeng,
called The Moscow Circus, at the Grahamstown Festival. At that stage we have a
manager, who’s supervising all three acts, so we cobble together a musical
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review that combines punk/industrial, acoustic ballads and protest poetry. Chica
does magical tricks between songs; the powerful blonde Angel wrestles with an
angle grinder. Lesego’s music came from another collaboration that he did, with
Warrick Sony, so I end up doing (Warrick’s) great basslines from the album End
Beginnings.
After a few weeks of intense practise, we drive down to Grahamstown for the
festival. We sleep at a pineapple farm near the coast. It’s pretty rough, as half a
dozen people have to share one bathroom. Marx, our sound engineer, comes up
with a couple of unforgettable one-liners. Pubes in the bath? ‘That’s life’. When
Marc craps on him during sound check, tells him it sounds shit, his retort is: ‘Be
more specific. I don’t have a shit control.’
The Moscow Circus nearly sets the venue alight one night. The windows and
doors of the Power Station – our massive, rustic, isolated venue – are stuffed
with hessian to keep in warmth, and this ignites. The audience panics, rushes for
the doors. Just in time, the blaze and audience are narrowly brought under
control.
A busload of kids arrives one night from way across the country to see the
‘circus’ and have to be turned away. Adults only. One of our songs is about
paedophilia; there’s some graphic onstage stuff in this song, where Lesego stuffs
a blonde doll’s face into his crotch, while Marc wanks the long nose of his plastic
mask.
This will be … our little secret … our little secret …
One of our crew almost loses a hand to a fireworks’ explosion. Angel catches her
long hair in the angle grinder and rips out a big chunk of hair and scalp. I ruin my
favourite boots by warming my feet too close to a fire.
Playing with these guys is a big leap forward. Vusi has this angelic voice that
raises the hair on your neck; Lesego raps his visceral, scatological poetry; we do
our usual hard rock/industrial/punk stuff. Chica and Angel lend theatrical power
to our review. Somehow the combination works. It’s hot shit. Lloyd Ross gets
some of it down on video. The audience doesn’t quite know how to react: some
people tell us it’s the best thing they’ve ever seen, others get up and leave after
the first song.
For 10 consecutive shows, the line-up at the Power Station is Jennifer Ferguson,
The Moscow Circus, James Phillips’ band The Lurchers and then Lloyd DJ-ing
world music, which is pretty much unknown in the early 90s. He’s playing songs
like Alpha Blondy’s Jerusalem, which, after a few beers and spliffs, are
transcendent (well, for me, anyway).
Each night, Ferguson goes over her time limit, sparking off disgusting,
unrepeatable labels among us for her arrogance and unprofessionalism. Then we
play. After our set, the band climbs up into the roof and sits with Rodge the
Dodge and Boogie – the guys doing lights – and smoke spliffs and drink beer
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while looking down on the Lurchers, who are playing complex, hard-hitting jazzy
rock. When they finish, we go downstairs and dance to world music.

This circus is not for kiddies: as a collaboration it kicks some serious ass

James is calling the shots. While most people have high hopes about the ‘new’
South Africa, he’s seeing past the hype.
Just when we thought it's over, we found it's only just begun
Just when we thought it's over, we're still dying like flies underneath the
sun
It's still going crazy just like it’s always done
He dies a couple of years after that festival, and we play at his memorial concert.
The line-up is a who’s who of the top bands of the era. Live Jimi Presley is the last
act to take the stage. We cover East Rand Blues, a chaotic song off James’ seminal
album Wie is Bernoldus Niemand? There’s nobody there to see it, and it doesn’t
make the later doccie of the event either.
We manage to get some recordings done in the next few years, one with Lloyd
and two with Peter Pearlson, probably the top engineers in the country. They’re
rushed affairs that last only a night or two. Given the short time frames, the
quality is pretty good.
We send a couple of our songs to Radio 5, then keep phoning the station, asking
them to play them, which pushes us up the ratings – once up to Number 1. The
Presleys get offers from record companies, but the contracts they ask to sign
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involve us getting a measly 5% of any profits made, which we feel is just totally
immoral. What kind of slut signs a contract like that? Thus, the band, while it
exists, has no album, only live shows. It becomes an urban myth. Did you see
them?110
In 1993/94 the band undergoes more line-up changes. Jimmy leaves and is
replaced by Benjamin, who brings in extra skills: welding steel and
moaning/howling on didgeridoo. I soon acquire the art of circular breathing,
which proves useful when he later departs. I purchase a piece of plumbing pipe
for R10, cut it to pitch, paint some rings on it: the sound is better than that of
most expensive wooden didjs, and the mouthpiece is easier to blow into. It’s a
hippie thing to play didj, but we incorporate it into Presley gigs by building
tension at the beginning of a song.
Martin picks me up after work one Friday evening in his monster BMW 5 series;
we head down to the Grahamstown festival. He wants to get there in time for a
drink, which we do, eating up the thousand-odd kilometres before midnight. I tell
him that I’m going to be a father. He’s so chuffed, he pledges to become my firstborn’s godfather. I’m not nearly so happy: how am I going to support a child
without a job?
Back in Joburg, on a Saturday night Martin and I speed down Munroe Drive, a
steep, twisting road between Yeoville and Houghton. We’ve been drinking shots,
and I egg him on till he loses control and ploughs his BM straight into a stone
wall. I haven’t even put on a safety belt, and hurtle into the dashboard, which
crumples. Luckily, we’re so drunk that we don’t hurt ourselves; we get out the
car, laugh, have a smoke, walk home. Next day we walk to the wreck: I find blood
on the smashed windscreen, and a matching cut on top of my head. Oops …
A week or two later he’s encouraged to smash his new BMW into the same spot
by the rest of the band, and promptly does so. In both instances, the cars are
complete write-offs. When he leaves for the UK his hand is a mess from holding a
firework that ignited in it, plus he’s got stitches from a couple of knife wounds,
courtesy of our singer. His presence in the band is however immortalised, as his
clarinet shrieks briefly in one of our songs.
There are several close calls when we tour. Our car is filled with band members,
the trailer behind it stuffed with scrap metal. We have to get to and back from
our gigs in Durban and Cape Town on weekends, so St Germain can get to work
on Mondays, and we’re often hung-over and exhausted. On one drive down to
Cape Town I’m sitting next to Marc when he begins driving off the tarmac; I grab
the wheel and guide us back on track. On the way back, he alerts me just in time
to the fact that I’m driving at 160km/h and about to go down a pass. On another
tour a driver goes past us, signalling wildly. When we pull over, we realise the
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trailer has had a flat for some time; we’ve been dragging it along completely
oblivious to this fact.
Tabs and I have had a big night out. We’re in the East Rand, visiting her folks, the
following day. A lit cigarette falls to the floor of our moving car. We both stoop to
retrieve it, then, when we look up, a taxi has stopped in front of us. ‘Oh shit!’ is all
we have time to say, then … Wham! There are no serious injuries, but a racial
incident almost occurs; a group of aggressive Afrikaners pull up when they see
two whites facing down a large group of blacks. Later, we get the old acid mert LJ
to weld a bull bar onto the front of our Mazda, to replace its fucked bumper.

Kenny looks downright scary sometimes, especially when he shaves off his eyebrows

Ooh, there’s a new drug in town! A Goth with long black hair is selling it. He
comes to Houghton to show us how to smoke crystal meth111: you put some
powder in a light bulb and heat it up, suck on the end where the metal part used
to be. A nice rush is followed by days without sleep. What do you do with
yourself when you cannot sleep? You buy some more, of course! The Goth always
seems to materialise at the front door when we need it. Crazy shit. Batshit crazy
shit.
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The band comes home one night at dawn to find Kenny sitting with his feet in the
pool. He’d fallen asleep with a lit candle near his bed – it fell over and ignited his
duvet. This burnt into the flesh on his feet, causing serious injury.
There’s a marathon taking place outside our house, but fortunately a cop realises
Kenny’s condition is dire and clears us a path through the runners. Kenny has no
medical aid but, luckily, we have a doctor friend, who for weeks repeatedly
scrapes the infections from his severely burned feet while administering
Ketamine112 to Kenny (and to us).

The unlikely dad: I have minimal work experience. 'I saw up bits of metal in a band' doesn't look too
good on a CV

Kenny’s an authentic Goth; perhaps he’s part vampire? He sits through the night
while we go out jolling, assembling songs on the sequencer and adding samples.
It’s a thankless task, but one that becomes increasingly important for the
Presleys as we move from acoustic to electronic.
Lee’s birth at Joburg Gen113 is a lengthy affair. He’s a big baby; Tabs has almost
doubled in weight. The process goes on all night; when the hospital staff leaves
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the room, we dose up on laughing gas – Tabs to deal with the pain, me to deal
with the anxiety.
The first thing that happens after Lee is born is that I have to rush him to the
opposite end of the hospital for surgery. Scans have picked up that his urethra is
constrained; this is rectified before any serious damage occurs. Prior to the era of
scanners, he wouldn’t have lived long. It’s quite something to traverse a massive
hospital with my tiny son, whose eyes haven’t even opened yet, all on my own.
I’ve just turned 30, and it’s a huge shock: I’ve made very few plans for the future
‘cos I’d always assumed I’d never actually get this far. I start to realise that I have
to put some roots down, assume some responsibility for my life and others’.
I decide to leave the Houghton mansion to help Tabs bring up my son. We live in
Norwood, which is close-by, so I still attend the nightly practice sessions with the
Presleys. The first Norwood house has an old stable at the back and a grove of
old fruit trees. Tabs has a couple of cats and a dog. It’s my first taste of anything
remotely resembling a family home. It’s great to live in some degree of comfort
and privacy, and, when raising the baby gets boring, I can still escape the ‘white
picket fence’ by going to band practice, doing gigs and jolling with the band.
Tabs does most of the raising of our first child, in addition to bringing home the
bacon: I’m not earning much money at this stage. I’m not very good as a dad, but
I do have one ace up my sleeve: humming as I hold Lee to my chest, and dancing
slowly to reggae, while I breathe out my nose onto the top of his head. The deep
male voice, warm breath and reggae rhythms soothe him and put him to sleep. I
think my presence in the home is of some help – in South Africa thieves target
single women.
Lee is one of the most photographed babies ever: believing that I’m going to be a
full-time photographer, I start shooting everybody I know, as much as my limited
budget allows. I shoot the reluctant Tabs in as many locations and outfits as I
can. I shoot the band, their friends, and any artists I can find. I haunt photo gear
fairs, buy second-hand lenses, backdrops, and lights.
I start to earn a bit of cash by taking photographs, teaming up with German
journalist Alex to do interviews, mostly of musicians we admire, for The Star
newspaper. We interview, among others, Ray Phiri, James Phillips, Gary
Herselman and Paul Riekert. I also start shooting features for The Star.
I buy a second-hand, complete set of darkroom gear. Every place I live in, from
then on, has a darkroom set up, where I process my own, and sometimes other
people’s black & white film. When Tabs and I later move to Yeoville, my friend
Guy actually lives IN the darkroom. I make some backdrops and start shooting
studio stuff with an Afrikaans entrepreneur who always stinks of sweat, but his
business partner steals all my gear.
A gay Scottish character called Sparky moves back from London into my old
room in Houghton. I’ve heard lots about him, as he was at Rhodes before I got
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there, but he doesn’t make the best first impression on me, as he sells me some E
that doesn’t do a bloody thing. ‘Who is this tosser with wildly dyed hair, selling
me fake drugs?’ I think to myself. But, over time, I get to dig his vibe.
Sparky’s drug intake makes ours look pretty mild. A heavy Camel smoker, he
sometimes coughs for minutes on end, until you fear for his very life. His sister
The Wonderful Wizard has a mean alcohol intake, too. I can’t keep up on their
binges, which involve trays full of shots, and lots and lots of drugs. The parts I
can remember are filled with laughter, and way out of hand: Sparky’s kicked out
of so many clubs it becomes quite difficult to go out drinking with him.

Sparky's haircuts change like the weather, but his appetite for D&D remains constant

Sparky works in a pizza restaurant in Brixton called Ciro’s. After his waiting
shifts, we sometimes go jolling at gay clubs, which are another universe
completely. The barmen are often naked; on your way to the loo are darkened
rooms where men fuck men they can’t see and have likely never met before. St
Germain once wanders, by accident, into one of these darkrooms, comes out
wide-eyed, pretty quickly.
Sparky is a dungeon master, and I begin playing Dungeons & Dragons, a roleplaying game, for the first time. The Flaming Tongues is a ‘lawful-good’ group of
religious zealots who put anyone vaguely not of our religious persuasion
immediately to the sword. My character is a female half-elf called Ellerex, a
magic-user/thief who rises to tenth level. Ellerex flirts with a male fighter, played
in real life by Dionne, who stays at Houghton periodically. It’s loads of fun –
better than watching the telly or playing darts.
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A couple of teenagers – relatives of our clan and their friends – become part of
the household. There are two sweet girls who dress up and come to our gigs
when there’s space in the cars. A pair of teenage boys, one called Italy, hangs out
around the house, partakes in our darts and cricket tournaments.
In our kitchen, Italy, a massive oaf, breaks an egg on my head for a joke. His mate
cackles. I turn round and punch Italy flat in the mouth. It’s an act of
insubordination: if I let this go, what will follow? He’s so surprised that he
doesn’t retaliate; he could have crushed me easily.
The teenagers participate eagerly in our rock ‘n roll lifestyle. At Rustlers, Italy
drops a cap and wanders off. We get a message a few hours later that he’s in the
Spiritual Crisis Centre. We go there. Apparently, he walked up to a bunch of
dudes and demanded the keys for their car. He wanted to drive it back to Joburg.
They took him down hard – they had to – he was a strapping lad. He’s all bruised
and moaning, but recovers soon enough.

Graham has a powerful voice and stage presence. He knows how to pose, too ...

Christmas at the Presley mansion is an elaborate, if lopsided affair. We (well, St
Germain mostly) buy piles of food and spend hours cooking it. The table is
ornately laid and twinkly lights strung up. We also invest in cocaine for this
special occasion, which is meant to be an after-supper treat. But, after a few
drinks, our willpower flies out the window: we schnarff a few lines, and lose all
interest in our specially prepared food. When we do eventually eat it, our noses
are gummed up with whatever shit was added to the coke, and we can’t taste a
damn thing.
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The Presleys do a couple of gigs with Graham Weir, a fantastical Scottish actor
who sings and puts on a lively performance. After gigs, when we’re bored, we
find phone numbers in the classified adverts of old newspapers; he phones the
unfortunate owners of these numbers in the early hours of the morning and
concocts unlikely tales over the phone to them that have us all in stitches. Once
he told an old biddy that he’d made tiny rucksacks for cats and was going up
mountains with them. How he kept her on the line I’ll never know.
He also composes a song or two. This one has some Harry Belafonte influence:
Talliman
Talliman he talli-banana
Talliman banana boy be,
Talliman he tallibaganga
He talliman from here to here
He talking in a talliman whisper
He whisper innie talliman’s ear
He take another hit of his ganga
He grinning from his ear to ear
He say hip-hop.
He say:
You never gonna get to the mountain
You never gonna get to the sea
You never gonna get no nowhere by sitting on your mamma’s knee
You say you want a part of the action
You say you want a bit of the beat
But never gonna get no nowhere
By sitting in a one-way street
He say hip-hop.
Well along come the Talliman he talli-me banana man
He talli where the sun no play
He gonna kill time all the time waiting for the right time
Waiting for the sunshine day
He no born with silver spoon man He walking on the moon man
He making no decisions right or wrong
He never uptight, down tight
Looking left or right tight
Sitting with his nose down listening to the underground sound.
He say hip-hop.
We do a gig with Pops Mohamed, who plays traditional African instruments, at a
place called Carfax; a cool combo of ancient and modern. A guy who works at
Carfax makes us black, matching uniforms, adding to our quasi-military
appearance. Marc wears a smiley-face badge on his upper arm, with blood
dripping from it.

160

We play all over Joburg, at parties, universities, clubs and art exhibitions. We
even play in the larney suburb, Rosebank, where the audience eats food off a
totally naked woman, though to our irritation, they seemed far more interested
in her than us …
As the mid-90s approach, certain members of the band start taking really hard
drugs – crack and heroin. I still jol with the band quite a lot, and one night, after a
gig, a guy we meet on Rockey Street takes us to his flat in Berea to cook up some
coke, a process known as freebasing. Smoking freebase, the purest form of crack,
results in the most amazing, intense rush – if you can ‘get’ it – the paradox of
smoking crack is that often you don’t, which leaves you hanging for a better ‘hit’.
Most of the time you’re disappointed, but once you’ve had that rush, you’ll keep
trying to get it back. Forever, if unchecked.
I have no idea how much this drug will fuck my life up, but I do get a foretaste
from my very first flirtation with it. When we get back to the Houghton mansion,
I upend a basket of keys where I’ve carefully stashed my own, but can’t find
them. I start ranting and raving, which irritates the band.
‘Yes Derek, someone’s hidden your keys,’ jeers Marc. I throw over the large
communal fridge; he rushes towards me. I deck him with a perfect jab: next
thing, St Germain has us both on the ground, holding us with one arm each. Marc
still has one arm free, however, and hits me repeatedly in the face across St
Germain’s chest. Both my arms are immobile, and I cannot defend myself. The
next day we discover that Kenny had, for reasons unknown, actually taken my
keys from the basket.
My parents have come up from the West to see Lee, so I have to play host the
next day with a bruised and swollen face. I tell them the band had played at
Zeppelins and some fans had gotten into a fight with us. They probably took this
story with a big pinch of salt, but hey, my folks … they always gave me the benefit
of the doubt.
My dad’s going up to Zim to canoe the Zambezi, and I insist on going along. We
drive up, meet a bunch of my cousins and old family friends – big, bearded and
tanned fellows, who view this skinny little sickly city slicker (me) with deep
suspicion.
Before we start the canoe trip, we braai and camp next to the Zambezi River.
Somebody has packed apples into a steel crate, and we wake to the sound of this
crate being ripped apart by an elephant. Dad opens the tent flap, puts his finger
to his lips, motions for me to be quiet. The pachyderm’s giant arse is directly
above us: if it steps backwards, we’re doomed.
Next morning, I wander off down to the river to photograph a buffalo. My cousins
tell me I’m crazy when I return to camp: I could have been charged and flattened.
We load up three canoes to the gills – about three inches from water level – with
massive cooler boxes. These contain beer and raw, red biltong, upon which we
live almost exclusively for the next 10 days.
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What's our relative been up to in Joburg, my Zim cousins probably wonder as we canoe down the
Zambezi

We set off down the massive, roiling river. Minutes after entering the current, we
have to travel through a bloat of hippos, never a good idea. A massive male
surfaces near the canoe my father and I are in. Water cascades from his brow. We
establish a new world record in speedy paddling! I keep imagining he is going to
surface again, this time right under us. It’s not the best intro – for the rest of the
trip I’m wary.
Sharing one’s fear, however, is not a good idea in a group of men. That night, as I
chatter away with animation about the hippo incident, I soon pick up that
everyone else is falling silent. When shit happens and you’ve got those external
gonads, you’re supposed to just keep quiet – or joke about it.
The same thing happens years later when I’m photographing a group of
executives on holiday in the Waterberg. Our helicopter pilot has the unnerving
habit of flying straight for cliff faces, then pulling up and over them at the last
moment. He also enjoys cruising along the top of a ridge and then diving over it,
leaving your stomach miles behind in the process. After the flight, I start gushing
… and I’m met with that frosty silence, the disdain of men who know no fear … or
certainly won’t acknowledge it in public.
The threat of capsizing is never far from mind, and the Zambezi is full of crocs.
One of our canoes keels over in a rapid; I’ll always remember the look on my
cousin’s face as he clutches his upturned craft. But he’s silent about it later, only
bitching about losing some camera gear.
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We have no radio, no gun, and we’re not allowed to make any fires at night. If one
of us gets injured that person is dead meat. To steer clear of lions we sleep on
islands. There’s wildlife everywhere: buffalo in the shallows, hippos, crocs,
vultures, all the stuff Africa is renowned for. Evidence of humans is minimal. I’ve
never felt such age in a place: it’s completely primal.
The Zambezi alternates between high, narrow gorges with massive, spinning
whirlpools that we have to steer carefully around, to placid, open stretches that
are so broad you can’t see the banks; you feel like you’re on the ocean. It’s a
really big river.
I catch two or three tiger fish on the trip, including one that’s a few feet long,
which puts up a lively fight, but as we can’t make fires and cook them, the tigers
go back into the water. Just before we hit Mana Pools, our last port of call, some
hippos jump from a high bank, into the water right in front of us; thankfully, not
on top of us. Never relax until you’re back at base! Amazingly, we still have one
or two cold beers left as we haul the canoes aground.
On the trip back from the Zambezi my dad falls asleep in the car full of men.
When he wakes, he peers around with a blank expression, and asks: ‘Who was it
that volunteered to make a pot of tea?’ We all burst into laughter, but, looking
back, this could have been an early sign of the cruel fate that lay ahead for him:
dementia.
I shoot the trip on slide film and write it up, and it’s nearly published in a travel
mag – they even send me the laid-out proof – but it never makes it into print. I
think the magazine went belly-up soon after.
Live Jimi Presley is hitting a low ceiling. We’re one of the top-earning
‘alternative’ outfits around, but there’s only so many times you can play the same
tiny club circuit. With no album, we’re hamstrung, as major festivals won’t even
consider putting you on their bill without one. Many SA acts at this juncture go
overseas; if you succeed in making a name in Europe or the USA, you’re taken
seriously back home. Fuck knows how that logic works.
We have a slew of articles and photographs in newspapers like The Weekly Mail
and magazines such as Flipside, which features Marc on its front page. The
Presleys’ pyrotechnics and our clown masks, uniforms and props make for great
shots. On one shoot, the photographer David Wise takes us into Hillbrow and
shoots us with a coloured prostitute on her double bed; she informs us that:
‘When I fucks, my toes play pianos’. It’s one of those lines you never forget.
But despite all our media coverage, we’re definitely not a commercial act. And if
the money ain’t coming in, no matter how good or united a band is, it’s well-nigh
impossible to keep going. As Lloyd Ross says in Michael Cross’s brilliant
documentary on James Phillips, The Fun’s Not Over: ‘South Africans are famous
for murdering bands.’ There just isn’t the support that bands need to stay alive
on their music.
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Journalists who want to interview or photograph us are told to bring a case of
Black Label beer, or not bother. We love to pretend that we’re rock stars;
perhaps we even believe it ourselves. We get onto a couple of TV shows; on one
shoot at a scrap yard, I cut myself with an angle-grinder, spray blood onto the
set; the production company pays the doctor’s bill. Our fans dig our TV
appearances, but we never get a call from a big booking agent.

Live Jimi Presley gets into the papers often, but we're not able to carve out a career from music

Tabs, baby Lee and I move several times in this period, after our Norwood home
gets sold from under us114. We move to another house in Norwood; then in with
a gay couple in Melville; then to Yeoville, where the rent is cheap but the merts
are practically on my doorstep. Life with very little work, a band that’s going
nowhere and a baby with a mom I fight with, is tough. I start to get hooked on
smack and crack.
The Yeoville house is ‘passed on’ to us by an actor acquaintance of ours called
Hamlette. He’s leaving Joburg for the country to get clean on his family farm, and
he wants someone he knows to take over the place, ‘cos it’s dirt cheap (an old
Italian owns it and hasn’t bothered to put the rent up for decades).
Hamlette is one of those flamboyant characters who knows everybody when he
walks into a bar: loud and boisterous, big and handsome. But there’s something
unhappy inside, and he’s running from it, getting totally wasted whenever he
can. Over the next few years, he makes a habit of leaving the farm to pop into
Joburg for a job and a party, and that’s when I bump into him. I’ll pick up the
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phone, and hear an enthusiastic ‘Derek!’ and know that the next few days are
trashed.
Guy lives in the darkroom of our Yeoville house. The darkroom is full of
chemicals and their smells, but he’s seemingly unfazed by this. We hang out a lot
and – when we have money – do drugs. He’s a bloody good photographer, and we
land a couple of shoots together. On one job we photograph a huge commercial
exhibition at a place called Nasrec. We make enough each day to score a decent
stash of drugs. As the job progresses, we get exhausted from working all day and
partying all night. Towards the end of the shoot we pass out repeatedly on the
floor, in the media HQ, which is filled with activity and people, and is right in the
middle of the exhibition. We hear later that people were stepping over our prone
corpses.
In an attempt to get into the news circuit, Andrew Bannister and I spend a night
with the Flying Squad. We travel around Joburg at night, following up on breakins and false alarms. Then the cops get a call: there’s been a murder in a block of
flats in the CBD. It’s one of the creepiest scenes ever. The flats have no power; it’s
dark and menacing as we enter the foyer. The flats are built around a spiral
staircase that winds its way up into the dingy heights above us as we enter.
The cops clutch their rifles tightly and point them around as they cover each
other. They’re really nervous. Lamps and candles provide a flickering, dim
illumination as we mount the filthy, garbage-filled stairs. A few floors up, we
start walking on blood. Then we find a man dressed in Zulu traditional garb,
lying on his back, head down the staircase. His throat has been cut and there’s
gore everywhere. We shoot some photos and I scribble some hasty notes, but all
of us just want to get the fuck out of there. I can’t remember if our story ever
went to print.
A young guy films the Presleys, starts hanging out and playing music with us.
Leon has great rhythm and tons of infectious energy and ideas; we make videos
with him, he gets us gigs, organises a recording session. I think to myself: this
guy, he’s my ideal replacement.
On my last Durban tour, Marc gives me some of the door takings and a couple of
band members visit the brothel beneath our hotel rooms. One of the black
hookers fancies me, grabs me and hauls me off to her dingy room. Her snatch is
poorly shaved, the condom sandpapers off, and I realise, to my horror, that I’ve
probably been exposed to the HIV virus: Natal is rife with it115. Before ARVs
arrive on the scene, that’s a straight death sentence. The trip home is filled with
dread. I take an Aids test, which, after an agonizing wait, miraculously comes up
clean. Fuck! What a relief.

KwaZulu-Natal still has the highest HIV rate in South Africa, and it lies next to
Swaziland, which has the highest rate of HIV infection in the world
115
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Gradually the consumption of crack, which puts you ‘up’ and heroin, which takes
you back ‘down’ begin to take their toll on certain key members of the band,
particularly Marc. Financially, it’s exactly what we don’t need: every cent we
earn seems to find its way into the pockets of the Nigies. I’m starting to become a
junkie myself. It feels to me that the band isn’t writing any new songs, that Marc
has lost his edge, that our format is becoming clichéd. It’s time, I decide, to quit.
It’s real crap to leave the Presleys. I’ve built my life around the band for the last
five or six years, and have few alternative career prospects. When Tabs says
she’s found a job in KwaZulu-Natal, I see it as a chance to get out of Joburg and
get off the drugs.
I tell the band I’m calling it a day, which doesn’t go down well with Marc at all –
he won’t speak to me for years. I sell my bass amp and buy a sax. Perhaps there’s
another band or job waiting for me there on the coast. It’s a long shot, but I have
to try something. My life feels incredibly stuck.

166

Chapter 11: Number
Nineties
Often it’s the deepest pain that allows you to grow into your higher self
– Karen Salmanson
My trip to the north coast of KwaZulu-Natal is a total nightmare. Tabs has gone
ahead to supervise the unpacking of the delivery truck, in which we placed my
motorbike. My role is to bring the second car, the dog and the last of our
belongings from our Yeoville home. The only snag is that our old Mazda 323 is
not in good shape. Not at all. I discover this at midday, about 100km out of
Joburg.
The car starts missing, jerking and hiccupping, so I turn around and take it back
to the garage where it had last been serviced. The mechanic tells me it’s my
points, duly adjusts them, and I set off again. This time I get about twice the
distance before the problem recurs. I elect to push on, stopping every hour or so
to manually adjust the points; the car goes for a bit, then starts missing again. It
grows dark.
Each time the car starts missing I start cursing … and the dog starts whimpering.
He can sense my stress. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! It takes me most of the night to reach
Mtunzini, travelling through a very dodgy area – the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands. I
know if I get stranded on the side of the road with a car full of stuff, my arse is
grapes116. I’ve got all my earthly belongings with me: my clothes, camera and
saxophone. These will certainly be stolen, and I may be injured or killed.
I make it just before dawn to Mtunzini. It’s a tiny, picturesque little town, very
scenic. Tabs’ job is at the University of Zululand. There’s nothing for me to do in
the dorp. And I have heroin withdrawals.
I try setting myself up as the local photographer, putting ads in every post box,
but only land one job: photographing burgers for a new takeaway joint.
Scintillating stuff.
I’ve bought a telephoto lens, thinking I may become a wildlife photographer.
There’s the rare palm-nut eagle that’s in the area, which I try getting shots of: no
dice. I’ve never had much patience, and I don’t have the know-how. To shoot
birds you need a hide and that kind of thing. I shoot a portfolio of black & white
prints of Mtunzini, print it out, take it around; nobody wants it.
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I’ll be finished, kaput, toast
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I find work on a local paper in Empangeni, the nearest equivalent to a city, but I
don’t last long there. I’m accused of being ‘too efficient’, whatever that means.
Empangeni borders Richards Bay, one of the ugliest places in the universe:
industrial, stinky and tasteless. It’s almost a relief to get fired.
The countryside is hellishly slow. Every second ou is an alkie117. It’s a time warp,
a swamp that never emerged from the 70s. Mtunzini’s population of less than 2
000 views us with suspicion. City folk aren’t welcome, and with good reason –
the locals know we ain’t gonna cut it here – we’re gonna last a few months, then
hightail it back to the city. They know this better than we do; we just haven’t
figured it out yet.
Most of the time I sit at the lagoon and fish ... but I’ve never been a lucky
fisherman. I do a shitload of walking, try and figure out what the hell I’m going to
do. I pray to the gods I know, but none answer. There’s a great beach, but it soon
bores me. As one of my mates had pointed out before I left, ‘you can only take in
so much beauty before you get sick of it’.

My Honda 400cc chopper transports me across South Africa for 15 years

Our flat is tiny and badly built, one of those modern buildings done on a low
budget. It’s hot as hell. The heat is sticky, overpowering. The darkroom, sealed
from light and air, is hellish. I hit a new low with Tabs. Lee’s in his ‘terrible twos’.
There are no friends I can visit. The lesson: don’t hit the sticks118 if you’re not
well organised, and a tight unit.
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I’m not used to having no band. I practice on my saxophone, but it sounds
terrible. I audition for some local black musicians, and they don’t phone me back.
I go down to Durban to watch the Presleys perform, and Marc doesn’t want to
know me. I realize how committed I was emotionally to the project; how bereft I
now am of purpose.
Quitting drugs is really hard when there’s nothing to fill the hole they’ve left in
your life. Not only can you not get high, it also dawns on you that your life is
fucked: you’ve lost many friends, the trust of your family, your health, and
probably your job. Now you have to pick up all those pieces, and do it stone cold
sober. It’s a big ask. No wonder most addicts relapse.
Finally, fed up with talking to trees and dogs, I hop onto my Honda and ride back
to Joburg, to stay with The Wizard in Brixton. I find work taking photos of and
writing captions about small businesses on the local papers. For each
‘advertorial’ I’m paid the princely sum of R50, the same price of a rock of crack or
a bag of smack. I try hard to steer clear of too many binges, but my life feels
pretty messed up. I’m not playing music, my relationship sucks, I’m a crap dad,
and I’ve got no real career to speak of.
After six months Tabs can’t handle the country either. She quits the rural varsity,
flogs the old Mazda for a song (‘it had a full tank of petrol!’) and heads back to
Joburg, where she finds a lekker house on Mental Road, Richmond, near Melville,
with a stoep overlooking town, pressed ceilings, wooden floors. I join her there a
while, but soon move out; we’re really not getting on. There are long, frosty
silences when we argue, and though I try to outlast her, I never can. Better to
leave, I figure.
My next place of abode is in Auckland Park – so close to the SABC building that
when I play my sax in the garden I get an echo off it – in a commune led by a
large, jovial Nordic blonde called Lars, who makes lots of money.119
Lars offers to help me move in, but all I have is a mattress and two suitcases of
clothes. ‘Where’s the rest of your stuff?’ he asks, hefting my cases, which have
followed me from boarding school, across the garden. He can’t believe it’s all I
own.
There’s five or six arty types at any time in the commune. It’s a stunning minimansion. Lars plays a lot of Massive Attack in the lounge in between meditating.
He throws fabulously decadent parties; the tables groan with booze and food. I
meet women at these parties and have some brief, exciting affairs (one girl even
defaces another’s car because, in her eyes, I’m ‘her’ property).
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these days, he’s a renowned shaman
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Sparky and I begin a band called Sparky’s Magic Piano, named after a 1947 kids’
character whose toys come to life. Sparky sings, dances, plays keyboards over
backing tracks, makes odd noises on a kazoo. He wears the most bizarre outfits
and cuts his hair into outlandish styles.

A Get The Funk Out story on Sparky's, in which we make it clear that it's the audience, not us, that's on
drugs

I never manage to master the saxophone, but I do learn to hammer out short,
barking stabs to answer his melodies. After jamming on Lars’ djembe drum, I
absolutely have to procure one for myself; in time, it becomes the only
instrument I’m entirely adept on. I also find a cheap electronic drum-pad that
makes crazy sounds. In between playing sax and percussion, I spew out little riffs
on a pennywhistle and howl into my didgeridoo. It’s huge fun, as I don’t have to
hold the beat: I’m just adding icing to the cake.
we drive down to durban to play a gig with the presleys. before the
sparky’s set we take acid, start tripping halfway through the show. after
the gig there’s a party somewhere; we bundle into cars and race off
after a fan who knows durban – we don’t. we lose the cars in front of us,
are lost in a city we don’t know, tripping balls. we drive and drive;
finally, at dawn, we stop. as we get out to establish our bearings, a cock
crows. we’re in the middle of a vast township. we make it home by
asking strangers directions. ‘where is durban?’ we ask. ‘this is durban!’
they reply, nonplussed. when we finally get back to the house where
we’re sleeping, a girl rushes into my room, kisses me and leaves. i go to
pee in the garden and the tree is alive with bright green, pulsating,
rivers-of-life energy ...
We bring in a real sax player called George, who lives in the same commune with
his dance instructor partner Coco. He teaches me a few tricks, and, when we play
together, our horn section sounds quite competent.

170

For stage presence we recruit two ‘doowah’ girls, who dress up to the nines, kick
their legs up in unison, flirt with the audience, sing backing vocals. The prettier
of the doowah girls is actually a guy in drag. Great legs. Straight guys love ‘her’.
When they come backstage, James appears without the dress and makeup.
Consternation.

Doowah girl: James drives the straight men crazy. I do this shoot for him in a garage

We go to toyshops before gigs and find tiny, plastic instruments on which to
make odd noises. My uniform is silver, shiny pants, loud shirts and a gold
waistcoat. Camp? Understatement! We record a song for Get the Funk Out music
fanzine, called Baiting Mr Big.
I want to be at the party
when that big big big big man comes,
I want to do all the things that you do,
and say all the things that you say when the big man comes
I don't want to cover my liver
coz' I think he knows it pretty well,
I don't want to say I never kicked a baby,
cos I think he knows that I did that as well
You kicked a baby?
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You hurt a little friend?
That's very naughty!
Must never do it again.
I take Ecstasy with Sparky one day and trip in a club called The Abelarde
Sanction run by an ex-recce. I think it might be a good idea to have sex with him,
but Sparky isn’t biting. Soon after this we watch some porn together, and he
takes me up on my offer; but … hairy inner thighs just don’t turn me on. I’ve
always wondered what it’s like to suck cock, though – I’d tried for years to suck
my own – so at least that curiosity is satisfied.
I take part in the production Planet, a group of musicians doing backing to the
poetry of Jiggs Thorne in the Wits planetarium.
Thorne’s stream of
consciousness poetry, encompassing Joburg streets and San mythology, is
accompanied by slide images projected onto and cascading about on the
planetarium’s roof; many of the images are mine. George’s mother comes to
every show; at one show, she’s our only audience.

Shanti sells E in places like Berlin. When sober, she’s a great fire-dancer

I’ve been besotted for years by Shanti, a barefoot, dirty blonde with long
dreadlocks and piercings. She supports the Presleys a few times with her fire and
juggling act, in outfits made from inner-tube rubber for tyres. Shanti is a junkie
who lives in the most needle-strewn filth imaginable, in a thatch hut on her
parents’ smallholding in Roodepoort. Meandering through her hut, on floors,
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walls and hanging from the beams, is her art, made from materials of every
description. Completing the concoction is her parrot and … a goat.
I spend an intense, smacked-out evening photographing Shanti grinding metal,
hanging from walls, brewing up concoctions, dancing with flames and emerging
from pools of water, to the theme of the four elements. A fw weeks later, after a
wild evening of scoring in Hillbrow, being chased by a car of unknown occupants
and smashing into and destroying a gatepost at the entrance to our commune, I
seduce her.
Sparky and this wild woman are on their way to see Planet but never arrive,
colliding with a car at a major intersection, which writes off the car and leaves
Sparky with a broken arm in a state hospital. We visit to take him basic amenities
like food and toilet paper, which are in short supply at Helen Joseph Hospital.
Live Jimi Presley invites me to accompany them to a Rustlers gig as a roadie
(Marc has finally forgiven me for leaving the band). I help them set up the stage,
they play their set as one of the opening acts, and Marc hands out cash to us. It’s
raining cats and dogs and the festival turns into a mud bath. We buy loads of acid
and trip for the rest of the weekend.
A girl I’m trying to impress asks me, ‘do you know where I can find a clean loo?’
The long-drops have become unspeakable. ‘Sure, backstage!’ She storms past me
five minutes later. I go and inspect the backstage loos; people have stood on the
seats and shat piles that tower above the rim. Fuck.
One night I’m tripping and, lost in the rain, can’t find my tent, when I hear two
girls talking in their tent. I kind of burst in on them, bum a smoke, strike up a
conversation. I hook up with them later in Joburg, in a flat in the suburb of
Windsor East. I’m getting into the one girl when a brick flies through the flat
window.
Turns out the other girl’s ex is having a spat with her present boyfriend. The
boyfriend asks me to accompany him; we get into his car, drive around the block.
There’s the ex, still flinging bricks; the boyfriend promptly drives straight into
him, knocking him clean off his feet. But the ex is a tough guy. He stands up,
walks to the car, yanks out the boyfriend and fucks him up, good and proper. I
just stand there, smoking; it ain’t my battle.
Tabs, who I’ve been seeing on and off, informs me that she’s once again pregnant;
I resolve to find proper work to help support our kids. Somehow I manage to
land full-time employment on the local knock ‘n drop papers.
It’s a big breakthrough, as I’ve never had a steady job. In fact, it turns my whole
life around. I’m 35 and well on my way to becoming unemployable; soon I’ll be
one of those dudes who lives in a relative’s backyard. At this stage, my CV is nonexistent, bar my degrees: I don’t even know how to use a computer.
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Working in an office is good for me. I learn how to work with my colleagues, and
with the people I am photographing and interviewing in the field. I establish a
routine: getting up early and going to work. And I can budget, for the first time.
I ride all over northern Joburg on my 400cc motorbike, looking for photographs
and possible stories, camera strapped on behind me. I grow a very thick skin – I
have to get the story and the shot – there is no second chance. This helps me
come out of my introspective shell.
My boss, a big, no-nonsense Afrikaner, is one of those rare folk who actually
cares. She knows Joburg like the back of her hand. If you give her a kak story, she
throws it back at you. If your caption is missing a surname, you can’t use the
photo, no matter how difficult it was to get.
I attend countless residents’ meetings, transcribe quotes from councillors, shoot
hobbies and school sport heroes and neighbours who are squabbling over the
height of houses and giant sunflowers and leguaans and monkeys and civets that
have somehow found their way into the suburbs.
Community journalism can be quite cool; it’s real, if rarely sensational stuff. The
politics that ‘bigger’ papers cover is an endless roundabout of gore and greed:
this is people’s stories, their lives. I meet some interesting folk, get into some
great gigs free, learn how to interview, how to shoot good pictures. It’s my first
definite foot in the door of ‘normal’ life, and my life begins to assume a modicum
of order.
But I’m still a binge substance abuser. I earn the nickname of the ‘walking dead’
among my colleagues, due to my shocking appearance and state of health.
Sometimes I party all night and go to work without sleeping. I find myself
nodding off on my motorbike, during interviews, or when I’m filing stories.
Somehow, I manage to keep my job for a decade – and resign of my own free will.
In the maid’s quarters of the commune where I live is a biker girl who helps me
fix my bike. She owns a potbellied pig, which potters around the garden and lives
on leftover pizza from the restaurant where Sparky works. At one of Lars’ wild
parties there are two chocolate cakes filled with dagga (after consuming some of
this cake, I resolve to never eat dagga again).
Both cakes are left half-eaten in the fridge; I come home a few weeks after the
party, give one half-cake to the pig, and later that day, another occupant of the
commune does the same with the other half. We find the poor thing wandering
around in circles, eating dirt, with closed eyes.
I visit the Cape, where I’m sick with heroin withdrawals, as usual – my excuse is
that there must be some kind of pollen in the Cape I’m allergic to. I manage to
alienate my sister by yelling at her in an argument ‘fuck you!’ She isn’t used to
such language. On the walk home, I eat and then run from a restaurant without
paying for my meal, just because it’s something I’ve always wanted to do.
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I arrive back in Joburg to a commune in shock. A woman who lives with us has
died. She ran a boutique clothing shop in Melville. I think her liver gave in. And
the pig has been slaughtered.
The pig by that stage was quite large and no longer cute; it was actually quite
aggressive. Coco and George, both vegetarians, are packing and leaving. They tell
me that the pig died with terrible pig screams.
Those of us left eat with some remorse (but not much) the tastiest pork of our
lives – the pig had lived solely on pizza throughout its entire short existence. The
commune dissolves soon after this, and so does Sparky’s Magic Piano. I move
back in with Tabs to help her raise our second child.

I become fulltime employed around the time of Joe's birth, and start paying my taxes

I nearly miss the birth of my second son Joe. Lee took ages to come into this
world; Joe just slips out, real fast. I go to a hospital loo to chase the dragon120 – by
the time I get back, he’s taking his first breath.
There’s still the delicate matter of paying back R5 000 for my bursary. I
eventually wind up doing my Psychology MA on battered women leaving their
husbands. A’Leila, an old friend from Rhodes, works at the Powa121 shelter;
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smoke heroin off a piece of tin foil
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through her, I’m able to obtain access to women who’ve left abusive
relationships.
I approach a supervisor at the University of South Africa with my proposal; she
accepts, tells me straight off that I’m basically on my own; she’ll mark my thesis,
but won’t give me any help.
I’m the only male who’s ever been allowed access to the shelter. I interview four
women. In a nutshell, I find that it can be any catalyst that sparks off the decision
to leave their abusive partners – it’s more about the point that they’ve reached
by that stage in their lives, the straw that breaks the camel’s back. It can be that
he hit one of the kids, or just that he didn’t wash up again.
It’s about survival for mom: their own, and their kids. If they don’t make a break
for freedom, they may die. Quite often, those who remain with their abusive
partners do die. I write up their stories of pain, courage and despair, analyse the
underlying and common themes. I get a distinction for my MA.
the presleys are sitting in melville getting pissed with sparky and me.
sparky says he wants to be the presleys’ manager. they tell him, ‘if you
go into that bar over there and come out with dudes chasing you, then
okay, you can be our manager.’ he goes into the bar, and sure enough,
comes out five minutes later with a group of large, irate men chasing
behind him. but he runs straight for us; we have to defend him. we’re all
tiny, except for st germain, but he’s so pissed his eyes are squinting in
different directions. there’s also a guy on our side who has only one arm.
the offended guys (sparky said something unspeakable about their
mothers) look at us and almost fall over laughing. fucking us up won’t
even be sport! but they have to put on some kind of show of force. one
steps forward. marc puts his hand behind his back, pretends he has a
gun; the dude calls his bluff. ‘what you got there? you don’t have
anything there.’ marc does some very fast thinking; he sees the guy is
wearing a rugby jersey. ‘you a sharks fan?’ ‘yeah.’ they start chatting.
we end up having a drink together.
My drug binges are becoming a big problem. When I use crack, I want smack, so I
can come down. After using smack, I get really unpleasant withdrawal symptoms
– I feel freezing cold, get back ache, a runny nose, insomnia, diarrhoea.
Once I’m busy interviewing a client for the paper and ask him, ‘Can you smell
that? It smells just like heroin.’ He replies carefully: ‘I wouldn’t know; I don’t
know what heroin smells like.’
There are two six-month periods where I use heroin daily rather than face the
withdrawals, but the withdrawals after these extended periods of use are much
worse; I’m bedridden for days.
During this time, I play with two bands. One involves Benjamin and two aging
black musicians, called The Philemon Zulu band. It’s maskande music, with a
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steady, driving rhythm: I hammer it out on my djembe. The djembe has a cover
over its skin at rehearsals, ‘cos we practise in Benji’s Yeoville flat. It’s hard work,
but I love it: Philemon can scat122 really well, and sometimes he clangs on one
chord for minutes at time, which is really trance inducing.

I take this pic of Sparky near a church in Brixton; the steeple is reflected in his shades

The two Zulus, who sing and play guitar and bass, are veteran musos who can
play all night long if you feed them enough grog and zol, but our gigs, which take
place in dodgy, nondescript venues, fail to attract much of an audience. The
audience never knows if we are a ‘black’ band with a couple of ‘white’ musos, or
vice versa. I am, however, filled with huge respect for the musical abilities and
constitution of the Zulus, and resolve to play with more black musicians.
I’m listening to loads of world music – mainly West African stuff – at this stage.
I’m finding musos who play acoustic stuff like guitars and djembes around fires.
The first drum circles sprout up. My hippy roots start re-emerging.
But the next band is a rock band, comprising Marc and his girlfriend Chelsea,
Benji and Russel, a tall, rather aloof bassist. We practise at a place called The
Warehouse in Fietas, filled with layabouts, chancers and junkies. I play djembe
and pennywhistle for Cane Rose Up.
Fans are few, but one agrees to record us. But by this stage Marc and Chelsea are
fulltime junkies who inevitably fall asleep in the studio, usually before anything
of substance has been put to tape. The studio guy is so desperate to make a
decent recording that he even drives the two junkies to Hillbrow to score. But it’s

122

maskande scatting is not like jazz scatting, it’s more like really fast talking

177

no use: every song takes forever, and eventually he gives up. Cane Rose Up
evaporates from the musical map; I doubt if many people miss it, or even knew
about it.

The real McCoy: Philemon Zulu plays and sings hard-hitting maskande music

it’s 1999. strewn across the concrete floor of a dingy warehouse, on
futons, blankets and beanbags, is a group of five junkies, smoking crack
and ‘spiking’ heroin.
the stash runs out; a collection is made, and one of us is dispatched to
hillbrow to score fresh supplies.
we wait in agonized anticipation for our next hits. an age later, the
sound of the motorbike is heard, blocks away, and we can breathe
again. he comes in, takes off the helmet, opens his mouth, drops the
dwelms into his palm.
the tiny wraps of plastic are opened to reveal miniscule lumps of cooked
cocaine and small piles of dubious thai white smack. a pecking order is
fast established, glass pipes are primed and lit; the sound of grateful,
hopeful inhalations fills the room. smack is melted in spoons; needles
sink into grimy joints.
one of our number is in trouble. shanti has taken too much smack and is
busy od-ing on us. she stops breathing. a friend steps in to save her,

178

pulling her around, slapping her, waking her up, delivering mouth-tomouth. the rest of us are not particularly concerned: the problem is
being seen to, and we have our drugs to keep us busy.
then, almost simultaneously, we notice our downed comrade has left
her stash in full view. she might die; she won’t need it. the sentiment, at
first unspoken, felt by all, is soon the topic of debate. how to divide it?
who will go first? should we wait?
perhaps shanti hears us; she comes back to life, mumbles, dithers
around on her elbows and knees, and reaches for her stash – her first
clear instinct. she sits up, flicks back her dreads, and without hesitation,
hits the crack. as if she would rather die than have her stash stolen.
we turn back to our own diminished stashes. there’s a vague feeling of
disappointment in the air. soon, we will have to somehow make another
collection.

Marius is a pinks addict with a heart of gold. He's wearing clothes he made from car tyre inner tubing

By 2007 only two of this group of five are still alive. The rest are dead from
overdoses. I inject heroin and pinks a few times during this period, but usually I
take too much and feel nauseous; sometimes I vomit uncontrollably. One of the
warehouse commune members, an alcoholic himself, is shocked to find me
rummaging through a bin to find a used needle. Injecting smack is a ritual of its
own, but generally, I prefer to smoke heroin.
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I drop a 1.5-litre Coke bottle on the floor of a café in Yeoville after injecting. The
Coca-Cola is supposed to reduce my nausea. The café owner makes me clean his
floor, which moves like the ocean while I mop up the sticky mess. Lank
humiliating.
I’m living in a tiny room at the back of Tabs’ property. There is no ceiling, just a
tin roof. I freeze in winter, boil in summer. A monstrous Queen of the Night
cactus abuts the back room, which attracts hundreds of bees. I lie in my bed in
the grips of withdrawals, and listen to them hum. When my habit gets me the
hoof again, I move two houses down on Mental Road.
It’s a very dodgy commune, run by Andrew Kay, also known as AK47. This house
has almost no furniture; there’s a semi-functional stove supplied by the landlord
and we manage, after some time, to buy an ancient, second-hand fridge. The
lounge has a few crates, a small ghetto-blaster with about five CDs, and in
Andrew’s room squats an old piano, severely out of tune. I take a few piano
lessons, but the instrument doesn’t grab me.
I move in because I’m an addict, with no clear path to beating the grip drugs hold
upon my psyche; but … the house is filled with folk with similar problems, so
cure isn’t really an option.
In the maid’s quarters lurks Goliath, by now an old, extremely tall drummer; he’s
not a junkie, but has a penchant for cheap wine and weed. His Indian wife and
two daughters share the tiny room with him; their washing machine runs
constantly, squeaking and leaking all over the yard, turning the dusty yard to
mud; the smell of curry is ubiquitous.
Beneath the band leader’s room is a dingy basement where Barrel the guitar
fixer ekes out a forlorn, troll-like existence. An alcoholic and now a smack addict,
he’s unsuccessfully trying to come to terms with the triple loss of his house,
family and business. Once I hear him cry out his bereavement, a forlorn bellow
like a whale that knows this final harpoon is its undoing.
He spits and pisses on the walls of his own dank dungeon. At night he awakes to
AK47 shagging his vocal girlfriend directly above where he sleeps; there are gaps
between the floorboards.
Once we find Barrel passed out and barely breathing, with a tinfoil tube for
smoking heroin still stuck in his lips. When he leaves for rehab, we gleefully
descended on what remains of his once enormous collection of guitars, which
soon find its way to pawnshops and Nigies.
Meals are frugal in this threadbare home; Sparky, who lives with us for a while,
sometimes makes porridge mixed with pilchards. When Sparky gets high, he
starts gabbing uncontrollably. On one occasion I hurl a carton of milk at his head
to make him shut up. He shuts up.
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AK47 and I start walking an old Czech woman’s Scottie. In exchange for walking
Angus, Liz gives us sumptuous pre-cooked meals, which we heat up, gathering
with much anticipation around the decrepit stove for stew or macaroni.
One day I go to walk Angus and Liz isn’t there, but her housekeeper is. I ask her
to pass the small dog over the fence. As I grasp Angus I fall backwards and hurt
my left ankle really badly. For some reason this makes me unbelievably angry,
and I stomp off up the koppies instead of resting it. My ankle has never properly
recovered; it still makes odd clicking noises, and, every now and then, it flares up
in pain.
The Mental Road electricity bill is seldom paid, and we never know if we’ll have
heat and light. The shower is a dismal, fungus-filled affair; the garage door
gradually falls to pieces; bits of scrap wood and metal are tacked to it to keep it
half-functional. Sometimes Goliath prises the door open and holds clothing sales
in the garage, but few are interested in his sorry wares.
Various dogs from different owners come to stay – for a fee. They are walked,
deposit shit in the bleak yard, bite guests, and move on. One pair of dogs is called
Fire and Ice: collies that run like the wind in nearby parks.
Sparky’s car is one of the scariest vehicles I ever travel in, possessing no brakes
or lights, and having the habit of steering itself into oncoming traffic whenever
the whim takes it. Luckily, it travels slowly, so we jump out and run for it when it
does so. Eventually he parks it outside the house with a sign in the window: ‘For
sale: R1 000’. Months later, someone finally buys it.
The Party Dolls is the resident band in a club called Bugsy’s, tucked away in a
dodgy Randburg shopping centre. This is a world of its own, a restaurant at the
end of the universe, where parties stretch from dusk till dawn in a haze of smut
and drugs. The owner, who has a condition that lends him a hugely distended
belly, becomes our manager for a brief stint … until Andrew shags his wife.
The house is haunted. A band stayed in the house before us, had a suicide;
ghostly visions of blood and brains spattered along the hall leading into the
kitchen are, on occasion, seen by Andrew. One night I wake to the sounds of two
people singing and playing guitars. It’s late, but I get up to take a piss and to see
who the duo is. There’s only Andrew in the lounge; when I tell him what I heard,
he says he’s just seen John Lennon’s face in a pillow!
Andrew practices on his out-of-tune piano at all hours of the night, and on a
guitar – if he has one. His guitars are apt to vanish to feed his habit; if we’re
lucky, they go westward after, not before, our gigs. The bass player of The Party
Dolls is the only band member who doesn’t live with us; he seems immune to
addiction until he prangs his car, spends the night with us, and suddenly
develops a demented hunger for crack sessions.
When we have a bit of cash, we inevitably phone a dealer called Naas, aka ‘Mr
Devilry’. Naas always promises to deliver within 20 minutes, which means
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anything from half an hour to several hours, during which time our lus123 mounts
steeply, our phone calls become ever more frantic.
Adrian Ziller, who has long blonde hair, agrees to record one of our songs. He
looks just like Jesus; he tells us the neighbouring tannies124 at his previous place
actually believed that he WAS Jesus. ‘It was lekker at first, they brought me
koek125 and all that, but then they kept coming round, night and day. They
wanted guidance,’ he tells us. He packs up and escapes them in the dead of night.
He records Ice, Tea and Sympathy
Oh my love, you are so far away
You’ve been gone over two years today
And how many mountains must I climb
How many words put into rhyme?
Oh my love you know I’ve made mistakes
And I’ve hit the ground, found myself in the lakes
Of sorrow, decadence and sin
Oh, I would confess, where to begin
Poison water to a thirsty man
Throw a flame in a petrol can
Set it light and set it free
My baby, what can the answer be?
Oh yeah, what can the answer be?
Oh my love never will I forget
The day you stood outside your parents’ gates
And how many nights you must have cried
How hard it was for you, those times
Hollow night and a troubled sleep
Sinking slowly in the deep end of creep
When you found God what did you see?
What can the answer be?
Oh yeah, what can the answer be?
This for you, you are the only one
My maiden queen and my heroine
I cannot see another face, babe
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desire for the next hit, also known as hanging: ‘Jeez, I’m hanging for a hit’
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aunties
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cakes, sweets
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Like heaping lies upon disgrace babe
Holy water to a drowning man
A Christmas card from the Klu Klux Klan
Get it right and set me free
Tell me, what can the answer be?
Oh yeah, what can the answer be?
Should you hear me and you hear this song
If you do, then babe don’t get me wrong
Cos I love you more than I can say
Tea and sympathy can go a long, long way
A hardened thug with a broken nose
Gave a lesson to the one who knows
The price of love don’t come for free
You tell me, what can the answer be?
Oh yeah, what can the answer be
I found the truth up there, in the hills
I saw the light when I stopped taking the pills
Prescribed for me by Dr Doom
Paralysed with fear inside my empty room
Three sunflowers on a birthday cake
A drop of silver in a golden lake
Oh angel this I beg of thee
Forgive you, forgive me, oh yeah,
Forgive you, forgive me, oh yeah
Forgive you, forgive me
I leave the commune following an argument over drugs. It takes me all of 30
minutes to pack my meagre belongings and split. Andrew returns from walking
Liz’s dog and has nowhere to put his food, as I’ve taken the fridge with me. Once
again, I move back in with Tabs.
Then, a life-changing event occurs. It starts when I land a weekend job lifting a
cameraman on my bike. He sits on the back while I steer; he shoots thousands of
cyclists doing the Loskop marathon in Middelburg. After the shoot I head for the
hills of Mpumalanga, where The Wonderful Wizard now lives, and arrive dead
tired.
Wizard hauls out a bottle of grog and we’re making short work of it when her
boyfriend arrives. Doc Holiday is an ageing practitioner of ill repute: a bearded
60s leftover who, on this occasion, is in possession of the anaesthetic Ketamine,
rumoured to put even horses down. We’re dead keen to shoot it up.
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He first enquires about my previous history with psychedelics and, when he’s
satisfied that I’m experienced, asks for my body weight, so that he can administer
the ‘correct’ intravenous dosage. Correct in this case means taking me to that
exact zone where dreams happen … but I’m still awake to see them.

Sparky and some of our more magical fans

We go down to a dam on the smallholding and sit on the banks as the sun lowers.
He places some kind of medical apparatus into the crook of my arm that allows
carefully measured amounts of ‘Vitamin K’ to seep into my bloodstream through
a small tap.
I hear the sound of a giant reel of Sellotape unravelling. Later I surmise this is the
layers of my ego, built up over years, unwrapping. The ‘whiskamine’ combo takes
over. Completely.
There’s this sensation of no “I”. Certainly, no body. There’s only an ‘eye’ … more
than an ‘I’ … and it’s travelling. ‘Eye’ decides at this point not to panic: perhaps
being drunk helps. Any semblance of control is absent.
‘Eye’ then visits several worlds, some of which are blackened and devoid of all
life and some of which were exquisitely beautiful, jewelled palaces. Even
stranger, Eye is aware that the two people Eye’s tripping with are at times seeing
the same things that Eye am: Eye can hear their gasps of surprise, in some
distant universe where our bodies repose, as we travel together through the
beautiful stuff, our moans of horror at the darker realms we traverse. We are
somehow seeing the same visions.
Most of all, Eye is aware that Eye has seen this stuff thousands of times before,
that Eye is an unbelievably ancient being. Perhaps, as Ram Das believes,

184

enlightenment is unattainable for the ego; only in an ego-less state can it occur.
Gurus get there in a more sustained way, through meditation: I just get a glance.
To be able to see all these other worlds, when the curtains are pulled back, so to
speak, would, in all likelihood, make the untrained mind bonkers.

take it down. strip it away. all of it. all of ‘you’. everything that forms
what you consider to be yourself. take it down to the nub.
start with your body, with its pains and hungers and discomforts. leave
it behind. its feeling of form, of weight. the heartbeat and breath. the
tensions which have always anchored you. no feeling, no touch. no
awareness of sitting or lying on something, no chair, no bed. you are not
in something, like a room. nor are you outside, with the wind caressing
you.
and the senses. especially your sight, which links you to the triggers of
what you perceive to be the world. no red behind closed eyelids. no
imagined images. there are no birds singing, no traffic growling in the
background. no sounds around you. perfect silence without.
now, this is harder: there are no voices inside your head.
there is no-one listening and no-one talking. the mirror of your mind
has disappeared. The thoughts that provide an illusion of time, by
continually disrupting the continuum of the now. the words that were
given you from toddler-time that allowed you to start forming an
identity, to start differentiating yourself from the rest of what is. no
distractions. no memories. no anticipations.
now press on to the next level. this is the hardest of all. this is the base,
the nub of who you feel you are. here lie the emotions. and they are
being peeled away, like layers of tape, which have wound themselves
around you, onion-like, since your heart began to beat. feelings of being
loved. feelings of being abandoned or betrayed. being worthy. shame.
anger. anxieties. love, attachments. your abuse. feeling valued in the
eyes of your friends. that your life’s activities have meaning. that you
have a place in the order of things. that your life is worthless. that you
are cool. that you have secrets. that you are an open book. fear of death.
thwarted ambitions. lusts. regrets … let it all go.
you are trying to hold on to something. that’s only natural. the nub of
that feeling that you feel deep down is you, uniquely you. the feeling of
being someone who is feeling that feeling, that you’re supposed to be
you. that reflection in someone’s eye that evokes some reaction that
says you exist, as something, something distinct and cut out from the
background behind you. but here, there is no locus. no core. no face. no
name. no voice. you may realize your supposed identity is actually … so
much horseshit.
When we come down, we stumble back to the lounge of Wizard’s cottage, where
we take a few more doses, but they really don’t compare.
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The experience has a huge impact on me. Am I blood and bones, or is this meatsack/body inhabited by an immortal soul? If I’m a being of immense age, who
may even live forever, what then is this life’s purpose? Does experience accrue,
or does it vanish when one leaves the body? Does the love you feel and spread in
this life make a difference when you move on? Reincarnation and the Hindu
gods, for some strange, illogical reason, suddenly make more sense. But still,
when I return home, it’s with a rock of crack clutched in my teeth.
I play with quite a few musicians in this period. There’s an Irish guitarist called
Dax, who works at rehabs. Dax is about 12 years older than me, who’s been
around the block a few times; he’s the best musician I’ve ever played with. He
can play just about any instrument, style or genre. His saxophone and guitar
playing is incredible. He writes brilliant songs. I play with Dax at a New Year gig
at Rustlers, where he wears a ballerina’s tutu – on his head.
Dax and I do a gig at Carfax with Graeme in a band called The Revolving Scythes.
After the gig we get paid, and all three of us rush off individually to buy drugs,
then land up by fluke in the same place to smoke them – at Nick Stripper’s pad.

Nick becomes more frenetic than usual before our first and only gig, even coming round to put up a
poster on my house. Don’t worry bra, I’m coming … I’m playing!

I start rehearsing with Nick, who is a great musician, and a South American guy,
but Nick’s in love with our gorgeous singer, which creates all sorts of vibes, cos
she’s not so enamoured by his constant advances. We manage to do one gig
under the name of Julie Lime at the Abelarde Sanction before the group falls
apart.
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I’m still working on the local papers. I get to take lots of photos of local bands
and artists, especially at The Bassline, a small club on Melville’s 7th Street.
There’s lots of jazz and a smattering of ethnic music; international artists also
grace the tiny stage. I hone my photographic techniques, and transition from film
onto digital, which makes life a whole lot easier: I can see my shot immediately
and adjust aperture and speed accordingly. I always struggled with that shit.
During all these bands and communes and work I keep on binging, but I never
really become an out-and-out junkie. I’m still vaguely functional. Part of my
income goes on my kids, part on my habit. I never go beyond my means. When
the money runs out, the binging stops. I never steal or hock my ass. Borrowing
money doesn’t work, cos I’m fucked the next month when I have to pay it back. I
have nothing to pawn (I once sell a great jacket to a Nigie, but I only get one rock
for it). Having a crap salary no doubt saves me from becoming a more serious
addict.
I have some hairy encounters while scoring in Hillbrow. The roads outside the
Nigie-filled hotels are in shocking repair; gigantic potholes filled with water that
have to be navigated. Once, after I’ve scored, I drive over a boulder in the road
and get stuck. I call a bunch of Nigies out of the hotel, who help me lift my car off.
Once I’m at The Sands, and the cops pull up right next to me; a Nigie brings my
order, I drive off. Fuck waiting! On another occasion, while waiting for the man to
exit the hotel with our order, a couple of us have to dive beneath the dashboard
when we’re caught in a crossfire. A dude comes running out of the hotel shooting
a large silver revolver; the Nigies return fire with AK-47s.
Determined to quit once and for all, I manage to get hold of Doc Holiday, and
acquire a prescription for potent sleeping pills and painkillers. My mate
Hamlette has told me I can come to his farm anytime to quit. I ride to the
KwaZulu-Natal Midlands on my Honda. As I climb the pass into the Drakensberg
I hit thick mist, and I’m almost pushed off the mountain road by trucks hurtling
past me in near-zero visibility.
I meet Hamlette and his wife at a motel on the road. Of course, I’ve still got some
heroin on me; they disappear into the loo to smoke some, come out all smiles.
‘Pucker!’ The first night is spent riding back and forth into town to buy crack: the
pain only begins the next day. Have fun while you can, or go out in style, I’m not
really sure now what the logic was.
It’s the first time I’ve been on heroin daily, for over six months. I have no idea
what lies ahead of me. I dose up on Holiday’s pills and begin the long process of
cleaning out in a circular, thatched rondavel. It goes on for days. Hamlette’s
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friends come to see his mate turkeying126, shivering violently under a mound of
blankets. They leave wide-eyed, swearing they’ll never touch the stuff.
I have a Tindersticks tape, which I listen to endlessly; to this day, whenever I
hear this band, I see the inside of the roof of that rondavel. I go for long walks
when I have the strength. Hamlette’s dog guides me back to the farm buildings
when I get lost. I make a cross of sticks in the dirt: ‘no’. This is it: I’m done with
drugs. Finally, the nightmare eases off after a few days; I can actually sleep and
hold down food.
On the return trip I run into a bakkie-load of plumbers, who take me to their
warehouse. Turns out they’ve been practising how to play didj on their pipes. We
get high on weed and booze, fill the warehouse with booms, moans, grunts and
whale sounds made on plumbing pipes of varying lengths and thicknesses.
They’re actually pretty good, these plumbers.
It’s a great start to my new, clean life. I feel truly reborn. Colours are bright, food
tastes great, the very air filling my lungs is nourishing. But the glow doesn’t last
long. The lure of Hillbrow is always there: for a small amount of cash, all the
troubles of the world can be pushed temporarily aside. I relapse, then again …
and again. Guy and his partner make up a nickname for me: MacDerek. Mac is an
acronym for ‘make a chase’, my usual way of greeting them – let’s have some
smack. Soon I’m back on heroin daily.
Helpless. Hopelessly hooked. Who’s in charge? It’s hard to explain the feeling of
deciding to quit, and failing. Over and over. What does that do to you? Can you
ever trust yourself again? When the fun of drugs stops and you’re still doing
them, self-loathing intensifies. Perhaps it’s why you get into drugs in the first
place.
I attend some Narcotics Anonymous meetings, but they don’t seem to hit the
mark for me. It is an eye-opener, though, to learn the first of the 12 Steps:
acknowledge that you have a problem, admit that you are powerless. Shit is
getting real for me. I’m getting high before work, not just after.
I turkey again, this time in my tiny outhouse room behind Tab’s house. Running
to an outside loo in the dead of winter. Liquid green shit, ass scraped raw from
being wiped every half hour, twisted sheets soaked with sweat: sleep cannot be
found. Praying to any god that might be listening. Days and nights that go on for
eternity.
Nobody in the entire universe gives the tiniest fuck about my pain. I’m hitting
what’s known in recovery circles as ‘rock bottom’.

Cold Turkey is the decidedly unpleasant process of getting off heroin. I get
goose-bumps just thinking about it
126

188

Chapter 12: The Yoyo
Years
The greatest object of life is sensation – to feel that we exist, even
though in pain – it is this crying void which drive us to gaming, to
battle, to travel, to intemperate but keenly felt pursuits of every
description, whose principle attraction is the agitation inseparable
from their accomplishment – Lord Byron
I spend the millennium on Hamlette’s farm with Tabs and the boys. Hamlette and
his family have gone down to the coast; we have the farm to ourselves. We are
left with a shotgun that I keep nearby rather nervously, as I hear the inhabitants
of the small dorp of Richmond, just a few kilometres away, cheering and letting
off fireworks as the noughties begin.
It’s time for my life to change, this is clear; I’ve just gotta work out how. I begin
casting around for ways to get ‘clean’. I start doing stories for the newspaper
about all things New Age127: in fact, I am trying to heal myself, so I’m killing two
birds with one stone. I do stories on healers of all persuasions: people who
worked with angels, with crystals, with herbs; I consult swamis and shamans; I
go for deep tissue and Lomolomi massages, and cry into the sheets as they work
the toxins from my muscles.
I do a sweat lodge with an indigenous American called John Two Birds. It goes on
for hours. I nearly faint, crawl out on all fours, slither deboned headfirst into a
pool. A crow squawks laconically from a tree as I lie panting on the slasto tiles
surrounding the water, heart thundering like Thor’s hammer. The next day I
score crack with a hooker in Hillbrow.
By the millennium I’ve risen through the ranks at the local paper to become the
news editor of the Northcliff Melville Times. In addition to writing stories and
taking photos, I’m writing a column called Bald Spot and illustrating a cartoon
titled Shadow Facts, with eagle-nosed characters drawn purely in silhouette. I tell
my colleague which stories to cover, and, once a week, lay the paper out for
publication.
I’ve got work, but my relationship with my family members leaves a lot to be
desired. I don’t really know how to be a dad. When Tabs and I don’t get on I walk
off to the nearest bar or nightclub. Things are going round in endless circles. I’m
starting to doubt that I can actually get clean. What saves me in the end is a
combination of several factors.

more like ‘Old Age’ – the use of ancient remedies under the guise of modern
credibility: there’s a joke about being as good as your New Age website
127
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Chelsea’s ex tells me that he’s started running; I think to myself, ‘that sounds like
a good idea’. I purchase a pair of running shoes, get up early each morning before
work to run a couple of k’s. It’s much better than starting the day with a
cigarette. The movement clears my head, puts my psyche into my body instead of
the clouds. Early morning running and walking become part of my daily routine
– and will be till I die.
I find a book about fasting in a Melville second-hand bookshop, by an Afrikaans
doctor who works at a local spa. My spoilt white ass has never been for a day in
its life without food. Hunger is a novel sensation. I start fasting and cleaning out
on a smallholding that Lez, a friend of mine lives on, and discover it’s a great way
to quit cigarettes. There’s also a huge natural high that comes from fasting.
Between the headaches are moments of clarity and connection. And I feel more
in control of my desires. If I can control my desire for one thing, I can control it
for another.
The last commune that I move into is run by a recovering addict couple. This
means that no drugs are allowed onto their Auckland Park property, not even
weed. When I use drugs, I have to be extra careful. I work hard at getting more
centred, start doing chakra balancing chants and meditating after my morning
run.
A mate’s girlfriend tells me about a yoga ashram just a few houses up the road. A
bunch of Kundalini yogis gather in the evening to sing and practise asanas, and I
find myself going there quite often. These yogis: their eyes and skins are
practically glowing with health! There are lots of songs, and a big gong, to end
practice with. Everyone is dressed in white. It feels like they’re wiping my filthy
aura with window cleaner.
Sometimes I have a smoke right after we’ve finished doing our asanas128 and
chants and mantras. Sometimes I even go and score crack. But poisoning my
system is no longer an automatic reflex, and I’m compensating by starting to do
detoxes. These are the yoyo years. Coming clean is, for me, a long and convoluted
process.
I go to watch The Lord of the Rings, my childhood best book, now on the big
screen. But first I have to get stoned, and then I park at the wrong end of the
shopping mall. By the time I make it to the movie, I’ve missed the first half hour.
This matters not one jot: I am utterly enthralled. And when I watch it again, there
are parts I haven’t seen. Bonus!
The commune couple does fire shows, juggling clubs and blowing flames; I start
playing djembe as part of their performance. We drive up to Randburg129, busk
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yoga postures, one of the eight limbs of yoga, often mistaken as the only limb
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an old National Party stronghold, it still has no redeeming features
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outside clubs on the pavement; after the show, the woman walks round the
spectators with a hat collecting donations. They drink loads of milk to line their
throats, as the paraffin they’re blowing fire with burns their mucous membranes.
The commune thing doesn’t work out – another house is being built on the same
property, and the noise is intolerable – but the habit of doing yoga becomes part
of my morning practice, added to the walks and runs. It helps to build up stamina
and strength, and I start scratching out a calm ‘home’ within myself that I can
‘return’ to when I feel stressed out. I’m slowly feeling more rooted.
I move back into the back room at Tabs again. It’s my last chance. She tells me
that this time, if I ever cheat on her again and move out, there’s no coming back. I
resolve to be faithful and quit the hard drugs.

Elias, on the left, is a short stick of musical dynamite

I ask the universe in my own style of prayer for a black band to play with. Soon
after this prayer, I come across a couple of black guys carrying some marimbas,
and I give them a lift to Melville in my car. On the way there, I tell them I play
djembe; they ask me to come join them. A couple of days later I do. We soon
establish that we all hail from Zimbabwe, that we all like smoking weed, and that
we make cool music together.
This begins a long (it’s now 20 years) and fruitful partnership with Mike, who
plays bass marimba, and a shorter, but more intense relationship with tenor
marimba player Elias, who we call Ellie.
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Ellie has only one eye. He sings, writes songs, wears hats at funky angles and has
lots of swagger, style and energy. Mike, like most bass players, has more gravitas,
but the naughtiest laugh. Both of these guys are tiny, even smaller than me.
We all want Mugabe to go. Mike’s family suffered terribly during the
Gukurahundi purge Mugabe instituted against the Ndebele in the 80s. We’re
convinced he’ll only last a few more years in power, but Mugabe manages to
cling to power till 2017, far longer than our first band lasts. We call ourselves
Chapungu – Shona for whirlwind and the Bateleur eagle, which some believe the
Zimbabwe bird represents.
We busk in Melville at night, playing for hours on end, attracting crowds and, at
times, some pretty decent tips. We busk in winter under layer upon layer of
clothing. I wear a T-shirt, a long sleeve shirt, a jersey and my leather bike jacket.
Though my arms are moving, my hands are cold: they are brushing through
freezing air with each beat, on their way down to the goatskin.

One of the places where we busk in Melville. I sit and play my djembe drum in the middle, between Mike
and Ellie

Busking is a great way for a band to become really good. If the crowd is enjoying
a song, you can keep it going for, like, 15 minutes. It’s like practising with an
audience: you can innovate, but you also have to shine. With time and practice
you learn how to get the crowd moving. Between sessions Mike, Ellie and I hang
out and smoke weed; their English is good enough for us to joke and josh, and
dream of making it big. It’s great to have some black connections, hear their side
of things. And my djembe playing gets rock solid.
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Mr Green, who took part in Planet, asks me to help start a platform called Green
Africa Party. We invite various musicians to play at various venues, and play with
our own bands. We start off at The Bohemian, a pub just down from where I live,
at the bottom of Mental Road. Chapungu and later incarnations of the marimba
band play several times at Green Africa Party. It’s a real gas, and it often finishes
off in stirring collaborative jams.
A friend of mine the Anteater tells me about these South American shamans who
come to Rustler’s Valley to do ayahuasca ceremonies. I do some reading up:
apparently taking this ancient combo of two plants – a vine and the leaves of a
tree – sometimes helps junkies to get clean.
I’d been returning to Rustlers pretty much every year to do drum circles with
Nixiwaka, a dude who’s built his home there at the foot of a mountain. The
Rustlers’ lodge had burned down in one of periodic bushfires that sweep through
the valley, but his abode was spared. Nixi had been going over to Brazil to meet
with these shamans; now he’s bringing their medicine to South Africa.
Nixi’s home is a large, open thatched structure built from poles with earth
packed between them and smoothed-out cow-shit floors. Car windscreens are
set into the walls to allow light in. He builds a second structure later in which to
hold plant ceremonies. It’s painted with traditional patterns and surrounded by
San Pedro cactuses. A stream flows down from the mountain close by; the view
across the valley is sublime.
I score a lift down to Rustlers with a couple called Berno and Toni (B&T); they
are into San Pedro, a Mexican cactus, and encourage me to try it when we get
back to Joburg. Apparently, San Pedro is far ‘gentler’ than ayahuasca, which they
say is pretty hectic. I get quite apprehensive. When we get to Rustlers, we pitch
our tents around Nixi’s house, then, as the sun goes down, we do a sweat lodge to
purify ourselves for the sacred ceremony.
The guy running the ceremony is a professor from a Peruvian university; his
life’s work is dedicated to discovering how ayahuasca helps people. Next
evening, we sit around a fire, he explains how the ceremony will work and the
lineage he comes from; then we file past him one by one to get a small cupful of
the bitter brew.
When the ayahuasca starts kicking in, the shaman begins chanting icaros, the
sacred songs passed down through his lineage. Periodically he leans forward and
throws herbs into the fire, which give off pungent aromas and change the colour
of the flames. It’s all very Carlos Castaneda-ish.
After 20 minutes or so, intense, colourful, beautiful hallucinations and visions
swirl about when I close my eyes. Lots of patterns, eyes and animals. I open my
eyes, see exquisite, scintillating auras around two of the men facing me: one
green, one purple. Then the floor becomes a wave and I become violently ill.
First, I throw up into the buckets placed strategically around the circle; later, I
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have bouts of diarrhoea while I kotch into the long drop, outside. All the while,
I’m hallucinating: I’m vomiting in Technicolor.
At one stage I can’t make it back inside, and lie on the path, tripping and
exhausted. The shaman seems to sense my plight, helps me get back inside with
his will; his songs, in particular, draw me back, keep me grounded.
Back inside Nixi’s hut, the visions become less hectic; I lie down to begin a long,
long processing. The difference between plant medicine and hard drugs is
unmistakable. Whereas chemical drugs blunt the feelings and issues you cannot
deal with, the plants directly confront you with them. I spend hours going over
past events and relationships, working through emotions of every kind. I
visualise and thank, in turn, each and every person I knew and know, even those
who have died, those I haven’t seen for decades: all the significant players in my
life. Don’t ask me why: I just know that I have to do it.
The ceremony goes on all night. Every now and then I go outside and watch the
full moon as it traverses the valley. At dawn Berno says he’s going to climb the
mountain behind us; I go up with him, catch the sun coming over the peaks, as
the moon dips behind them on the other side. Blue beams of light shoot over us
as the sun crests.

Nixi's sweat lodge at Rustler's Valley, on the edge of a hill, near a stream

Elation. Gratitude. Humility. A huge sense of the bigger picture, the connection to
the all. Wtf am I doing messing around with chemicals? They seem so puny, so
cheap, so ugly and dark by comparison. This stuff is immense. It’s also
exhausting: I won’t want to do it too often; I can sense that already.
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I start hanging out with B&T back in Joburg. Their Sandton home has a large
garden, where we do sweat lodges and plant ceremonies. There’s a couple of
huts in the Magaliesburg where B&T take their small groups of acolytes to camp,
prepare and take San Pedro, stretch, walk, meditate, share what we’re
experiencing. Quite a few members of their group are people I know already:
fellow seekers, cosmonauts.
Berno is a short, stocky Afrikaner with an intense, chaotic energy; his wife Toni
is serene as a lake at sunset. They’re the perfect combo to host plant medicine
journeys. San Pedro is an active, masculine plant teacher: you feel its effects best
if you move. You can even drive if you have to, though it’s not advisable. I’ve
come to regard it as the king of plant medicines, after taking it dozens of times
and, unlike ayahuasca, it doesn’t make me vomit. It’s just beautiful. These days I
sometimes prepare it myself and hold ceremonies for my friends.
We clean out before the ceremonies, quit coffee and meat, to ‘get’ the medicine
more, which can, at times, be quite subtle. At other times it’s really potent. On
one trip – when a gold ring falls into the brew, which also, we discover later,
contains dust materialised by a swami – I have the overwhelming insight that
‘everything IS love’. Hard to explain, but earth-shattering at the time.
There’s a pottery kiln on a smallholding near Cullinan where a couple who B&T
know lives. This place is called the funny farm. When we take the plant medicine
there we run over boulders, leaping from one to the other, as fast as we can. We
play hacky130 to sharpen our reflexes. I get to know the funny farmers quite well
and sometimes drive out there to stay for the weekend. They’re also Afrikaners;
unlike in the army, these Afrikaners are helping me patch myself together.
Mike and Ellie invite me to jam where they live, in Orange Farm township, about
40 minutes out of Joburg, towards the Vaal. I drive there to meet them, slightly
nervous, but once I’ve found their place, it’s a fat jol. Children and neighbours
come to watch us play in Mike’s yard. There are very few fences; cows, gangs of
kids and goats meander about between the tin shacks.
It’s great fun to get stoned and play, and the drive back is fairly scenic. It
becomes a regular habit, whenever I wish to lift my spirits. There’s this sense of
community I simply cannot find in the alienated white suburbs; I’ve lived next to
some Jozi neighbours for decades without getting to know or even greet them.
I introduce Berno and Toni to Mike and Ellie, and they participate in a couple of
plant rituals and sweat lodges. Chapungu plays Chimurenga tunes in their lush
Sandton garden. B&T have a trust fund, which they decide to dip into, providing
Chapungu with enough cash to buy a welding machine, an angle grinder and

also known as footbag, the object is to keep a small ball or sack off the ground
while passing it to other players’ feet
130

195

some tools and materials, with which Chapungu can make more marimbas.
Fucking A!
Adrian Ziller spots Chapungu busking in Melville, and tells us he’s willing to
record us. We go his pad and record a dozen or so tracks, make our own CD. The
Anteater helps me design a cover; St Germain and I make 20 copies of the CD, put
them in the covers. We sell copies of Sons of the Sun while we busk; it gives us a
more professional appearance. We’re also filmed by a guy called Aryan.

The irrepressible Aryan, shortly after he wins first prize at the Milan African Film Festival

I meet Aryan when the newspaper I work on receives correspondence saying a
local guy has won first prize at a film festival. I drive out to his Westdene home,
interview and photograph the dude. He’s a very unusual guy, filled with
unstoppable energy; a strapping Jewish lad, with a big, booming voice. He’s
travelled around a lot and been involved in many different projects.
After interviewing Aryan, I sit at Westdene Dam and cry. This guy has done so
much with his life, while I’ve sat on my arse and done fuck all. A real artist! I feel
like such a toss by comparison. I do a cool story on him and the pics come out
pretty well. It makes the front page of the local rag.
My story’s about how he’s won R30 000 as first prize at the Milan African Film
Festival, for his film Western 4.33. It details how the Germans incarcerated
thousands of Namibia’s indigenous Herero people on Shark Island, just 200m off
the coast of Luderitz, between 1905 and 1908. It was part of a genocide the
colonial ‘masters’ inflicted upon these folk, after they rose up in a rebellion.
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‘Four churches are built in beautiful southern German style along the shoreline.
Church patrons could see, from the windows, thousands of starving, unsheltered
Hereros dying on the rocks and being tossed to the sharks,’ reads part of the
script.
Aryan and I team up with Dax, who by this time is clean. We start practising and
doing gigs. Dax brings in a connection of his called Joel to play bass; I buy a
drumkit; we form a band called Freedom Fighter. There’s lots of blues; I struggle
with the swing. The group plays some gigs at art events and at Green Africa.
Aryan sings in the roughest voice you can possibly imagine: it sounds like ground
glass and dry straw being swished around violently on a steel tray.
We start our practices in my tiny back room, then move to Joel’s place in
Parkhurst. On the way to one of our practices at Joel’s, Aryan and I start arguing
about a venue. He thinks it’s a great place for us to play: I think it’s a dive. He
explodes with anger – how can I be so negative? – then gets out of my car,
smashes the windscreen with a blow of his fist. He walks the rest of the way to
band practice. Later he pays to replace the glass.

The setlist for the National Arts Festival. The tempos are written next to the songs (it's a drummer thing)

We hire a very basic car to drive all the way to Grahamstown, to play just two
gigs at the National Arts Festival. At our first gig, Freedom Fighter performs in a
movie theatre inside the Settler Monument. I look up to see the audience leaving
in droves; so is the guy who’s supposed to be doing our sound. I twist around on
my drum throne to see what’s showing on the screen behind us. There’s Jesus, up
naked on the cross, with two women blowing him. Kind of offensive for
Christians.
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At our next gig, in a German castle called Burg Lengeling, in the middle of
nowhere, our singer Aryan literally swings from the chandeliers, while croaking
into the mic like Tom Waits with pneumonia. He puts a wooden box on his head
and crawls towards me on all fours during a song. ‘Play on my head! Play on my
head!’ So I play the tune with my drumsticks on the box on his head …
My lord bargain
my lord bargain,
hallowed be thy name
sanctified and holy, discounts
are your game. my lord bargain,
i used to be a sinner but since i traded
my soul in, i feel like a winner, money back
guaranteed. my lord bargain, now i seen the light
your markdowns and your specials, get me through the night
my lord bargain, you seen through my tricks. shopping
is my mainline, ‘n you gimme a lethal fix. my lord
bargain, shopping is my salvation it brings me
close to thee, there’s nothing else quite like
you lord, you so cheap you almost free
my lord bargain,
it feels so good
to buy. buy
me lord
what
have
i
ever
done
to deserve
even one of the
bargains you gave
Our second gig is praised by artist Anton Krueger thus:
i said it was historic, and i really got that feeling, that
i was part of something big there … you know, like the first
sex pistols gig in the art school, where there were only a
handful of people, but it later turned out that everybody
was there – siouxsie, billy idol, whatever & etc
… so it really felt momentous … i sort of joked about writing
a review about it, but i don’t think it’s possible … it was
too much … words could only make it smaller…
fuck it, i can’t tell you … it was spiritual … and perfect …
I walk into the Bo one night soon after and this gorgeous woman with a shaven
head grabs me and kisses me full on the mouth. Bing! My ego (and you can guess

198

what else) inflates like a balloon. We chat. Clair’s an old Presley fan, and plays in
a couple of Afrikaans bands. I do a story on her and take lots of photos. At a party
she wears these boots with massive heels, legs dangling over a balcony while she
sings, always with a lit cigarette. We end up shagging one night in her concrete
bunker, in a puddle of spilt booze. What a character; what a babe! Hardcore,
man: but underneath, a sensitive soul, an artist’s eye. We become good mates.
I visit Rustler’s once more, this time to take ayahuasca with the Santo Dieme. The
Brazilian religion incorporates both Christian and animist religious beliefs and
practices. Their cross has two arms. Fortunately, the singing is done in
Portuguese, so I can’t understand the words. I can sure see the work going into
the hymns, though. These guys sing praises all night long, like, literally. It’s quite
something to witness. They are just so incredibly happy!
Like the Kundalini yogis, Santo adepts dress entirely in white. The men
participating in the ceremony line up opposite the women; both sexes participate
in dances. It’s beautiful to watch the women gracefully dancing together. The
men are awkward and stilted and bump into each other more. Keeping the sexes
separated reminds one of their differences. At times we sit, at others we have to
stand. The ceremony is very much about keeping everyone focused and in the
moment: you can’t just wander off into your hallucinations.
All of this happens while I’m tripping on the brew, which they call Sainte. On this
trip, like the last – and indeed, on every ayahuasca trip since – I vomit
repeatedly. It breaks the connection from the visions and the work, though some
see it as a necessary or even desirable purge. I definitely feel cleansed and
uplifted by the singing, music and just watching the inner circle of Santo Dieme
believers in praise mode. They have such incredible love for everything. But the
vomiting sucks.
At my work on the local papers I get to meet some of the anti-apartheid struggle
veterans before they die, as they live in my beat131. I interview Beyers Naudé in
his hospital bed, a theologian whose church stands in Northcliff, near the road
now named after him. He’s very friendly and polite, as is Albertina “Ma” Sisulu.
Her husband Walter is on his way out and nods occasionally in the background.
Sophiatown is celebrating 50 years since it was stomped flat by the apartheid
bulldozers. I photograph the Trevor Huddleston Church. I also get to photograph
a minor ANC official with Nelson Mandela at his Houghton home. He is pretty
ancient by this time. None of these icons seem bothered that this nobody white
binge junkie is interacting with them. Maybe that’s why South Africa was able to
transition without a bloody revolution.

131

the area that I cover for the newspaper
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There are a couple of incidents at work. A salesman called Freddy chats loudly on
the phone, disturbing my concentration. I’m trying to write stories, man. He is
huge and ignores my complaints. This goes on for some time, until one day I leap
from my chair and rush towards him. Luckily (for me) a female colleague rushes
between us and restrains me, preventing us from clashing. Freddy calms down a
bit after that. He thinks I’m fucking loony.
One day I emerge from the office elevator to find a manic dude shouting abuse at
a woman I work with. A number of staff stand by watching, but doing nothing. I
have no clue what the confrontation is about, but without hesitation I jump to
her defence. ‘You can’t talk to her like that! She’s a respected journalist. She
works here.’ He’s so taken aback that he turns around and leaves. I get back into
the lift to go downstairs and smoke, to calm my nerves. Everyone upstairs thinks
the dude is beating the shit out of me somewhere. When I return, she offers to
blow me in the loo, to say thanks, but I have this policy: never have sex with
friends or the people I work with.

B&T's Landie in the tourist campsite, deep in the Kalahari desert

Berno and Toni take Chapungu up to visit the Khomani San at a tiny dorp called
Askham, below the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, where Botswana meets
Namibia and South Africa. Thabo Mbeki has given the Khomani some land, but no
infrastructure to farm it with. The nomads have no clue what to do with
themselves on this land. They don’t know which way a plough goes.
B&T drag an enormous trailer behind their Land Rover, packed with stuff to help
the poverty-stricken community. The Landie is filled with us and their mates.
We’re going along for the jol, but we’re also on a mission. There’s a tourist camp
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we’re helping to build, to help create income for the San. I’m the official
photographer for the trip.
We take with us indigenous plants, mainly Sceletium, which the San have used as
a stimulant for thousands of years. Berno believes that if the San start growing it
commercially, it will yield profits, as the Western world is starting to wake up to
its mood-enhancing properties. We eat loads of it on the trip.
We sleep in primitive grass shelters that contain deadly looking scorpions. We
spend our time building the tourist camp with the San, walking in the red sands
of the Kalahari Desert, and visiting the San. Chapungu gets to play a lot with the
San musicians; there’s some dancing, smiles, photos and good times.

Jamming with the Khomani San. On the right are a couple of seated shamans

We meet the traditional leader Dawid Kruiper, who helped the Khomani get their
land, and a couple of shamans, one of whom we find lying on a mattress in the
bush surrounded by naked women. We chat to them in Afrikaans; they seem
very much like the coloured people I met in the Cape, only shorter. We smoke
lots of dope together.
Alcohol abuse is rife in the community, as in most nomadic tribes that have been
forced to settle. Beyond a few women making beadwork from ostrich shells,
there is very little employment. Berno takes us to the local bottle store; we line
up, turn round, drop our pants and shake our naked arses at it. It’s a typical
Berno move: he enjoys stirring kak, and at the same time, he’s on a mission to
rectify the world’s ills. The problem is, he wants to do it his own way.
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Visiting the San opens my eyes to the hardships many South Africans face, how
the authorities have utterly forgotten the country’s remote places. Unfortunately,
the intricate culture the San developed over tens of thousands of years has
largely disappeared, along with their nomadic lifestyle.

Khomani San leader Dawid Kruiper

The trip, for me, deflates the bubble of mystique surrounding this ancient people;
the San face the same shit we all do, and deal with it – or don’t – in similar ways.
The Khomani seem to have forgotten their ancient culture. My belief in the magic
of the Bushmen is only restored when I see !Gubi132, Anna and Marcella play at
The Bassline, and then, years later, when I visit !Gubi and his family in eastern
Namibia, where I get to jam with them extensively.
A few months after this trip, Berno announces that he’s landed a contract with a
cell phone giant; he’s gonna take our little Multi-Talented Nomadic crew around
the country to promote the company. I’m too tied down by work, but Mike and
Ellie do the tour; along the way they get to see the ocean for the first time.

Melt2000 recorded !Gubi, and !Gubi The Lion Shaman was filmed by Lianne
Cox
132
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It turns out that they’re more impressed by the San than I was, and elect to use
their cash from the tour to go visit the Khomani once more. This turns out to be a
bad decision, as the trip isn’t that pleasant for them, their cash disappears, and
they both end up contracting HIV, which kills Ellie off pretty quickly.
My old mates Janus and Arthur get hold of me, invite me to join them in
Kimberley, where both of them are staying and working. I ride down on my
Honda 400. We smoke weed, take acid, drive around outside in the bush, share
old stories; we even run through some old songs. Amazingly, after nearly 20
years, we can still remember most of them quite well. We must have practised
hard back then!
It’s a fairly pleasant visit, but we have moved in different directions in our lives,
particularly Arthur, who’s very into his psychology and has quite an odd,
unfriendly girlfriend. Janus is still playing music, and giving music lessons. It’s
the last time I see Arthur, and I only see Janus again once. The next time I see him
he’s lost his tubbiness: he’s dying of pancreatic cancer.
He phones a year later from his deathbed. He can barely talk. He croaks into the
phone. I have no idea what to say to him.
‘I’m dying, Derek.’
‘Be strong, Janus. Be strong.’
‘Thanks, man.’
‘It’s not so bad, this dying thing. You don’t have to be afraid.’
‘I’m not afraid. I’ve believe in Jesus. I have my family.’
‘That’s good. I’m glad for you, my friend.’
Next day, his wife phones to tell me he’s gone.
I’m still doing the health yoyo. I run, do yoga, eat well, take plant medicines out
in nature. Then I binge out on hard drugs and suffer the turmoil of withdrawals.
On top of that I keep quitting cigarettes and then start smoking again. It sounds
crazy – and it is – but slowly, I’m learning to do less harmful shit and replace it
with healthy stuff. It’s a process.
I hire a small wooden hut at the Kagyu Samye Dzong Buddhist centre in
Troyeville. I take nothing with me but some clothes and bedding: no food or
smokes or drugs. I ingest nothing but water for a couple of days, then I wake at
3am, starving, and find a room where the Buddhists keep provisions for a soup
kitchen. I’m craving bread and cheese for some odd reason: all I can find is
biscuits and Ovaltine, which I gorge myself on. I’ll always remember the taste of
this simple meal.
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Berno phones me. He’s managed to get his hands on some ibogaine, from some
guy who brought it into the country but has since died. Iboga is a root from West
Africa; it has a reputation for helping addicts quit. It even reduces withdrawals
for heroin addicts as they come off the smack.
Berno and I take it on a Friday night at the Sandton home; Toni is ‘ground
control’, watching over us. None of us have previous experience with this
particular plant medicine. There’s a small outbuilding in their garden where we
perform a small ceremony, set our intentions, then swallow the bitter powder
mixed with water. Then we wait for it to kick in.
It feels a lot like ayahuasca, but is somehow even more ancient, more powerful,
more brutal. The trip goes on forever: I’m still buzzing after 36 hours. I elect to
drive home on Sunday morning, but my route home is blocked by a cycle
marathon. I’m boiling when I get home, so I spray myself with a garden hose:
sunlight catches the water in a rainbow.
There are few memories from the ibogaine trip: Toni holding me while I puke,
feeling like I’m coming apart, wishing that I could sleep. In fact, this entire yoyo
period is pretty hazy: it’s like the memory cassette gets stuck in patches, and
glitches when I try to play it back.
Somewhere in between all this I get to perform at Aardklop festival in
Potchefstroom. There’s this guy called Rockey who hauls Mike and me into his
performance. By this time Ellie is too sick to join us.
Rockey is pretty clued up on how to get a team swinging into action. We have the
use of a community hall in Orange Farm. I drive through on weekends for these
massively long rehearsals for The Magical Marimba Tree, a tale of a community
that rediscovers its lost water/inspiration/direction.
Rockey has organized for us to play in the townships around Potch during
Aardklop. Only problem is, he can’t be there, so when we go, me being the sole
whitey, I’m the go-to guy for every bloody thing that requires organisation:
where we sleep, where we play, what we eat, etc. We sleep in a backpacker; 12
blacks who hardly ever speak English, and me. It’s an odd week. Music is our
lingua franca; we jam in between performances. These go quite well, but by the
time Rockey finally arrives – for the very last show – I’m fed up.
He craps all over us for not doing the play as he’d envisaged it, and that’s the final
straw for me. When it’s time to leave, I climb in my car with my gear and split,
with Rockey shouting at me as I drive away. He was hoping to get a lift back to
Jozi with me, and is forced to sit in the cramped minibus with the rest of the crew
on the trip back. We never work together again133. It’s good to get out of Potch:

133

we’re Facebook friends now
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on the way out, I spot a bunch of white students getting pissed in the back of
bakkie. It’s parked in a garage, with the garage door open. Weird, man.
Back in Jozi, I attend an Earthdance festival. It’s meant to be about love and
unity: thousands of people dancing together to create peace and good vibrations,
across the globe. Usually held outdoors, this year the venue is a place called The
Pyramid, close to the CBD. The highlight of the ceremony is when a giant statue is
set on fire. I drop a cap of acid about half an hour before this happens, so I’ll be
tripping when we dance around the burning effigy.

Finally, an angel brushes me with its wing, and I get clean

Problem is, the fire gets out of hand, and the manager of the venue decides to put
it out with an extinguisher filled with some kind of noxious chemical. We all get
drenched in a grey, sandy substance that fills every orifice. Earthdance is
instantly over. When I get to the bathroom the only thing that isn’t grey are my
eyes; it takes about 15 minutes just to rinse my face and hair. It’s one of the
worst trips I ever have, and it definitely doesn’t contribute to the harmony of the
planet.
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Things are still not well between Tabatha and me. We have disagreements, then I
charge off into the night, get wasted, binge out. Sometimes we don’t talk for days,
even weeks. I call it the Cold War. She’s Stonewall Jackson. I help out with the
kids now and then, and look after them when she goes on business trips. But we
are not a model family, by any stretch of the imagination.
In 2003 we decide to take a long family holiday together. We drive to the Kruger
National Park, stay in a couple of the camps. It’s off-season, so there’s nobody
else around: we have the place to ourselves. We make fires at night, sit and
watch the moon, soak up the sounds of the bush. It’s so full of life! You break off a
branch and a thousand worms crawl out. Next, we hit the KwaZulu-Natal south
coast. There are fireflies near a stream where we camp. We walk the beach at
night on a bed of stars reflected in the wet sand. I can feel myself breathing
deeper, tuning in.
When we get back to Jozi, I score some rocks, but realise immediately that finally,
something deep inside has shifted, changed. This crack stuff is shit. I don’t want it
anymore.
I’ve never known exactly what changed, what happened; all those prayers sent
off into the void must have found an answer somewhere. For years, I told myself
I was going to quit, and couldn’t. Then suddenly I could, and did. Whatever angel
brushed me with its wing, I thank it. I’m still thanking it. I’ve never touched crack
or smack again. I know at a gut level that I never want to.
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Chapter 13: India-ha
Paradise is not a place, it’s a state of mind – Frank Sonnenberg
It's 2005. Things are starting to come to a head at work on the local knock ‘n
drop newspapers. The energy is stagnant; change is becoming inevitable. My
work is starting to become boring. The local paper, while it's put me on the
employment map, is limited, parochial and petty. I've been there for a decade,
and I can see that once you get past a certain age you’ll never leave (there's a
saying in the office for those who unsuccessfully try: 'out like a lion, back like a
lamb'). The older staff becomes part of the furniture, waiting for their miserable
pensions. I gotta get out of this place.
I strike up a friendship with a big lesbian sangoma called Hebrides. I met her
through a guy who reads Tarot cards on the streets of Melville. Russel believes
that the principles of the universe can be reduced to the strategies employed in
ice-hockey. I do a story on him for the paper: he's got long dreads and strikes
dramatic poses in ice-hockey boots, so his photos look cool.
Hebrides throws the bones for me, tells me that Tabs will milk me for
maintenance money if I leave her, which turns out to be complete crap.
Her tiny home is next to Cool Runnings on the main road of Melville, a Rasta
hangout, and she has ambitions to convert the back garden into a similar kind of
joint. I help her make a few alterations, but it never really happens.
She introduces me to her neighbours, a blonde couple that makes a living selling
growing-kits for weed enthusiasts. They also sell DMT, which I've been dying to
try; I've quit crack and smack, but this isn't off limits. I end up in Hebrides'
skanky house with the DMT, a glass pipe to smoke it in, the hot female half of the
blonde pair and a witch friend of Hebrides.
I hit a total blank when I klap the pipe. They tell me afterwards that I was lying
on the bed screaming. I do remember coming round, still tripping balls, and the
blonde’s gone but the witch is hovering; for some obscure reason she’s placed an
ornate inlaid dagger by my head. She leads me down a trapdoor in the middle of
the tiny room's wooden floor. We go down some stairs: the cellar is filled with
musty, dusty books. I page through a couple, then we go back up and outside to
smoke a joint. As soon as we do so, my head clears.
As far as I can recall, there was no cellar in that room; did I imagine it? I've often
wondered what that little witch was up to while I was tripping out. What was the
ceremonial dagger for? Perhaps she stole a tiny piece of my soul and kept it for
herself. But most 'witches' I've come across are more talk than walk. So far.
Hebrides also introduces me to an artist friend who lives near Tabs and me. Vrey
takes an instant shine to me. She thinks I'm the hottest thing since the popup
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toaster was invented. We go out drinking at a nearby pub and kiss. We swap
numbers. A few nights later we hit The Bohemian and get trashed; it's something
she appears to enjoy. As we pass the vet on the way home, she grabs at my crotch
while we smooch. I drag her into the vet’s parking bay, turn her round and shag
her against a wall. She makes a lot of noise, which I find distracting; the
neighbours overlooking the parking lot, I realise on later walks past, must have
had a grandstand view of the whole affair.

Before I leave the local rag, Gordon Froud kindly hosts an exhibition of some of the photos I took while
working there; Aryan helps me select the best images

When I take her home, where her kids and partner stay, I kiss her on the eye. She
always remembers that. She starts phoning me, wants to hook up with me, leave
her partner, start a whole new life together. I'm less besotted: who is this Vrey
woman? I don’t know her at all. I quite like her art, which is extremely visceral,
but she doesn’t seem to be that well-read; perhaps she will bore me. I take her on
walks up Melville Koppies, sit her down, stare deep into her eyes. What's behind
her grin, her infatuation with me? Should I leave Tabatha for Vrey? In the end we
just become mates. We still are.
This Vrey dilemma goes on for quite a while; meantime, she's told her partner,
the father of her three kids, about me. He phones me, tells me I ought to 'watch
my back'. I've never met him — all I know is that he wears glasses — so I bluster,
tell him: 'Meet me at The Bo ... I don't like being threatened ... let's sort this out
like men.' He's bigger than I am and does lots of manual labour, but luckily, he
declines; he doesn’t like violence. He does, however, threaten to tell Tabs about
what Vrey and I got up to.
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Tabs and I have been getting on better since I got clean two years ago. I had kept
the episode quiet, but decide to tell her, because I'm worried she'll hear about it
from this guy, and because I'm getting eaten up inside with guilt, an emotion I
possess in abundance. She is of course utterly devastated. Our relationship
becomes more strained than ever. She tells me that her priorities are first the
kids, then her work, then me. I don’t like being bottom of the list one bit.

Green Africa parties end off with fantastic collective jams; this one is at the original Bohemian

At work, I’ve been encouraging younger guys like Alex Eliseev to leave134. It's
time to put my meagre money where my mouth is. I've never been overseas, and
that's also becoming a big issue. I decide to kill three birds with one stone: leave
my work, cash in my pension, head for a foreign shore and there, think about
whether I should stay with Tabs or call it quits forever. I can't keep moving in
with her and out again; I can't keep fucking her around. She doesn't deserve that.
I hand in my resignation as soon as I land another job. It’s a three-month contract
with the Joburg Carnival, as the media liaison officer. I take photos, write media
releases, and generally promote the event. It’s hectic: as the carnival deadline
draws closer, the tension mounts, the boss becomes haggard and volatile,

he goes on to become a brilliant journo/author, who wrote Cold Case
Confession (Pan Macmillan South Africa). I recommend his stuff!
134
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tempers frizzle. When it’s over I literally cry with relief; by this time my pension
has come through and I’m itching to head out, to fucking anywhere.
St Germain says he'll come with me when I suggest hitting India, as long as we go
to Goa. He wants to party; I’m thinking more about a spiritual quest. But, as I
have no idea where I want to go in India, I agree. Some company will be
welcome. How does one do international travel, anyway? I have no idea: I've
never gone anywhere beyond southern Africa. Foreign continents are scary
creatures to me.
There's a Ketamine-dealing Austrian (he brings Ketamine through customs in
small, domed cities; the 'snow' that rains down on the cities when you shake
them is the drug itself, which he separates out from the water later) who St
Germain knows, and who supplies us with an address in Chapora, in Goa.
Another mate recommends visiting Hampi, close to Goa. I buy a Rough Traveller's
Guide and start reading up on the land of gurus, incense and elephants.
The travel agent must have misheard me when I booked our tickets. As St
Germain and I hand over our bags and wait for our travel passes, the petty airline
bureaucrat examines our visas with mild curiosity. 'Why do you have visas to
India?' she asks. 'You're going to Doha.'
Consternation. Doha may sound like Goa, but it's on entirely another continent.
We make a frantic phone call, and luckily our travel agent is able to book us a
flight from Doha to Bangalore135 just a few hundred kilometres east of our
desired destination. We jump at the chance, jump on the plane. Surely there are
trains or buses from Bangalore to Goa!
Bangalore is stiflingly hot, bustling and dirty. Hawks circle, rats abound. We
discover that most travellers heading for the ancient Portuguese outpost of Goa
fly via Mumbai. There are trains and buses that head from Bangalore towards the
west coast, but they only leave at weekly intervals, or monthly. Then St Germain
hits upon a brilliant idea: why don't we hire a taxi? The Rand is strong against
the Rupee; and we'll have ready transport to wherever we want to go for the
whole holiday.
While St Germain negotiates a good price for the taxi, I purchase a packet of
condoms, in case I stray from my dying Tabs relationship. Typically, I misread
the label. They're Durex alright, but are 'ribbed for extra pleasure', a discovery I
make only later … when straying. (Looking back, I think I was fairly determined
to stray. I was just another fucking sex tourist).
Our driver Sadiq is a Muslim who squats when he pees, mild in manner but
vicious behind the wheel. Sadiq is soon relabelled ‘Sadistiq’, a more appropriate

135

it’s now called Bengaluru
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moniker for a man seemingly intent upon his own and our imminent
destruction. I've quit smoking again, but soon resume the habit, the logic being
that we are probably going to die long before we hit the coast, so I may as well
enjoy some vices.
We traverse steep, scenic mountain passes that only slow Sadistiq marginally. He
feels completely confident overtaking on blind corners, hooter blaring all the
while. Hooters, we realise, are a big thing in India: it’s the way drivers
communicate. We do not share his confidence, smoke nervously, sweat in the
sticky breeze.
The roads are an agitation of brightly painted and adorned trucks, cows, pigs and
goats, tuk-tuks, motorbikes with entire families upon them, carts laden with
wood and hay. Often there are three lanes of traffic overtaking each other in
either direction, all on one skinny strip of tar. Nobody ever stops – to join the
traffic from an adjoining road, one simply merges with the flow. Chaos is a mild
way to describe it.
Our journey to the coast is through several hundred kilometres of rural southern
India. I'm unaware of it at the time, but this is pretty much the 'real' India that I'd
wanted to see and experience; Goa is a tourist trap geared towards the steady
stream of wasted Euro-trash and Israeli draft-dodgers pouring on to its endless
beaches.
The first wild animal I spot when we take a pee break is a monkey. I'm learning
about Hinduism, and take this as a sign that Hanuman the monkey god will be
with me on my journey. Hanuman symbolises faith and self-control, virtues one
hardly expects from a monkey-faced deity: qualities that are certainly being
tested at this point in my life.
The Hindu temples we encounter on the roadside are a riot of colours, redolent
with animals and godlets of all descriptions. I endeavour to immerse myself in a
culture far older than that of my own, hoping it will help me make the shifts I
know I need in my life. Why does Hinduism appeal to me? I’ve never known, but
its mantras and its better-known gods – Shiva, Ganesh, Durga, Lakshmi – are
somehow very close to my soul. They have helped me through my hardest times,
many times.
Our first stop is at Gorkana, just below Goa, which we reach at nightfall. It's the
religious holiday Shiva Vastri, and the small town is crammed with worshippers.
We book into the Om Hotel, and late that night I walk off alone into the seedier
side of town, where I stumble across a puppet show; I am unable to discern if the
puppets are children or operated by strings, a surreal distortion of the senses.
That night, mosquitoes bite me through the soles of my feet. Hardcore
muthafuckers!
Next morning, we walk down Om beach, named that way as it’s shaped like a U,
the symbol of eternity, then visit various temples, score some crap hash, peruse
the markets, where I buy a brightly coloured picture of Lakshmi, goddess of
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abundance, which has followed me ever since. We drink loads of beer and
attempt to converse with French missionaries over supper. I remember such tiny
details as it’s one of the few times I keep a log of events.
Sadistiq is excited about visiting Goa when we set off the next morning; he's
never left his home province of Karnataka. We make a few stops on beaches
along the way before arriving in Chapora. As soon as we drop our Austrian
connection's name, things fall into place: cheap accommodation is organised for
us, and quality drugs arrive. We put our bags down, hit a charas pipe (the local,
potent form of hash), and walk off down the street as dusk falls.

A tiny shrine. Beneath the glamour, colours and incense, India is earthy, smelly and dirty

'Suddenly India hits me, it's like a sci-fi setting or a Dungeons and Dragons game,'
I write in my holiday journal, 'little magic fairy lights, dreadlocked hippies on
bikes, colourful bags and clothes, a Hindu temple lit in surreal shades ...'
We spend the next week getting high, sampling the local fare, drinking beer,
visiting old Portuguese churches, swimming in the flat, tepid sea, riding
motorbikes with no helmets alongside rice paddies and dancing at open-air
nightclubs that go on all night, and well into the following morning.
We go diving off a small island with gorgeous Russian girls. My mask leaks and it
doesn’t feel like my element; St Germain, on the other hand, comes up from
diving a wreck with the biggest grin I’ve ever seen. We visit Ingo’s Saturday night
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market136, buy clothes suited to the local heat – it’s way too hot to wear jeans –
and presents for those at home.
Goa is the perfect place for party animals, with idyllic warm weather, cheap
lodgings and food, scenic vistas – and it even has a smattering of authentic India
thrown in for added spice. The parties amid the palm trees are filled with
drugged-up dancers, beautiful spinning women, ravers with their arms stretched
to the dark skies. Chai ladies serve tea for those taking a break, but you have to
be really patient to get your cup … the queues are long … the preparation is a
slow, tedious process. The chai mamas are very strict: wait your turn, no
favourites!

Motorcycles are the main form of transport, for locals and tourists, round Goa. Everyone seems to work,
from toddlers to the old and infirm

Before long St Germain's 10-day holiday is up. He gives me a big hug and sets off
for Bangalore with Sadiq, who has spent the entire trip sleeping in his car
between ferrying us to various destinations. He did of course get to see a bit of
Goa, and seemed generally content with the arrangement, but I felt a bit like a
colonial sahib at times, to have this private driver at our beck and call.

Ingo’s played a big part in Goa becoming a popular tourist destination. It’s still
going
136
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Boom! Being on my own feels very different to being with my mate in India. As
soon as St Germain leaves, I move up the road to Vagator, closer to the beaches
and clubs. I find a room in an old woman's house, which I share with an
assortment of geckos and tiny frogs. I'm feeling rather weak after all the drugs,
my stomach starts playing up, and I'm coughing rather more than I'd like.
Soon I settle into an easy routine: walk down to the beach, swim, eat at Kumar’s,
one of thousands of restaurants lining the back of the beach, read my book Bones
of the Master, chat to Paul, an English dude I’ve become acquainted with, then go
dancing in the evenings at the clubs overlooking the beach. It's a decadent
lifestyle, perfectly counterbalanced by George Crane's book, which details a
monk's journey across a China, ravaged by famine.

Kumar's is one of thousands of restaurants lining the Goan beaches. Most of them are chock-a-block
with Israelis taking a break from the military

I meet a gorgeous Jewish girl, and she and I start to chat on the beach and dance
at the clubs. Thea has honey-yellow eyes and is thin, hot as hell, but I never get to
bed her as I've told her about my prevarication between staying with Tabs and
striking out on my own. We share tales of how we were addicted to hard drugs
and how we left them: what does this mean, why are we still alive, what can we
pass on to others from this experience?
I spend a few more days at Vagator trying to get into Thea’s panties: I've decided
she's just too hot to miss out on. But I’ve left it too late. One night Paul takes E
with Thea and me, and she transforms into a crazy creature, hopping and
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bopping around like a little elf, and suggesting a threesome on the beach. I'm
tempted, but the moment passes, and she disappears with Paul, leaving me to
catch a taxi back to my digs with my last 50 Rupees.
The Coconut Cometh is a poem I write that reflects my state of mind at the time:
Well I'm sitting under a coconut tree
Any second one could fall on me
But if I keep looking up
I'll surely fuck up
Cos I can't see what's in front of me
Oh I'm sitting under a coconut tree
The crows of death always call for thee
But you gotta be wild and you gotta be free
Because what else would you rather be?
When death says hello
Sure as eggs you will know
If regrets flow and flow
Did you live your life?
Did you love your wife?
Or was it just a sad story?
The next day I pack my bags and head for Anjuna. I find a neat little boarding
house, but that night I bump into two blonde Estonian girls, who suggest I come
and stay at their place – they've rented a whole house, a real luxury in Goa, and
they want a male presence around. I'm quite happy to be the ‘secure male
presence’, cancel the boarding house arrangement and move into their home,
which is just behind the beach. We chat and become friends. The Estonians sell
acid at night in the clubs and bring home the oddest crowd each morning, where
the party continues. and drunk guys try their luck at seducing them.
When I find the girls sunbathing on the beach one afternoon, I realise just how
hot the shorter one is. Heili is tanned and slim and sexy as hell. When she returns
to the house, we end up in a hammock together, which can’t handle the weight of
two and crashes to the floor just as we start getting amorous. I'm oddly shy at
first, but that evening we have sex for hour after endless hour; I haven’t had sex
for months … somehow, I neglect to wear the condoms purchased in Bangalore.
The following day I'm wracked not only with guilt, but with guilty fear: if I now
return to Tabatha, I may well pass on a venereal disease. Heili slipped my knob
into her ass at one point, and I know the dangers of catching Aids associated with
that only too well. Here’s this girl I barely know, and she’s prepared to do stuff
like that? Who else does she do it with, and what else does she get up to? My
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concerns are hypocritical, of course: what’s the difference between what she did
and what I do?

Kundalini Airport playing a gig on the beachfront

I still haven’t cottoned on to the fact that I’m not just a (recovering) drug addict;
I’m just as addicted to sex with strangers, in itself an equally dangerous, futile
and unfulfilling obsession.
I have no phone, but while in Chapora, I set up an Indian email address (I’ve still
got my ‘psychaderek’ address) and I contact Tabatha. She’s been worried sick
and has been trying to get hold of me. Perhaps she has sensed another infidelity.
I tell her everything is fine, but of course I’m feeling like shit about betraying her
yet again. It’s looking more and more like it really is time to move on.
The relationship I'm about to leave is 14 years old, in its own odd, on-off style. I
love Tabs deeply, and still do, but we just fucking can’t seem to get on, no matter
how many times we try. Now that I’m ‘clean’, things have only got worse;
perhaps my drug binges masked the fact that a happy relationship with Tabs was
always just a pipe dream.
Then there are the boys: Lee is about to enter his teens, Joe is not quite in double
figures yet: how are they going to react, will they ever understand and forgive
me for leaving? Will I ever be able to forgive myself for abandoning them? These
thoughts and emotions, which millions of errant, absent fathers probably
experience, haunt me for more than a decade.
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These are dark moments indeed, but the discovery of an excellent beach bar
helps me overcome them, at least for the moment. Curlies has cool music, food
and patrons. When I'm not hanging out there smoking charas, I walk into the
hills and along the beaches and meditate, trying to release the negative emotions
clinging to me like burrs, into the sand and sea of Goa.

The locals are dirt poor, so wherever you go, someone is trying to sell you something

By this time my cough has become serious: I notice flecks of blood in my phlegm,
dose up on sleeping pills at night to catch a break from the hacking, begin
panicking mildly because I know doctors are in short supply here. I change my
diet to fish and coconut and pawpaw, heap chilli onto my meals. It helps to
relieve the symptoms, but doesn’t cure me.
I meet some cool older folk and am invited to a party at a resident's house, a
flamboyant woman named Gypsy. She gives me huge doses of Vitamin C and a
course of antibiotics that may well have saved my life. I hook up with Assi Rose,
an Israeli musician who plays accordion for the Bindu Babas, jam along with a
guitarist and Assi on an Indian drum I bought in Karnataka. It feels really good to
give some good energy back to Goa after sucking so much out of it.
The next day I get a tattoo done with a Swedish bunch called the Aku Aku Tattoo
Family. Maurico, a Chilean dude, was advertising his stuff on the beach, and I
liked his style; I’ve got a design that he says he can work on. The deed is done on
the second floor of a building just off the beach. His wife holds a mirror so I can
see the tattoo forming on my back, high up on my left shoulder.
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Maurico gets to work with the needle machine. It’s a sharp, excruciating pain,
which takes some getting used to; I have to breathe into the pain to endure it. I
start to see why some folk get into this – it’s a bit of a high to have this pain
inflicted of one’s own free volition. I look out at the ocean while an inverted
music clef with red and green leaves becomes a permanent part of my back.
When I feel a bit faint, the wife goes out and buys me a Pepsi.
Years later my sister takes a shine to my tattoo and decides to get a slightly
smaller version of it put on her right shoulder. She also gets a steel railing made
at the entrance to her house in the same pattern. This gesture blows me away:
for many years, we weren’t that close.
I haven't touched Heili since our sexual marathon. We go out dancing at clubs
like La Dolce Vita on scooters (I have to ride pillion because I wiped us out when
driving; I get a ‘Goa tattoo’ on my knee) and acid and E in between boozing and
smoking charas. But I also start take nights off on my own, noticing that I can
have the house to myself during the evenings while the gang is out selling drugs
and partying – and then I simply walk to Curlies when they arrive home, noisily,
in the morning.

I have a cool jam with these Japanese dudes; it doesn't matter that we can't converse except through
music

I start to realise that this is probably my last big jol; I can’t keep up with the
youngsters, nor do I really want to. Is it my age, or is it just that I’ve done this
jolling thing to death already? Has it lost its lustre, its thin veneer of excitement
and adventure?

218

While I'm contemplating things on the beach, I watch tanned, dreadlocked oldtimers dressed only in thongs, which reveal their shrivelled backsides, playing
frisbee. They're damn good at it; it’s impossible to guess their age, they could be
anywhere from 50 to 80. They’re in good shape: they go to the all-night parties,
smoke tons of charas, and are often the last to leave. I wonder if some of these
geezers were the original hippies who 'discovered' Goa in the 70s and 80s.
People like Gypsy have been there for a long time, and seem to lead idyllic lives.
By the time I get there, however, Goa has become an empty shell of its former
self, a formula of hard drugs and Goa trance, a place for trendoids with dreads
and tattoos to show off their fake cool. At the raves, there are folk selling
balloons filled with cheap poppers gas; as they fill them, it makes a whooshing
sound like a tyre being pressure filled, or an evil monster blowing flames. Like
most places that acquire a 'cool' reputation, assholes from across the world flock
to it, hoping the cool will somehow rub off on to them, and fucking it up in the
process.
The womenfolk are unbelievably stunning; I struggle to stop myself drooling too
noticeably. The hottest girls from around the planet appear to have to descended
on this place, and ‘cos it’s warm they’re wearing almost nothing. I’m so cuntstruck I can barely think, but the temptation, when you try to reach for it, isn’t to
hand: most have boyfriends or just want to dance and party – they’re
ungraspable chimeras.
I'm starting to see through all this Goa stuff and tiring of it, and resolve to leave
for Hampi. In retrospect I should have done so a lot sooner, but Goa does suck
you in; it's so damn cheesily comfortable. I pack my rucksack, leave a note for the
Estonian girls, book a bus.
Almost immediately, I encounter a more genuine India. The tuk-tuk I hire to get
me to the Hampi-bound bus nearly lands in a rice paddy as the owner haggles
with a client. I jump out, the driver jumps in, applies the handbrake just in time;
my bag narrowly escapes a dunk in the mud.
At the bus station there is poverty aplenty, right in your face, less hidden than in
Goa; while tourists snack and sip iced drinks, flies crawl over the boils on the
faces of skinny, starving children. Incense competes with the odour of shit, toilet
facilities degenerate from bad to terrible, cows munch plastic on the roadside.
The bus gets a flat; a smooth tyre is exchanged for an even smoother one. The
heat makes the bus interior sticky; it’s filled with locals, chickens, flies and
endless bags, big and small; every stop is a labour of loading up and shedding
cargo.
As I alight in Hampi a teenager takes me by the hand and guides me to his tuktuk. He knows a great boarding house, he says; I place my trust in him. My
lodgings are frill-free and simmeringly hot, but I can see the river from the roof
and I’m close to the massive, thousand-year-old Virupaksha temple. I’m smack-
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bang in the middle of town in fact, a town surrounded by thousands of massive
boulders, cast down, legend has it, by gods, in a stupendous show of strength.
It's loud. Fantastic, lengthy, heated conversations between the townsfolk wake
me in the morning and keep me awake as I sweat beneath my fan at night. I get
up and shower several times a night to cool down, then traipse back to fetid
sheets and endless babble. There are plenty of tourists here, but they live
refreshingly cheek-by-jowl with the locals. In the mornings I climb on to the
ample roof with a cup of chai and watch Hampians sweep out their yards and
chat on their cell phones while monkeys clamber and leap from spire to spire on
the temple.

The view at night from my Hampi boarding house

I'd planned to hike around to the many ancient Hindu temples, but the heat is so
intense that even a few hundred metres walking in the sun has me pouring
sweat, even in the thin cotton clothes I've bought at Ingo's. So, I tuk-tuk from
temple to temple, between eating out three times a day in shady restaurants;
these are lengthy, book-reading affairs that fill a large portion of each day. I swim
in the enormous river, watch Indians bathe on the ghats137 or cross the brown
flow, arguing vociferously in tiny packed round coracles. I drift down the river
and clamber into minute shrines carved into the boulders by the water; who
made them, and when? They obviously only emerge when the river is low.

137

stairs leading into the water
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I recover my health: my cough subsides; I stop spitting blood. The Hampi air is
less humid; in Goa, potheads run their lighters along their joints or cigarettes
laced with charas to dry them out, before they light up. I notice I’ve grown a
paunch, for the first time in my life, from eating three big meals each day.

Hampi is on the edge of a huge river and is surrounded by boulders and ancient temples

I’m offered opium at one of the rooftop restaurants; a compact brown ball is
placed in my palm. I’ve always wanted to try this drug, which is supposedly far
more psychedelic than heroin, but I’ve only been clean off the hard drugs for a
couple of years, and I know I’ve got a huge hill to climb when I return: no job, and
probably no relationship, which also means nowhere to stay. The last thing I
want is to be lurching around in renewed addiction. I turn down the ridiculously
cheap offer, but the temptation follows me for days; I see dragons in the clouds,
tension-knots clutch at my belly.
A tuk-tuk driver called Bashir takes me up to a spot on the river where the
boulders have been carved out by the flow of water into a series of holes. I swim
naked in one of them; he looks at my crotch and asks again if I’m married. Is he
coming on to me? The heat makes me tremendously horny, but I don’t want to
have sex with him. It’s hard to tell when men befriend me here what they really
want. Many Indian men seem obsessed with sex, and appear to believe that all
whites are sexually promiscuous.
Bashir takes me to a restaurant that looks over the whole vast valley. The
restaurant owner points out a family in a rice paddy way down below us, tells me
they plant rice there in the dry season; when the monsoon rains come, the river
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comes right up to his venue. I try to imagine how big the Tungabhadra River
must be in full flow, but it’s impossible; that valley is just so immense.
One day I cross the river and befriend some Israelis, who take me back to their
spot to smoke weed. The weed whacks me really hard, I stagger out and take the
ferry back, where I collapse in my favourite restaurant, Kafi’s. A conversation I
overhear between two tourists on the ferry, moaning about India’s chaos, makes
me contemplative about the shallow nature of the culture I was born into: ‘We
Westerners have such powerful toys, yet we understand so little of the true
nature of things. Fear, paranoia, greed, power – such petty goals – comfort,
security, set ways, arrogance. Where is the love?’ I write in my journal.
Somehow India, while a nation of traders and shopkeepers, has managed to
embrace capitalism and still retain its ancient traditions and religions. On every
square available inch is an advert, but the Hindu gods compete, are still vibrantly
alive.

The yellow pair is getting married, but they don't seem overjoyed about it. Perhaps it was arranged for
them

Next day I watch a traditional wedding in the town square, complete with an
elephant adorned with flowers and jewellery. Suddenly someone calls out
‘Derek!’ and I see a rather shapely woman whom I vaguely recognise. Lila and I
chat at a restaurant and decide to go motorcycling the next day. We hire two
Royal Enfields early in the morning and set out into the countryside, where we
go off the beaten track and end up lost in some real rural backwaters. For the
first time I encounter some genuine, tourist-free India. We help bandage up an
old lady who has cut her finger. We peer into a schoolyard and take some photos
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of kids in the most basic of classrooms. A farmer climbs a palm tree, cuts us some
coconuts, chats in broken English, directs us across a stream on a tiny rickety
bridge. I decide that I really love this country.
Back in town I meet a young German woman called Anya. She’s tall, athletic,
strikingly attractive. We chat, smoke charas in my room, where I teach her to
play a djembe she’s bought. ‘Almost home time … I have to watch out for this
Anya woman … she is really amazing!’ I write in my journal.
We chat about our ‘fox’ nature, a concept I pick up from Bones, which I’ve almost
finished. The fox is the animal aspect of ourselves, which includes, of course, our
sexuality. Anya tells me that I’m not the only one feeling extremely sexual; India,
she says, opens you to your vulnerabilities. When you travel, we agree, you leave
nothing of yourself behind: anything unresolved comes right along with you.
My holiday is drawing to a close and I endeavour to squeeze the most from the
last few days. One evening I go with some English girls to visit a gay couple
who’ve rented a flat a few stories up. They tell us how they received a vision
about 2012 and sold everything back home; now they just travel the world. They
had visited a holy site in India that set their pulses racing for days because the
energy was so strong in the ‘spiritual vortex’. Lightning starts cracking the humid
night air apart, revealing monkeys huddled on a massive boulder below us,
eagerly awaiting the unseasonal rain.
When I head back to my room, I’m too high and too hot to sleep, so I climb up to
the roof, where I meet up with a few musicians and jam. There’s Anya; we do
some yoga and capoeira moves together. I get horny and go to my room to
masturbate. Just as I finish and open the door to dispose of the mess, there she is;
I let her in and … well, things get rather sweaty. For some odd reason I insist on
using the ribbed condoms when we have sex, convinced that I’ve picked up
something unsavoury from the Estonian girl in Goa. Anya hates them, and I’m
closing the door after the horse has bolted, anyway.
Much of my holiday is ruined by the guilt I feel from having sex with strangers.
It’s such a male thing to do, such an ego trip, I berate myself. But, looking back,
perhaps straying was just a coward’s way to get out of a relationship that really
wasn’t working; should I have been so hard on myself?
Anya’s still sharing my room when I get up to leave a couple of days later. I
decide not to wake her. On the bus to Bangalore I decide that the time has come:
I’m going change my life completely, break up with Tabs, find a new job, move
out of the house. Time to shed the past! At the airport, as I walk towards
customs, I discover a knife and some hash in my pocket and shed them in midstride, leaving them on the Bangalore airport floor. I am a new D.
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Chapter 14: Pakhurst
Particles
‘We are slowed down sound and light waves, a walking bundle of
frequencies tuned into the cosmos. We are souls dressed up in sacred
biochemical garments, and our bodies are the instruments through
which our bodies play their music’ – Albert Einstein
My return to South Africa is not the happiest occasion. Tabs comes to fetch me at
the airport with the kids; I’ve got stories to tell and photos we can check out, but
there’s a weight in my belly. Back home, I avoid intimacy with Tabs, and she
guesses correctly that the presents I’ve brought back from India for her are ‘guilt
gifts’. She never uses or wears any of them – well, as far as I know, anyway. When
I show her the India photos all she can see is the women in them.
A few days later I finally summon the courage to tell her it’s over. There, it is,
done … finally. We go for a last dance at The Bo and that’s it.

Life's a beach: you would never guess this riverside scene is in the middle of Joburg

There’s a house in Parkhurst (pronounced Pakhurst by the locals) where Dax
and a couple of acquaintances of mine stay, with an empty room. I’ve got enough
of my press job pension money left over for some rent and deposit, so I pay the
landlord – a skinny little hectic blonde – and move in as fast as possible.
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The house is at the end of a steep cul-de-sac and the garden ends smack-bang on
a river, which becomes a storm water overflow in Gauteng cloudbursts, at times
flooding halfway up the lawn. The plumbing breaks and floods into the house
every six months or so, due to cheap plastic pipes and joins. Our neighbours
uphill flush bits of cloth down their loos, so the drains back up periodically and
raw sewage erupts into our property, with nauseating consequences.
It’s a rundown wreck, but the rent is incredibly cheap. We can practise music till
late at night, and the huge garden, which I maintain and mow in exchange for
even cheaper rent, creates marvellous headroom. We call it the last hippy house
in Pakhurst. Everything and everyone else in the suburb is about status and
money.
I spend a lot of time at the bank overlooking the stream. When it floods, dramatic
waves are created as the water flows over protruding rocks. Afterwards there
are plastic bags hanging from the bushes lining the opposite bank. Over the
decade that I stay in this house, I remove thousands of rubbish bags filled with
plastic. It’s not so much that I care about the environment; I just don’t want to sit
and look at all that shitty plastic while I smoke my joint after work.

Ode to a piece of plastic
Little piece of plastic, what were you made for?
To make somebody’s life cooler, warmer, faster, slower, safer?
Perhaps you helped straighten hair, chop veggies, blow leaves.
Tell me of your built-in obsolescence. Were you made to
Last for six weeks, six months, six years?
It’s possible your owner formed an attachment to you, but unlikely;
Your story was probably one of periodic use until you broke and,
No longer functional, were tossed aside in a brief moment of anger.
How many continents did you cross to get here,
How many hands bore you from your mother mould to the
Convenience apparatus you became part of?
Did a well-paid worker bolt you in place with pride, or
Were you just a cipher in another hastily assembled
Sweatshop tangle of tubes, wires and electrical components?
I’m sorry to lay all this upon you, I mean, you aren’t that big really,
But you represent so much of what’s gone wrong with us, your creators;
We spend the better parts of our lives slaving to purchase you,
Possessing things that replace genuine contact, compassion for fellow
creatures;
And then, once attained, your value lies only in utility, not your ism
But in your used up, cast-off form, you will be upon the planet for
A hundred, a thousand years or more
A curse bequeathed to reluctant babies’ babies’ babies’ babies
Had you a consciousness you could surely tell a troubled tale
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Clutched by branches intermittently as you bob from river down to sea
Bleached, cracked, pitted, but unrusted
Neither earth nor ocean can digest you
Earth’s immortal heartburn
The offal of a headless chicken system
In which we swirl, plug-pulled,
Unable to see our way
Back to a larger source.

Dax is an aging Irishman who travelled the world in the merchant navy, and sold
drugs to make ends meet. He lives in a little outhouse right outside my kitchen
door, the sole entrance to my flat. I hear music coming from his place from the
time he wakes until he hits the sack. Aside from watching movies – mainly music
documentaries – what keeps him breathing is writing songs, playing them, and
practising licks. To keep the wolf from the door, he works as a counsellor at a
rehab in Randburg, which, ironically, used to be the White Horse Inn, a notorious
watering hole. He’s a brilliant musician who teaches me patiently and endlessly.
Well, at first.

At last, a real band, with proper musicians! Them Particles start playing gigs somewhere around 2007.
(Pic by Gale McCall)

Downstairs from me stay Larry and Lynette; they’re hippies from the Cape who
love getting stoned, braai-ing snoek, and lying goofed together in a hammock at
the stream. They’re collectors; the large house downstairs from me is filled to the
brim with shit of every description; you have to pick your way through it on
paths. A thin door separates their home from mine, through which I hear doof-
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doof spacey trance music and, every now and then, Lynn’s rapid squeals of
passion.
Larry may be a stoner, but there’s an aggro edge to him; he worked on the Cape
fishing boats and is built like a brick shithouse. He scares me somewhat. He’s got
a landscaping business going, and is supposed to be a recovering junkie, but
sometimes I hear one of his two Tata bakkies, which park outside my bedroom
window, disappear into the night at odd hours, and I wonder if he’s really ‘clean’.
My first job at the Pakhurst house is proofreading textbooks for a publisher in
Sandton, which gets me by for a couple of months, but is dead boring. Then a
mate of Tabs tells me The Sowetan is looking for subs, and I land a temp job
there. Graeme’s has worked his way up to the status of revise sub. A couple of
times I deliberately shock him by putting raunchy and misleading headlines into
stories.
I go out one night in Melville with Vrey, and laugh at Graeme ‘cos he looks too
serious. He gets completely spun out and puts a ‘gun’ (a piece of cutlery, I find
out later) to my head while I’m taking a pee. There’s nothing some men fear
more than being laughed at.
The work is fine, but the paper is in a crap industrial area, so when I hear of sub
work going on The Daily Sun at Media 24 in Melville, I grab the chance, and land a
cushy contract.
Working for the Sun is pretty cool as, in addition to subbing stories, I get to write
some too, mainly on musicians I meet out at jols. I also lay out pages, which
alleviates the boredom of subbing badly written stories. The canteen overlooks
the spacious Johannesburg Country Club and serves great, cheap food. I get on
with some of the staff, and it’s close to Melville, so I can catch a drink after work.
The content is complete crap: it’s a R2 tabloid that caters to the masses. Nobody
takes it too seriously, but it sure ain’t boring; it’s full of unlikely tales of muti,
sangomas, spells, animals, accusations and tokoloshes138.
I’m single and 2006 turns into a fuckfest. My midlife crisis, which began in India,
still has plenty of kick in it. Shagging helps, as I get pretty lonely and depressed in
my little bachelor pad. I feel terrible about abandoning my family, so I
compensate by playing lots of music and going for long walks at nearby Delta
Park.
Masturbation is a double-edged sword: it may pass the time and bring on an
endorphin rush when I cum, but at the same time I feel cheapened by it,
especially if my fantasies – what gets me there – are unsavoury. I find the more
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a mythical small creature, which usually has bad intent
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depressed I am, the more I wank; but conversely the more I wank, the more
depressed it makes me. It’s a form of self-abuse.
I fill the lonely evenings with an assortment of women: a redhead far taller than
me, a fiery East European yogi whom I woo for months before she lets me into
her panties, a demented dilettante who lives across from the park, prostitutes I
pick up by the roadside. I still haven’t figured out that I get just as lonely doing
this, that I can’t handle being on my own, that what I really want is another longterm relationship. Or perhaps I have, and I know that this is my last gasp before I
get all settled and back into going steady again.

When I need a break I can still visit the Funny Farm, where Piet Aarde has built a house from
windscreens

I meet an old friend at the Bo; we play pool, then head off to my spot for sex. A
few nights later, at her place, I discover that Ms Suburb does crack. She asks me
to hold the pipe while she fiddles with the rocks; my whole body goes into
shivers, and I hand it back quickly in utter revulsion. I CAN’T be around this stuff
anymore. She blows me while I watch porn: the only girl I’ve met who’s happy to
do me while I watch other women getting fucked. I don’t visit her again: to be
clean means staying clear of users, or it’s just a matter of time before the
pilgrimage to Hillbrow begins all over again.
An Afrikaans artist falls heavily for me. She’s up for basically anything kinky. On
a holiday down to Cape Town, she gives me head while I’m at the wheel, near
Bloemfontein; I take a wrong turn and we end up miles off the freeway. She asks
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me to shag her next to the road; she leans into the car while I tackle her ass.
Truckers driving past hoot and wave at us while we consummate her desire.
She plays the piano with my sister’s daughter when we reach Somerset West,
and my sister tells me she’s a ‘great girlfriend’ while we stroll down the beach.
But I’m not ready to be tied down again just yet; I break up with her back in
Joburg, and she never speaks to me again. She must have fallen for me pretty
hard.
I visit Tabs once a week to see the boys. I fall into the habit of taking meat and
making a braai for my ex-family each Friday night, on the small stoep out back,
from where you can see the Joburg CBD. The boys haven’t taken too kindly to my
departure from the house, and I end up doing the braai on my own frequently,
getting all stoned and lonesome, while they sit inside and play TV and computer
games. It hurts like hell, but I can’t really blame them: I’m the original bad dad.
During these braais I begin to reflect on how my own father must have felt when
I was going rogue in my teens and twenties. I only started really communicating
with him (bar the army story-sharing time) when I was well over 30. He must
have gone through hell not knowing who the fuck I was; all he got was
monosyllabic answers to his questions about my life: ‘I’m ok. Everything’s fine.’
My folks most likely went on certain cues to deduce what was really going on in
my life, such as the state of my health, the accidents they had to pay for and clean
up, how my clothes looked, the friends I kept, how often I asked for money, etc.
So, this is all karma, in spades, I tell myself. I have no clue what really makes my
sons, Lee and Joe, tick. Lee’s in his teens at the time, so it’s pretty normal (that
whole Oedipal thing, having to form your own person so as to be a distinct
person from your dad/folks), but I take our frosty communication like, lank
personally. When I’m down, I tend to do that; sometimes even when I’m not so
down.
Tabs goes away on business trips infrequently, and when she does, I move back
in to look after the kids, feed them, and take them to school. The boys and I are
not at war; we just don’t do much real talking. We get to do stuff together now
and then, watch movies, walk, etc. It’s difficult to find games that suit two lads
four years apart. Wrestling on the couch is our favourite game. When it’s both of
them versus me, it’s quite an even match, at least until they start getting bigger.
These days they’re both bigger than me – but then again, most Caucasian men
are. We don’t wrestle any more, but we email each other now and then.
Post the drugs, I’m trying to come to terms with a whole host of new-fangled,
uncomfortable things called ‘feelings’. Most men hate them. A big part of being an
addict was running the fuck away from them, as fast as I could, if they threatened
to raise their heads properly. As an addict I told myself that the drug was the
problem. So, I got all distracted with finding money and coping with domestic
crises and withdrawals and shit going down at work. Meantime, what made the
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drug so attractive in the first place – the emotional stuff I hadn’t faced up to and
dealt with – was ignored, swept under the carpet.
I would go to great lengths to score, to escape certain feelings. At certain times, I
just couldn’t bear to be in my skin in that moment, couldn’t bear feeling bored,
ignored, depressed, anxious or angry. I had to feel good for a bit, for a few hours,
regardless of what I knew would come after the binge: physical withdrawals,
being broke again, feeling crap about losing control.
Now, clean for a few years, all the shit I ran from – anxiety, loneliness, the
crummy job, broken communications with the people I love, empty sex, running
after cheap thrills – is coming round and biting my ass, and I have to deal with it,
head on … and alone. Suddenly the glamour of the ‘jol’ has lost its lustre; going
out and getting trashed is boring. I’m longing for real connections.
Recovering addicts need to find something to fill the gaping holes in their lives,
to turn to in times of that overwhelming need. There’s a saying: find an addiction
to replace an addiction. I have music, running and walking; as the years pass, I
also start doing more yoga, breathing exercises and mantra chanting.
Thank fuck, I still drink a bit and smoke weed; the guys who do NA139 and go
totally clean have no outlet, they have to live with what’s in their head, face it
head on, with no respite. I dunno how the hell they do it. It’s like meditation, or
taking ayahuasca: there’s nowhere to run. I can only do it in bits.
On one of my visits to my ex-family, I notice Thambi, one of Tabs’ dogs, a sort of
overgrown brindle staffie, rooting around in a wet corner of the garden after a
stray cat. I yell at her and rush down; she guiltily drops a kitten from her mouth.
It’s covered in mud; I grab it by the scruff of its neck and put it, hissing and
clawing blue murder, under a tap. A pure white kitten emerges, laced with
orange tabby marks.
I christen my find Portis, as I’d just seen a documentary on Cole Portis, and take
him home with me. He’s the first cat I’ve ever owned; the rest all belonged to my
parents, or to Tabs. Portis is so tiny that he has to be fed milk by a dropper every
couple of hours. I sit up at night suckling him and watching movies. One of the
films I watch is Gavin Hood’s Tsotsi, where the main character robs a couple of
their car and ends up having to look after the baby that was strapped into the
back seat. I’m feeling all broody: I can relate.
The early years at Pakhurst are golden times for the marimba band. I start
hooking Achimota up with various agencies that book us gigs. These corporate
gigs pay well: we get R1 000 a head for our five-piece band, more than I earn
from doing gigs at clubs. The agencies ensure that we get paid half before the gig,
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half after. It goes straight into our account: we don’t have to beg the client for our
pay.
But the gigs aren’t that fun to play at, as the corporate audience usually doesn’t
give a toss about whether we’re there or not. We might as well be wallpaper.
Achimota often gets its best response from the caterers, whom we meet at gigs
before the guests arrive, while we’re all setting up the food and band gear. The
caterers are black and like our black music. Most black corporate types don’t.
They want to distance themselves from their traditional roots, show their mates
that they appreciate good whiskey and expensive cars, Western stuff, all the shit
the money machine wants them to buy. Talk about creating desires!
By this stage I no longer have my Honda motorbike. As the years passed it
became less reliable; just months after I sold it, the guy who bought it told me the
whole back sprocket sheared off. Good timing! Tabs sells me her Ford Laser, and
this becomes the official band transport. The band sits inside, the drums go in the
boot, the marimbas on the roof-rack.

Zim Ngqawana plays sax at the Zimology Institute, shortly before it is broken into and vandalised

As the gigs pick up, I put a tow bar on the little Ford and buy a trailer. We’re
getting so many gigs that the guys leave a spare set of marimbas in the trailer, so
the Achimota crew now has to only bring themselves on the taxis from Orange
Farm. I pick them up in Newtown with our trailer full of gear and we zoot off to
our corporate gigs. We usually have a joint on the way back. This makes us drive
slower, and irritates Dax, who follows us in his car. He digs playing guitar for the
marimba band, ‘cos he doesn’t have to keep the rhythm: he can just play lead
breaks and have fun. We’re all percussion; he’s long notes, harmony, a great
combo.
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When the Daily Sun arts editor asks me to do a story on jazz maestro Zim
Ngqawana, I meet up with Aryan there; he’s a huge fan of Zim’s music. We watch
some stunning jazz at a venue Zim has created south of Joburg, the Zimology
Institute. Zim has found and nurtured the best talent in South Africa. The jazz
they play with Zim that day is transcendent. Aryan and I meet Zaide, Zim’s
promoter, who becomes a friend of us both. When I tell Zaide about the marimba
band, she persuades me to create an NGO so that we can get funding.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll help you,’ she reassures me, and she lives up this promise.
Soon we are mired in paperwork, signing documents, holding meetings, taking
minutes, electing people to positions. I become the treasurer, though I’m useless
with money affairs. We register with the Department of Social Development. It’s
all very official and exciting, even if it’s a lengthy, tedious process.
I ask Andrew Kay if he’s willing to help the band members register with
Samro140, so we can get on the publishing and royalty map, and he does. More
paperwork, but I also register, and, even though it’s a largely useless
organisation, at least I get R500 every December!
By this time, I’ve had flings with about a dozen women; some last a few months,
some just a night or two. Some of the liaisons are thrilling, some are so-so. I start
struggling to attain and maintain erections. My heart just isn’t in it anymore: the
endless party is beginning to bore me. What is it I’m really after?
Then the marimba band lands a wedding gig at a lodge near Hammanskraal,
north of Pretoria. We’ve played there a couple of times before: this time we are
asked to play not just at the reception after the ceremony, out in the open, but
during the ceremony itself.
We arrive and set up our instruments inside the tiny stone church. When I go
outside to smoke, I spot the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. She’s
dressed gypsy style, with a South American broad-brimmed hat atop her long,
bushy black hair. She’s setting up a video camera on a tripod.
No hesitation – I walk straight up to her. I have no idea what to say to her, so I
latch onto the first things I notice, a tattoo of a ring on her ring finger.
‘Nice tattoo! Are you married?’
Pretty blatant.
‘Um, no, I was …’
‘I’m Derek.’

140

South African Music Rights Organisation

232

‘Susanna. Pleased to meet you.’
‘Do you think you can film the marimba band while we play, and give us some
footage? We need some CV material.’
‘Ja! Sure.’
‘Great! Thanks. Uh, here’s a business card.’
I realise my heart is racing.

In love! Shortly after we hitch up, we head down to Mozambique to swim with dolphins

We play our gig and Susanna, or San, as I come to know her better, films it. I try
to engage San in conversation over dinner, but she’s sitting with her pals, a
couple of girls who photographed the wedding couple tying the knot. When I tell
Dax that I think San is the hottest woman ever, he replies that I shouldn’t get too
excited: these girls are gay. Turns out he’s right about the photographers; in fact,
most of San’s friends are these amazing lesbian artists she went to art school
with, who I get to know better over the years.
But San herself is straight. She phones me a few weeks later to tell me she’s got
some footage of the band edited and in different formats. I drive through to meet
her at her Pretoria flat, and check out the footage. She’s made small videos of
Achimota in every format imaginable! We chat and get on really well. She’s an
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artist and digs yoga, and our music tastes overlap (she tells me later that she
thought I was one of the filthiest but intriguing creatures she’d ever met).
I invite her to a drum circle I’m going to later, at a place called Klitsgras. She
comes through with her best friend Retha, who apparently checks me out and
gives me the thumbs-up. When I leave, San gives me a big hug, and I notice she’s
got the tiniest waist.
In the past when girls gave me hugs like that, I knew I was in with a chance. At
work I ask a female colleague how to proceed without fucking things up. She
says: ‘Don’t press her for sex immediately. She’ll be so impressed.’ San tells me
later that she was dying for a good shag, but the tactic appears to work on our
first date, an art exhibition we attend after eating out. I take her home, show her
my pics of India and then, despite really wanting to have sex, I show her the
door.
On the next date I take her to see Oliver Mtukudzi. She fucking loves him. Oliver
has the best live performance; he’s tall and graceful and always has an entourage
of young musicians whom he dances with, with a huge grin permanently stuck
on his dial.
A couple of dates later, and neither of us can wait any longer. She insists that I
use a condom; the hassle of putting it on, and my anxiety about not fucking this
up – cos I really dig this woman – conspire, and I just can’t get it up. San is very
cool about my flop and we laugh and hug, and hey, presto! My knob stands back
to attention and the deed finally happens.
For the next year or so San and I drive back and forth between Pretoria and
Johannesburg on weekends to see each other. It’s a great temporary
arrangement, as we each have our own space. I take her to visit my friends on the
funny farm, which is fairly close to her flat. The funny farmers host sweat lodges
and a mini-festival, which Achimota and some Bushmen from Namibia perform
at. San comes along, and starts to get to know my circle.
One evening we are invited by a friend of the funny farmers to go and hang out at
a place called Frogs, on the other side of Cullinan. I invite San to come along. It’s a
smallholding on the banks of a stream, with pools to swim in and walks through
pretty much unspoilt bushveld, owned by an old German couple, Rolf and
Lenore. We hang out by the river and drum.
Frogs becomes our escape hatch: we can camp there for a tiny fee, and the place
is ours: the perfect venue to take shrooms or San Pedro. Rolf sets up a campsite
in some trees near a kloof, where we are totally isolated from the world. We go
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there often to walk and camp, and soon many of our friends know about it and
do the same141.
I receive an invitation from the funny farmers: they’re going up to visit the San in
Namibia, do I want to go with them? You bet! I pack in my djembe and a few
clothes and make my way to Heiner’s farm outside Pretoria. Heiner, Rolf’s
brother, has a kombi. A bunch of us cram into it; behind us is a huge trailer full of
gifts for the Bushmen. We make it all the way there without sticking in the sand,
until we get to about 100m from our final destination142. We leave the kombi
stuck in the sand and spill out, set up our tents near the humble San abodes.

Frogs is a getaway without equal: an undiscovered, unspoilt paradise

Next morning, we move the kombi to firmer ground with the help of the San. We
hang out for a week or so with them, jamming together with !Gube and his clan.
!Gube has some ethnic instruments that he’s mastered. It’s a privilege to play
with him, and the young men. He’s a real shaman, and a great musician.
It’s hot as hell, and much of the area has been badly overgrazed by goats. We’re
lucky to participate in a coming-of-age ceremony for one the young girls, which

These days, the Germans are gone; Frogs has been ‘discovered’ and renamed,
and way more people visit.
141
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Near Gobabis, in the Omaheke region of Eastern Namibia
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entails much dancing, masks and music around a large fire. I manage to get some
great shots of her mask and costume, and some of the ceremony.

The initiate (centre) with the elder women in the early stage of the ceremony held in her honour

I meet a woman from an NGO who’s trying to get food gardens going in the area. I
do a lot of meditation under the shade of the thorn trees. There’s some real
magic here, though the San are essentially aliens, in today’s massively changed
world; they’re just trying to survive on the fringes of it.
I succeed in not getting into two beautiful women who’ve come on the trip,
though I’m sorely tempted – I’ve decided to keep my dick in my pants – it must
only emerge for Susanna. I don’t want a repeat of my failed relationship with
Tabs.
On my return I discover a thief has somehow cloned my card and cleaned out my
bank account (mostly at bottle stores) but fortunately, after some argument, I
manage to get the money back from my bank.
Like most new relationships, there are rocky patches, as San and I establish
boundaries and circle around each other, working out who this other person is,
what they give and what they want, how we fit together and where we don’t.
At one stage we decide it’s just not working; we rush off and get into other
people, but pretty soon we’re back together; there really does seem to be
something special about this liaison.
By this stage, my folks have moved back to Somerset West. About five years
before this, they sold their dream house and lit out for St Francis Bay, where they
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had a big double-storey Cape Dutch-style home near the beach. There, my dad
started losing first his memory, then his marbles.
The diagnosis is grim: Alzheimer’s. I can only pick it up in patches at first, on my
infrequent visits, but soon it becomes apparent that he just isn’t with the plot
anymore. He becomes fearful when things are unfamiliar, hits total panic at
times: ‘Where the fuck am I, man?’

The dancing becomes more animated as the evening progresses. These San youngsters have
incredible energy, and mimic animals expertly

My mom is soon his only source of comfort: the only beacon he can turn to when
it all goes blank. She can’t handle the stress of dealing with it alone, and they
move to an old age home just outside the West with frail care facilities.
In 2008, when I’m 45 years old, Sandy phones to say my father’s dying, tells me
to get my ass on a plane if I wish to say my final farewells. I acquiesce – one of my
better decisions – and fly down from Joburg to Somerset West. I’m able to bid my
dad adieu, though I’ve never been sure if he was able to hear anything I said.
Dad’s dying of cancer and is, by the time I get there, off all medication except
palliative care to hasten his demise. He’s in a fog of morphine.
As he’s only able to listen and unable to respond, when nobody else is around I
seize the opportunity to unload upon him decades of stories about what my life
has really been about: all the crazy gigs, parties, sexual experimentation, the
dodgy friends and jobs … the gore, grime and glory.

237

He can no longer eat; he’s dying of starvation and thirst. As I clear my conscience
in my one-sided, three-day confession, he shifts about on his bed, clearly
uncomfortable.
It’s good for me to get all this stuff of my chest, but his dying is fucking horrible
to watch. I’m tempted to put him out of his agony with a pillow, like Chief
Bromden did to McMurphy in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, but I end up just
chanting mantras and telling him my story. Om mani padme hum. I don’t know
what else to do.
Where did all this secrecy begin, why does he know none of this stuff about me?
My relationship with Dad was okay in the last few years, before he lost his
faculties. When I was young, it was shit. I didn’t tell him anything about my real
self. Dads and sons. From about age five I told him nothing, nothing personal.
Dad sucked. I resented him intensely until I’m in my late 30s, early 40s, till I
realised he wasn’t acting like an arsehole, I was. Dad was the one who bailed me
out from ever since I can remember.

!Gube is a shaman and a musician. Nobody knows how old he is

Expectations. It’s supposed to be presumptions that fuck everything up, but I
reckon it’s expectations. My dad wanted me to be certain things, or that’s what I
believed, so I spent the first half of my life trying to disappoint him. Fuck knows
what my expectations were about him: was he not what I wanted for a dad? Well
then, what did I want him to be?
I’d ‘confessed’ to my dad before, when I got caught in the Big Bust, just after I left
school. The shock of realising that his son was a dope addict gave Dad a heart
attack that nearly killed him. Here he is in hospital again. He’s such a tough old
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bastard; most ous would have kicked the bucket long ago, but all those years of
running marathons, playing squash, diving, climbing mountains keep him going.
The frail care doses him up on tranqs after he smashed a door down, when he
woke up and didn’t know where he was. Even on death’s doorstep, he’s still a
potent ol’ fucker.
On the third day of waiting for dad to croak, I drive down the coast to Gordon’s
Bay to buy him some presents. Who knows more about death than the world’s
most ancient culture, the San? I buy a book with photos of Bushmen hunting and
dancing, and a large starfish, which, I discover later, is believed by some cultures
to help the soul’s transition to the afterlife. Then I drive to Kogelbay, smoking a
joint en route. A massive owl appears in the clouds above the ocean, clear as day.
It feels like his end is close.
I drive back, sit by dad’s bed a while, tell him some more stories, sing some more
mantras. I place the starfish on a shelf above his head, the San book by his
bedside. Next morning, we get a call: he’s gone. My sister and I look at each other,
then we hug. It doesn’t feel real, but we know it is. We’d been waiting for it to
happen. We drive down to the retirement home, and I fetch my mom. She insists
on seeing the body. Dad’s gone all yellow and is icy to the touch. My mom makes
some feeble noises. She can’t quite grasp it – none of us can – though it’s so real,
so super-fucking real.
I’m still smoking at the time, so I head into a courtyard and light up, then phone
Tabs and San to tell them the news. I’ve never had anyone close to me go. I can’t
quite grasp it. It’s like trying to hug a whale. San tells me she’s flying down to
Cape Town to help me through this. I’m amazed, ‘cos I know she doesn’t have
much money to spare, but she come nevertheless, and her calm presence helps
all of us.
There are undertakers to see and documents to sign, funeral arrangements to be
made, family and friends to contact. Sandy, who adored my father, reads the
eulogy at the funeral. I learn a lot while listening to her talk; Dad was involved in
so many community organisations, and was the head of many too. I realise I
know very little about my own pop.
We all but carry mom past the mourners. She smiles and waves feebly at the
crowd, and out of the church. After a couple of days, we leave my mom alone in
her flat. Poor ol’ bat – but at least she doesn’t have to deal with the Alzheimer’s
anymore. San flies back to Joburg; I get a lift back to Joburg with Larry and
Lynette. Larry is one of those drivers who gets stoned and then can go all day
and all night – we just have to point him in the right direction when we fill up
and join the highway.
My father’s death will bring my sister and me much closer together, his final gift.
It’s amazing how people can continue to give from beyond the grave.
Back in Joburg, San decides to move in with me, rents out her Pretoria flat. It’s a
tight squeeze. My flat has two bedrooms, but one is a dedicated band practice
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space, so essentially, we live in one bedroom; we also have a tiny bathroom and
kitchen. I stump up some money for her to do a yoga teacher-training course, so
she can stop shooting wedding videos, and she becomes a really fantastic, utterly
dedicated yoga teacher.
I get to meet San’s very Afrikaans family; her brothers live in or near Joburg, her
parents above Pretoria. Her father, a dour retired academic, isn’t terribly chuffed
about me being English; he greets me for years with a gruff ‘Hello, Engelsman’ –
until I confront him about it, and he starts using my name. I also meet San’s ex, a
tall, very athletic fellow; a complete contrast to me.
San is close to her family and loves to visit them. One brother lives close to Tabs’
house, the other farms, her sister lives in the UK and the folks in Nylstroom143.
I’m astounded by San’s love for her siblings and parents. I mean, who goes to
visit their parents because they actually want to? English families just aren’t like
that, in my experience.

There's a group of kids who come around to Mike's house in Orange Farm to learn marimbas and drum

On one of our trips to her parents, she takes me to see her gran in Bela Bela, who
is, like San and her mom, called Susanna, or Ouma Rosantjie. She’s a lively, kindly

renamed to Modimolle. The guys who found a river there thought they’d
reached the Nile.
143
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old coot in her mid-90s, still positive, though her universe has shrunk to just one
small room. When she dies a few months later I’m invited to her funeral, a huge
family affair on a farm; people have come, from all over the country, to say
goodbye to the matriarch. The men (including me) take off their jackets and
shovel earth on to the coffin once it’s lowered. A single, tiny, exquisitely shaped
cloud hangs in the hot sky.
On another trip, we visit family friends in the Free State, camp next to a stream,
paddle along its quiet, overgrown course. We kuier144 with San’s Tannie Nooi in
her massive kitchen, eat warm, freshly baked koeksusters and beskuit; it’s all
very traditional, beautiful, and something I’ve never been exposed to.
The influx of Afrikaans culture into my life has impact; I decide to write a book
about Afrikaans artists, called Avant Guava Afrikaner. I start researching the
language, history, and culture, begin doing interviews with people like Deon
Maas and Toast Coetzer.
I start with these intentions:
‘The motivation for writing this book is a celebration of alternative Afrikaans art,
to make the voices and works of these people known to a wider audience, to
establish if they see themselves as having a shared identity, or if they are just
lone voices in the wilderness, expressing their pain and joy in their art.’
But, as a year or so passes, I start losing enthusiasm for the project. What do I
actually know about the Afrikaners? What can I say that hasn’t been said already,
or what they can say about themselves, far better, from their own perspective?
I’m too slow: another author brings out a very similar book145.
Dax and I have been jamming together off and on, and he starts bringing in other
musicians to jam with us. On bass is Joel from the Freedom Fighter days; the
crazy, fantastical dreadlocked Bronwyn, aka The Giant Squid, takes up accordion
and flute duties; and South Africa’s best slide guitarist, Richard Bruyns, lays
claim to a corner of the band room.
Dax has heaps of Irish ballads and psychedelic blues/funk/gypsy tunes; to hear
his lyrics better, and make doing gigs profitable, I purchase a 500 Watt PA
system. As the songs and band start coming together, I suggest the name ‘The
Particles’, which morphs over time into Them Particles. Thus is born a fabulously
creative outfit, which goes on to play hundreds of gigs, but is doomed to never
record an album. This is because Dax insists on perfection … or nothing. So, we
get nothing. Having no album kills this band just as surely as it did Live Jimi
Presley, but of course, at the time, we never realise it.
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visit, hang out with
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Fred de Vries publishes Afrikaners – Rigtingbedonnerd in 2012
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Them Particles plays at two main venues in its early years: Espresso Jazz in
Linden and the Troyeville Hotel in, well, Troyeville. Later we play scores of gigs
at The Beeryard at 44 Stanley in Milpark. San’s ex films us playing. We build up a
tribe of faithful fans, mainly Bronwyn’s friends, among them a goodly portion of
lithe, hot women who take to the dance floor when the vibe gets heated.
Dax likes to play at least three sets, and, as the evening progresses and the crowd
gets hammered, to do extended jams on certain songs, duelling with Richard on
lead breaks. It’s hell for me to play this long on the drums; my stamina is pushed
to its very limits. But playing with these really good musicians – the best I’ve
ever played with – is incredibly challenging and exciting. It’s also a really crazy
outfit, with an edge of madness and loads of sharp, cynical humour.
Another venue we play at is the Jazzfarm, near Lanseria airport, on the northern
fringes of Joburg. It’s a smallholding with a wonderful, huge, roundish thatched
farmhouse and several outbuildings, owned by Julian and Myrtle. They later
become the renowned Dagga Couple, after the cops bust them for selling weed;
they take their case to the High Court, join with others fighting the same battle,
and help to make weed semi-legal (at the time of writing this book, you can
smoke dope in your own house without worrying about the cops kicking the
door down; but you can’t grow and sell it).
Jules does set design in the film industry, and his smallholding is adorned with
outlandish, gorgeous sculptures. There’s a labyrinth, and a pool done out in
mosaic. The Jazzfarm, which Jules purchased after busking jazz in Tokyo is, in
short, like, totally the best place to hang out at, and trip. The parties there are … I
would say legendary, but fuck, I hate that word.
It becomes another haven for me, like Frogs; Jules runs regular sweat lodges
there, and I become a regular sweater, graduating, in time, to the role of fireman
– the guy who carries in heated stones from the fire to the sweat on a pitchfork
(at times I wonder if the Christians derived the image of Satan with his fork from
watching ‘primitive’ cultures doing sweat lodges, a practice found across the
globe, much like throat singing and shamanism). Being a fireman is a small way
for me to give back, make amends.
At one of the Jazzfarm parties I meet Erika, a large, red-haired woman with a
considerable intellect and a formidable personality. An ex-Capetonian who used
to spin the discs at parties, I find myself immediately drawn to her wit and razorsharp mind. I take her down the Crocodile River on a boat, where she tells me
about her ayahuasca experiences in the Amazon and how she nearly died in a
mudslide in Peru.
Erika becomes one of my best friends; we love smoking weed together and
knocking back a few ‘whizzes’ (whiskeys) while listening to her fantastic
collection of reggae records. She introduces me to a whole gamut of reggae
masters, whom I’d never heard of, such as Jackie Mittoo and I Wayne, and makes
me compilations with names like Killer Shoes Mix. Erika doesn’t brook any
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nonsense: if you speak kak to her, she interrupts and tells you straight, ‘this is
bullshit, man’.
Oddly enough, we almost never trip together, though we spend loads of times
talking about what we’ve learnt from acid, weed, ayahuasca and San Pedro. One
of the few times we go to Frogs to take shrooms together, she’s just come down
from an all-nighter on ayahuasca; she passes out soon after the sun goes down. I
end up sitting by myself, watching the sparks chase up the stars from the
campfire, accompanied by just my thoughts and the singing of the cicadas.
San and I love to walk together. One day we elect to walk on Melville Koppies
with Zaide’s dog. There are signs stuck on the fence as we go in, warning that the
area is dangerous, but of course we don’t see them. As we stroll through a thick
patch of long grass, a large young black man appears on the path. There’s
something distinctly odd about his behaviour, and I warn San to watch out, while
taking a penknife from my pocket. Before I have time to open it, another guy
appears with a sawn-off shotgun pointed at us.
By this time, the first guy is behind us; he steps up to me and starts punching me
in the face, ordering me to lie down. I refuse; he carries on hitting me, then the
dude with the shotgun whacks me over the head with his gun. San starts yelling
for me to just do what they want me to do. I lie down. They retrieve the knife
from my hand. ‘What’s this?’ They take our shoes, keys and watches. Then,
before leaving, one stabs me in the shin with my own knife.
When they’ve been gone awhile, San and I hug, cry a bit and start making our
way back to the car. I’m bleeding, but not too badly. We find someone who lets us
into their house and we use their phone, arrange to fetch the spare set of car
keys, find the dog – which has run away – take it back home, get the wound
stitched up, report the crime.
I’m put in contact with a dude from the local community policing forum, who
turns out to be an ex-recce. He’s dead keen to catch these dudes, who have
apparently mugged loads of hikers by this stage. We find out later that he
organised a whole posse of cops and volunteers and managed to catch some
guys. I attend an identification parade at Sophiatown police station (where,
strangely, I am visible to the line of men) and pick out a guy who I recognise.
What fate befell him from there I’m unsure of. I go to a court case, but I never
learn if he’s convicted.
A Particles fan announces he’s taking us up to Maun to play at a festival there. We
cram into his van and make it to the tiny town in a day. We eat and sleep and
play two gigs, one in a thatched lapa at The Bridge Diner, a wonderful lodge
along a stream leading into the Okavango Delta, and the other in town. The
female half of the couple that owns the lodge is a violinist who joins us on a
couple of songs. Helene plays for a band called Spillage, is attractive, mischievous
and firmly off-limits: her partner catches her talking to me for too long and kicks
her square in the butt.
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We watch a number of Botswana acts at the festival in town. I’m struck by a guy
who plays with his fret hand over the top of his guitar, and amused by a group
that appears to be dancing around with hard-ons – something to do with their
pants and the way they wear them. There’s also a group of black guys who wear
cowboy hats and leather, despite the intense heat.

The Okavango is the cleanest place on earth I have ever visited, like, spiritually and physically

Bronwyn and her partner JohnJ juggle with fire-clubs, with their new-born just
metres away in a pram. The locals love their show, but few are moved by the
Particles’ performance: we just play way too early in the day.
We’re lucky enough to be invited for a short trip into the delta146, where we
camp on an island. It’s among the most beautiful, clean and unspoilt places I’ve
ever been to; crocodiles swim beneath our boat in the crystal-clear waters, game
is ubiquitous. Hyenas gnaw at our plastic breadboard while we sleep. I feel
immensely cleansed.
Back home, Larry and Lynette move out and The Anteater moves into the house
downstairs – and things change almost immediately. Security at the Pakhurst’s
last hippie commune was always pretty lax in my early years. Before I lived
there, I would visit Larry and Dax just to have a spliff by the river, and if they
weren’t there, I’d simply walk in the open gate of the shambling wooden picket
fence and light up on my own. When I was still single, in my first year there, girls
would arrive at my open kitchen door with wine or whiskey; San would come

146

mostly, it’s only rich fucks who get to see Okavango Delta, it costs loads
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into my flat while I jammed with closed eyes on my djembe and watch me for a
while before announcing her presence. This ‘open gate’ policy, sadly, comes to an
end.
There’s always some traffic going past along the river: Pakhurst workers taking a
shortcut to the taxis on Barry Hertzog Drive, vagrants looking for a spot to sleep.
As soon as they sense that Larry is gone, and a single woman is living in his place,
we begin getting robbed, left, right and centre. It starts with petty crimes, such as
washing disappearing off the line … then it escalates. I lose a bag with my ID and
driver’s licence, which are a real hassle to replace.
Locking the gate of the shitty wooden fence proves useless, as does the
landlady’s next response to our crime wave: razor wire tacked onto the top of
the fence. Getting Thambi the oversize staffie from Tabs to live with us does little
to deter the crooks: Thambi was once a scary hound, but by now she’s too old to
deter these desperados, who become increasingly emboldened and aggressive.
San and I wake one night to the sounds of the terrified Anteater screaming and
shouting. A group of thieves have somehow cleared the fence and are busy
bashing down her security door. I know that if I run out to help her, I’m
endangering my own life; but if I remain in my flat, she could get killed or raped,
or both, so I dash outside in my dressing gown, armed with one of my dad’s old
knives.
I get to a corner of the house where I can see three or four dudes bashing at her
door, and I yell at them that the security company and the cops are on their way.
They retaliate by throwing large stones at me, which whistle past my head and
bash into the fence behind me. Finally, the security company arrives, and they
fuck off, by which stage The Anteater is, quite justifiably, a quivering wreck.
A few weeks later The Squid and I head down to Anteater’s house after band
practice to hang out with a mutual friend, an old girlfriend of mine who has come
up from Cape Town to visit. We’ve just finished a joint when a group of about
eight youths, one armed with a gun and the rest with whatever they can find in
our garden, burst into the lounge.
I’m the only male in a group of five, so they immediately push me face down on
to the floor and tie me up with some electric cable. They remove my belt and rifle
through my pockets. I can clearly remember lying on the filthy carpet listening to
music – until the music system is packed into a rucksack by the crooks – buzzing
on the weed and wondering if the girls are going to get raped and if I’ll have my
throat slit. This goes on for over an hour. Bronwyn backchats them, tells them
she’s got a baby and she’s a sangoma and is not lying on the floor, and for her
pains gets pistol-whipped across the head. Just before they leave, they draw the
curtains: we all shit ourselves, thinking this is it: they are gonna waste us all.
When they finally leave, we get up and call the cops and tell Dax, who was sitting
in his room, oblivious to what’s happened. I go up to my flat and discover it’s
been ransacked – every item of value has disappeared, bar the music gear, which
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is untouched. San’s and my personals have been upended onto the carpets and
floors. Of course, our phones have gone, so it takes a while to tell San, who was
away on a work shoot, what transpired. And once again I have to replace my ID, a
costly and time-consuming affair.
The Anteater elects to leave the house. It takes me a while to recover from being
robbed twice in succession, at gunpoint. Temporarily, I become quite ‘racist’: I
get really nervous when walking, if a group of black men approach. I try to
forgive my assailants, who all appear to be young Zimbabweans, for their crimes.
How can you blame men who have had their futures stolen from them by
Mugabe, who are struggling to find employment in a foreign land?
Mike from the marimba band, on the other hand, is also from Zim, and hasn’t
become a thief. The poor fucker has been in South Africa for decades, is married
to a local woman, and still can’t get an ID, so he cannot open a bank account or
gain formal employment. He hasn’t taken the law into his own hands, but he’s far
too decent a dude to do that.
I express my pain, outrage, anger and frustration on the kagablog. It’s an old tale
in our country, and while there is some empathy, most folk just take my tale in
their stride, as they do when they are robbed, hijacked or mugged. The fuckers at
the top are stealing our tax money; the ous at the bottom rob the middle class,
‘cos so few of those taxes reach them in the way of services.
It’s easy to get negative about the situation. Loads of whites just get the fuck out
of South Africa when they can’t deal with it anymore. These robberies play a
major role in Tabs deciding to head for foreign shores with the boys.
When yet another gunman comes into my flat, I’m so fed up that I just yell at him;
he grabs a cell phone and runs away. It’s the final straw. Dax, San and I elect to
leave Pakhurst, tell the landlady, find a house in Greenside. At the last moment,
the new house falls through, just as our Pakhurst landlady decides to finally put
in an electric fence and steel gate. She offers The Anteater’s house at a discount
to San and me. It’s a bargain we can’t refuse … so we move downstairs.

246

Chapter 15: Down by
the River
For, after all, you do grow up, you do outgrow your ideals, which turn to
dust and ashes, which are shattered into fragments; and if you have no
other life, you just have to build one up out of these fragments – Fyodor
Dostoyevsky
What a pleasure! Down by the river we have a proper big house, with space, a
view, an outside shower … we can now braai on the bank looking out over the
stream, without imposing on Larry and Lynette, or The Anteater … and all of this,
for cheap. Life is good, oh druid!
To add to our joy, my mom sends me some money after my dad’s death and I’m
able to buy, for the first time in my life, a really decent motorbike, a BMW f650gs.
It’s a powerful bike that can go anywhere, on or off the road, two or one-up. As
Richard remarks when he sees it, ‘that’s a real meneer’147.
On this mighty steed we make trips to San’s brother’s farm outside Cullinan, to
her folks near Modimolle, to the Magaliesberg, to Swaziland and to Rustler’s
Valley; there’s open road, elation, and a couple of hairy moments: two-up with
panniers on a bad dirt road is pretty nerve-wracking. It’s great to be biking
again! Those who have done it will know what I’m on about.
The Pakhurst house is the ideal party venue. There’s tons of parking space along
the cul-de-sac going down to the river, a big garden, and the lounge, which
doubles as a jam space, is a perfect dance hall. This haven feels isolated, selfcontained, like an old farmhouse in the middle of nowhere. At night it is totally
silent: a world of its own, distinct from the city around it.
Shortly after moving down there I’m contacted by Machel from Grahamstown
days; she tells me her friend Jonathon is looking for a party venue. I don’t know
Jonathon from Adam, but agree, and soon our house is filled with people we’ve
never met, or who I bumped into briefly at Rhodes a quarter of a century back.
Among the throng are at least five Johns. At first, I think it’s a joke: every second
dude I meet introduces himself as: ‘Hi, I’m John!’ But they really are all bearers of
that name. It turns out that Jonathon is a stand-up dude, and we soon become
best mates. His party is a hell of a bash.
Achimota records a CD with Brendan Jury, after he sees us playing at a Green
Africa concert, and volunteers to do the job – gratis. We spend weeks laying
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sir, gentleman … in this context, the boss
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down tracks in his studio, a small room at the back of his house in Craighall. He’s
a really nice guy and is very patient with us: most of the marimba band has never
laid down tracks to metronome beats. We only discover later that it’s one of the
first recordings he ever did148.

It's so exciting to have a properly produced CD at last!

The end product is very polished. Brendan gets killer bassist Eric Pilani to lay
down some amazing bass tracks, which complement Dax’s guitar pieces well.
Brendan adds a whole lot of his own sound effects, and transforms some songs
into ambient tracks that provide a break between the more rhythmic, traditional
tunes.
The cover, which San helps to design, takes us ages to put together, as does the
mastering, and getting the actual CDs printed, but it’s worth the wait. Gigs
become more profitable when there are CDs to sell; the album (and our business
cards, designed by The Anteater) provides us an air of credibility and
professionalism.
It’s a busy time for the marimba band. We’re doing corporate gigs and we’re
getting invitations from other NGOs to play at their functions. An old Rhodes
connection called Fee volunteers to join our crew and we end up holding our
NGO meetings at her place in Brixton. She’s pretty efficient in the NGO area, and
soon lands us some funding from the National Arts Council and HIVOS.

These days he’s much sought after for this skill; he does soundtracks for
series
148
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As the treasurer, it falls on me to get the annual audits done. The Achimota crew
starts to draw salaries. I never take a cent for all my time and effort, I’m not sure
why. Just call me a sucker, or St Derek. I tell myself, it’s all for the music, man149.
These guys need the money far more than I do.
Achimota works with several schools and performs at the FNB Dance Umbrella.
A Swiss film director stays with Mike and the kids in Orange Farm. We do a great
photo shoot with Andrew Bannister. We’re poised to go up a level.

My friend Lez creates these funky tracksuits for the Achimota marimba band. (Pic by Andrew Bannister)

In 2010, when the FIFA World Cup comes to South Africa, we play in Newtown,
and we have high hopes of attracting foreign interest, but nothing materialises.
Many bands and clubs think they are going to make their fortune from the cup,
but the tourists are too scared: they all hang around Sandton, occasionally
venturing onto Vilikazi Street in Soweto for an ‘authentic’ experience150. Effing
wankers.
The wheels fall off for me at the Daily Sun. There’s a corridor, leading to the
kitchen, that someone pukes in, and the smell is ultra-siff. When I complain about
it, the powers that be decide it’s not my place to complain about anything, and I
get the boot. Luckily, I’ve been working freelance for yet another old Rhodie, the
amazing Kate Shand, and she takes me on board for four days a week.
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As Mike is, like me, from Zim, perhaps it’s my way of ‘giving back’
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Far more white tourists visit Soweto than white South Africans
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The company manages City Improvement Districts, which basically improve the
look of certain areas in Joburg by keeping them clean; it also boosts security by
posting guards at key positions. Businesses in the area pay a tithe each month for
this service; it’s a model that has worked in many first world countries.
My job is to collect news about what’s happened historically in the area, what’s
going on now, and what’s likely to happen in the future, and bung it all into a
monthly newsletter. I start off doing Newtown and end up covering five areas.
It’s a great job. Kate is the coolest boss; she inspires me, and I love making her
laugh (or blush). Working with intelligent, open-hearted people makes all the
difference.
I know from my journo days how to find stories in a defined area; with the
addition of the Internet (there was none when I started writing in the 90s) it’s a
breeze. I enjoy meeting and photographing the people who are rejuvenating and
gentrifying Joburg.
At the time of writing, Braamfontein, Maboneng, 44 Stanley and recently, Victoria
Yards, are managing to get the yuppies, and the money, flowing back into areas
around the CBD that had been long abandoned by the well-heeled, who fled
northwards when South Africa became a democracy. Newtown, by contrast, has
never really worked, despite lots of good intentions and budget thrown at it –
but that’s a story in itself. Positioning is so important for gentrification.
Them Particles lands a gig at the Fellowship of Rock & Roll (FORR) Festival at
Ponta Malongane, in the south of Mozambique. It’s a marvellous venue, set in a
thick, shady grove of trees, just behind a long white beach, a few kilometres
above Ponta do Ouro. The festival itself is very Afrikaans, but there’s a nice
sprinkle of cultures and folk. We play early, and go down quite well with the tiny
audience. The best act of the fest is Valiant Swart, who I’ve heard for years, but
never seen live. Watching Piet Botha and a couple of his cronies perform the
Talking Heads song Listening Wind, with the wind blowing through their long
white beards and hair, is a spectacular sight.
Equally etched into my memory is watching the band members of Tidal Wave
disembark from the festival’s Unimog and walk across the tiny Mozambique
border post to their humble car on the way back, and thinking: ‘This is one of the
best bands in Africa, and this is the treatment they get.’ These guys should have
been in their own 4x4!
For me, getting a gig in an exotic location, seeing a few cool bands, and coming
home without having spent much of my own money is pretty fucken okay. There
are so few musos making a living off their music in South Africa, and those who
do have to work damn hard. It’s a crying shame, but that’s just how it is in our
little neck of the woods at the bottom of Africa. Best bet is to have a day job to
keep the wolf from the door.
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We play at Mieliepop festival in Mpumulanga the following year, which has a
dam, a dance floor and a bar set into rocks near the water. We play at weddings
in Magaliesburg. We also play at Splashy Fen, the oldest South African festival.
At Splashy I have an odd experience: while I’m dancing, this hot young girl asks
me for a dance. I put down a small steel drum I’ve been carrying while we clutch
at each other. She tells me she wants to make her boyfriend jealous. I’m okay
with that. When we finish clutching each other, I notice my drum has vanished. I
tell a security guy – a strapping young Zulu – about the theft, and he takes off into
the night. Thinking that’s the last I’ll ever see of my drum, I go back to dancing.

Such cool musicians and great gigs, but no band recordings … kinda dèjá vu …

Then a bunch of security dudes grab my arm and take me to their headquarters.
They’ve caught the thief: it’s the pretty girl’s boyfriend. ‘Do I want to press
charges?’ the head security guy asks. The boyfriend looks pretty shaken up, so I
tell them no, he’s had enough punishment. I grab my drum, which is standing
upside down on the head guy’s desk, but as I do so, I spill beer all over his desk:
the boyfriend had been using it as a glass! This all happens while I’m tripping on
shrooms, so the whole incident feels downright surreal.
Them Particles’ members don’t know it yet, but we’ve already reached our
pinnacle. Over the eight years I play with the band, we play more Mieliepops and
FORRs and Splashy Fens, and we attempt a recording with a guy called Robin
Walsh, but the band never progresses beyond this point. We never get bigger
gigs, we never release a CD, and we end up playing the same gigs and songs ad
infinitum. Meantime, Dax records and releases his own CD – with other musos.
The other Particles members are not chuffed.
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I am made painfully aware that my drumming is not perfectly in time on the
recording, so I strive to improve it. Over the next few years, I attend drum
lessons with a variety of drum teachers. My first teacher is a guy called Brian,
who lives in Frank’s ‘hotel’ at the end of Rocky Street in Yeoville. Frank has a
huge, multi-storey house, crammed with books, records and aging, recovering
junkies.
Lessons take place in the basement, which has fantastical pottery sculptures
cleverly backlit with carefully positioned lights. Brian, who played with some
big-name bands back in the day, makes up the lessons as we go, neatly writing
out drum notes on music sheets. I buy some drum books and learn how to read
drum notation. I want to relearn the basics, get them perfect, after years of halfassed raggedy punk playing.
Later I progress to another teacher who lives across town, but although Dio is
brilliant, I find his agitated energy too hectic. Finally, I end up doing fortnightly
lessons with an old Scot called Neil, who has just the right mix of calmness and
inspiration. His drumming classroom is in the back of a music shop called
Allbang & Strumit, run by the eternally optimistic Ronnie, from whom I purchase
all my second-hand drumming gear. It’s the coolest venue for lessons, but I
struggle to afford them.
Dax moves into my old flat, above the house where San and I stay. At night, when
we climb into bed, we hear Dax’s music through the door separating our abodes.
The official curfew time for music going off is 10pm, which he is pretty good at
keeping, but we can hear his movies, his phone calls and his farts in the bath long
after that.
Richard moves into Dax’s old pad. Richard, like Dax, does almost nothing else
when he gets home from work except play music. When I go up to his room to
ask him something, he’s got a smoke lit, an open beer beside him, and his slide
guitar on his lap. Serenity. In the four or so years he lives in Pakhurst, I don’t
think I see him go down and sit at the river once. He doesn’t appear to need to:
music sustains him. Who needs scenery or people?
One day when I’m taking Lee to his new high school, I notice that he doesn’t
know how to get there. He’s so used to being lifted by Tabs, and occasionally by
me, that he isn’t keeping track of directions. So, I tell him to walk home from
school, thinking this will help him find his bearings a bit. My plan backfires. He
gets mugged on the way home by a knife-wielding crook, who fucks off with his
school bag.
We tell the ex-recce guy who caught the thieves that mugged me on the koppies.
He then walks around in the same area, gets mugged by the same guy – and
stabbed in the process – but manages to catch the thief. Talk about dedicated!
This ex-recce thrives on catching crooks.
But, though the mugger is caught, this incident is the final straw for Tabs. Our
kids can’t even walk home from fucking school safely.
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She asks me one day soon after the incident if I would be okay with her
emigrating, with the boys. Jacob Zuma is president, and I foresee little brightness
in South Africa’s future. In particular, I’m concerned that Lee and Joe won’t be
able to land jobs when they finish school, so I give her the okay. A couple of
months later, she cashes in her pension, sells the house, and they split.
Before they leave, I take Tabs to Orange Farm to say goodbye to Mike and the
rest of Achimota. Bad mistake. I’ve decided to sell my old car to Lani (the main
dude after Mike) for a song, and Mike thinks it’s a bad idea. Tabs gets caught up
in the friction, and it spoils the farewell right and proper.
At the airport, it’s an awkward goodbye. I take San with me, and Tabs’ folks are
there too. They haven’t quite grasped the fact that I have a new partner. The kids
are looking bleak and forlorn. It takes me back to when I moved down from Zim:
as a kid, you just can’t imagine what life in a new country will be like, without
your pals and familiar haunts. ‘It’s all for the best,’ I tell them, as I slip a little note
into their palms, encouraging them to take whatever opportunities arise on the
other side of the ocean with both hands. A final hug, and they’re gone; my blood,
my offspring. Fucken gone.
Tabs leaves us her last dog, the magnificent leonine Simba. He’s starting to age,
but is still a big, beautifully golden boy, with a barrel chest and huge head. When
he lunges at whoever has come to fix our perpetually leaking plumbing, the
workers shit themselves. Our apologies and explanations that ‘he won’t bite’,
quite understandably, don’t cut it. Our security is considerably upgraded, though.
By this stage San has become an established yoga teacher, holding classes at
three studios, experimenting with various styles, attending and hosting
workshops and retreats. I’ve collected together a number of small instruments –
gongs, whistles and bells – and, playing these, together with my djembe and
didjeridoo, I start doing ‘sound journeys’ with her on her retreats151.
Living with a yoga teacher kinda rubs off on me. I start doing more structured
and frequent yoga routines. San helps me with my postures. I can go to yoga
classes for free at some studios where she works. She’s vegetarian, so most
suppers are meat-free. She hates my smoking, so I hit another two-year stint of
just breathing air (and some weed). Once in a blue moon I do psychedelics, and
even these are taken with intent, and infrequently, on special occasions like the
equinox. In short, I get pretty healthy. Eventually, after more stops and starts, I
even manage to quit smoking altogether.
Best of all, San is emotionally mature. She comes from a stable, loving family –
watching her father with his grandchildren, I can see that clearly – so she can

In a sound journey, people lie in a circle, heads facing inwards, and listen to
ambient noises made by the musician in the middle. It can be quite trippy
151

253

deal with my shit. She doesn’t take my shit either. And, when we have an
argument, we sort it out, usually within a day or two. I’m able to evolve.
In 2012 I see a message on my phone from my sister Sandy. ‘Phone mom, she’s
almost gone’. I’m in another country visiting Tabs and the kids: there’s no phone
at our remote little holiday getaway. So, I borrow the car and drive to a small
town, find a library that’s open.
‘May I use your phone, please?’
‘Sorry, we’re closing.’
‘My mother is dying.’
‘By all means.’
My mom’s voice is weak on the other side of the line. What do you say to
someone you’ve known your whole life when they’re about to die? We profess
our love to each other. Over and over. Small talk would be absurd. It’s all we can
think to say.

I take my mom to Greyton shortly before she dies

Tabs, the kids and I head back to civilization a few days later. Should I fly back to
South Africa early? Will I make it in time? The decision is soon made for me.
Sandy phones to say mom has gone.
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It’s one of those holidays when I’ve started smoking again. After I’ve had a hug
from everyone, I go on to Tabs’ balcony and light up, like I did when dad died. I’m
now a weeskind152, with no living parents. Wow.
It’s my turn to write an obituary – Sandy did dad’s – and this helps to keep me
busy on the long flight back. Mom was a busy little creature, so the words come
easily. San is doing a retreat in Mozambique when I land, so her boet gives me a
lift home. Next morning, he takes me to the airport, and I catch a plane to Cape
Town. When my sister picks me up, she tells me she managed to bond with mom
in the last few weeks of mom’s life. This is huge: my sis went to therapy for years,
one of the reasons being that she and mom didn’t get on. Morphine must’ve
mellowed mom, massively.
At the funeral, my sister’s eldest daughter Tori whispers to me to relax, cos I
keep making these short little in-breaths. Actually, I’m okay; I get through the
speech fine. There’s a lot that I leave out. How I took mom to Greyton before she
died and insisted she rode a horse. How she resisted tooth and nail, but loved it
when she finally mounted, even flirted with the guy leading the old nag. How she
boasted to all and sundry about her achievement back at the old age home,
showing the photo I took of her tiny frame balanced precariously way up on the
beast’s back. How we argued on the second day and she drove me nuts all over
again, though I had promised myself not to let this happen. How she showed me
the scars of where her breasts used to be, lopped off because of cancer. Thanks
mom, I really wanted to see that.
I didn’t visit her enough in the years after my dad died. I’m haunted for years
after her death by visions of her sitting alone at the retirement home, bouncing
on her little trampoline to keep fit, making the umpteenth cup of tea on her own.
It takes me many years from the moment of her death to fully realise my love for
my mother, to really miss her. She made me so fucking angry most of the time.
Always trying to take control, boss everyone around. It was her way of dealing
with things. When she ordered me to do something, I ignored her flat – my way
of dealing with things.
Tears only come for Sandy and me when, days after the funeral, we are packing
up the last home my folks lived in, filled with the furniture we grew up with.
Paddy (my mom) had this habit of putting little labels on household objects, to
designate what they were, what function they served and where they should be
kept: she was on meds for her cancer and was losing the plot a bit. We unearth a
small appliance from a box in a cupboard (the foot-pedal for her sewing
machine) with a label that reads ‘turn off’. We look at each other and smile, and
hug, and finally … we cry.
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I take a couple of things from her house back to Joburg: an old set of carving
knives, some wineglasses, my dad’s hi-fi and a couple of unbreakable camping
chairs that must be close to half a century old: our family never didn’t have those
chairs, man! I also take a brass watering pot that, back in the days of the band
Nirvana, my chinas and I would smoke weed from. Mom used to complain that it
smelled funny, but of course, I was all innocence.
We give Paddy’s car to Tori and I drive back to Joburg in Tori’s old Golf. It’s a
long trip, and I’ve travelled thousands of k’s since I heard mom died, but it does
give me time to reflect on her death. It’s kief to cross the Karoo after a spliff or
two. When the second of your parents die, it’s like, the end of an era. There’s
some weight that gets removed, as well: now it’s just you and your own
decisions.

The Achikids are the next project after Achimota bites the dust. Here they are playing at the Melville
Mardi Gras

Things start to fall apart with Achimota. Lani uses my car to drive kids to school
in the township, where the roads are awful, and it falls to pieces. He starts
coming late to our corporate gigs, and it looks like he’s on something unhealthy;
he arrives with glazed eyes and covered in sweat. I’m the one who gets crapped
on by the booking agents. Pretty soon, we lose our agents and the goose that lays
those killer golden eggs. Then, for some inexplicable reason, the National Arts
Council decides not to keep funding the NGO, leaving us high and dry.
I can’t handle Lani’s behaviour, so I quit the band and the NGO in disgust, but
retain contact with Mike, who carries on teaching marimbas to kids in his old
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shack (his South African wife is awarded an RDP house, which they move into;
they leave the shack standing, behind the new house). Every now and then I
drive through to Orange Farm and jam with Mike and the kids.
Ronnie from Allbang & Strumit puts a cheap drumkit together for them and the
kids teach themselves drums. Gigs for the kids are sparse, but they teach
themselves how to compose tunes, and come up with their own licks on the
drums and marimbas. They win a marimba at the National Marimba Festival. The
Achikids slowly rise from the ashes of the defunct Achimota, just as Achimota
rose from Chapungu’s remains.
A year after my mom dies, I get some inheritance money and purchase a 10-year
old Subaru, with 200 000km on the clock. This old workhorse becomes my
trusted means of getting to gigs, festivals and holidays, usually with the dogs in
tow. Soon after its purchase I take San, her friend Retha and her partner Kathy
up to Limpopo, where we hang out near the Kruger National Park, with
elephants, in the bush. The Subaru is capable of driving through mud and sand, a
genuine 4x4. Fuckin A!
I make an artwork after this holiday, from photos we took there, with coins and
notes of southern African countries, beads, wood and copper. The silicone I use
to paste it all together turns the coins green over time. It hangs proudly in Retha
and Kathy’s beautiful home.
Susanna visits her sister in England every alternate year, and I decide to
accompany her. England is like a huge homecoming for me, after having lived my
whole life in its former colonies. There’s the original Salisbury, for instance – I
lived in Salisbury in Rhodesia before it became Harare. The language, the meals,
the authors of the books I read as a child: this was where they all sprang from
(there’s Winnie-the-Pooh’s Hundred Acre Wood near where we stay, on the edge
of London). All of England is redolent with this history.
We go in summer and catch good weather. It’s simply gorgeous. I visit Sparky
and his sister The Wonderful Wizard in Glasgow, and we spend a gloriously
stoned day in Edinburgh, climbing towers, going underground into the ancient
ghettos, visiting the castle. Wizard has a ‘heritage card’ that provides us access to
all the venues for fuckall. It’s a complete jol.
I walk London flat, checking out art galleries, overwhelmed by the ancient and
stunning architecture. We picnic at Hampstead Heath, walk through Highgate
Cemetery, drink beer in pubs that are hundreds of years old.
We go ‘glamping’153 and attend the End of the Road Festival, a music festival near
the south coast. The education and entertainment laid on for the children is
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glamorous camping, with hot water etc
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beyond belief: in South Africa, you’re lucky if you can find a jumping castle. Here
kids have acres dedicated to them, where they can learn circus tricks, build
things, compose a song, try their hand at acting and a host of other life skills.
San’s sister has two kids who come with us to the festival: we spend most of our
time in the children’s area. Patti Smith is the closing act, and we leave early; I’m
outraged, but got to see Tindersticks, at least.
There’s a dude near our ‘adult’ camping area (no hooligans allowed, which
means you could actually sleep – at a festival!) who runs two espresso machines
from a tuk-tuk (auto rickshaw). I can see from the length of queues that gather at
his stall each morning, that he’s making a shitload of money, and I think, ‘this
looks like something I can do.’ I’m getting sick of being office-bound: maybe this
is a way out.

My first espresso machine begins duty at small yoga festivals. Great fun, but not exactly lucrative. The
hospitality industry is fucken hard work for small profit margins

When I get back to South Africa, I do some research and then buy myself a onegroup coffee machine and grinder, along with some other paraphernalia that
enables me to run my own coffee stall. Alain from Double Shot coffee shop in
Braamfontein trains me to use the espresso machine and make latte art (gratis).
Pretty soon, I’m selling coffee at small events, gradually building up to mini
festivals, like Skyfest, attended by the local Kundalini yogis.
I’ve always had this dream to tour overseas with a lekker band. The inheritance
is disappearing fast; I send some to my kids and salt some away for my old age,
should I ever actually reach it. Going overseas with a band isn’t a real option at
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this stage, so, before the money is gone, I plan what becomes known as the Mad
Easter Tour with Andrew Kay, who now lives in Nelspruit154.
Andrew wants Goliath to play drums, so I have to learn bass after about 15 years
of not having picked one up. I buy a cheap bass and amp and start practising the
songs, which he emails to me. It’s hard work getting the fingers back in action,
and the songs aren’t easy (Mr Kay’s songs have middle-eights and the like; he is a
classically trained musician), but I convince myself that I’m managing to pull it
off.

On the Muties setlist I've written my basslines in, instead of tempos, which I do when I drum. The tour is
a great idea, but try playing bass after 15 years of drumming ...

When Andrew arrives in Joburg he’s as sick as a dog, with a bastard of a flu, but
we’ve booked our gigs and it’s too late to back out. There’s nowhere for him and
his son to sleep, so we rig up a tent in the garden. The weather turns nasty, and
soon we’re all as sick as he is.
I fill the trailer with our gear and hook it up to the Subaru. San comes along, the
car is full, off we set. On stage, I discover that being able to (just) play the songs
on bass comes with something else I’d forgotten entirely: having to perform.
Being a drummer is much easier: the kit sits between you and the audience,
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you’re at the back of the stage, and anyway, you can’t move much ‘cos you’re
seated and preoccupied with keeping the rhythm. On bass, in a three-piece, I
have to move to keep things visually cooking. This is pretty difficult, as I don’t
know the songs off pat. Being sick as a dog doesn’t help, either.
We lurch through four gigs; two in the Lowveld, and two in Joburg. We actually
manage to get some people dancing at a couple of the venues, but it takes a hell
of a lot of hard work to achieve this. The fabulous Kathy Raven joins us at the last
gig, held in our garden, and we kick ass one last time before finally calling it, with
huge relief, a day.
Jonathon manages to dig up an old contact at the South African Press
Association, aka Sapa, the last news agency in the country. There’s a huge guy
there who hires me called Russel, who smokes like chimney. He’s endlessly
amused by my email address, and whenever I walk past him, he calls out
‘psychaderek!’ Sapa is next to where I live – I can actually walk to work – but
mostly I ride there on the ‘Beat My Wife’, as BMWs are colloquially known.
The office is on Barry Hedgehog155, with a tiny smoking room in one corner that
has turned yellow from all the second-hand nicotine. Thankfully, I don’t have to
use this for long, as my final run-in with smoking was on the Mad Easter Tour:
because I coincidentally got so sick, I manage to finally quit, once and for all.
The work at Sapa is pretty boring; the stories are short and to the point, with
little leeway for change. News agencies are a thing of the past; the outfit is in
serious financial difficulty; I manage to hop ship just before it closes. It did have
one fantastic feature: a couch, upon which employees were allowed to sleep. But
it was seldom available: a short, sexy girl was inevitably passed out on it
whenever I felt like 40 winks, and I never quite summoned the nerve to wake
and ask her if she minded sharing the couch with me. All jobs should have
couches, though; surely employees work better after a nap?
My next job is subbing for the notorious Gupta family156 at a government
propaganda mouthpiece called The New Age. The stories are pretty shite, but at
least they come thick and fast down the subbing queue, so I’m never bored. This
is a blessing, ‘cos the offices are in Midrand, on the edge of an industrial area.
When I take breaks from the endless stream of words, I juggle while looking out
over the Ben Schoeman Freeway157 between Joburg and Pretoria.
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Barry Herzog is a road named after an autocratic former SA prime minister

156

together with Jacob Zuma, this family emptied the country’s coffers

named after a Nat minister of transport – somehow the ANC forgot to give it a
revolutionary handle
157
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Juggling is a new skill I’ve picked up that helps to clear my brain, plus it builds
coordination for drumming. I only have to be at work at 10am, so I spend the
time before that in a routine of walking the dogs, yoga and practising drums.
Driving to work is okay ‘cos I miss the morning rush hour traffic, but driving
back is hazardous in the extreme. I use the bike to save on petrol; when I ride
home at 7 or 8pm, it’s dark and the highway is filled with maniacs who just want
to get home from work; they fly past me before I even pick them up in my
mirrors. Sometimes it rains, reducing visibility drastically, lengthening braking
distance, soaking me through my waterproofs. Once I am behind a truck and a
piece of tyre comes off and bounces just past my head.
The New Age office is a converted warehouse, with partitions dividing off a few
small rooms; the rest of us labour together in a huge, ugly space. The canteen is
like, seriously crummy, as is most of the crew manning the Sahara computers158.
The tiny kitchen never has teaspoons: I end up stirring my coffee with a pen, or
the handle of a knife.
I often see a Gupta arriving or leaving, but never in the same vehicle: they
alternate between BMWs, sports cars and menacing black 4x4s. Accompanying
each Gupta is a massive, dodgy bodyguard, the kind of dude who looks like he
would just love to crush someone for a wee bit of fun … those ex-military types
who can snort a kilo of coke before breakfast.
I envisage that Three D Coffee, as I name my coffee business, will make me
enough money to allow me to quit subbing, but I soon find that alas, this is not
the case: I have to get a larger machine and build a rig to house it in. I rope in
Mike, who can build and weld, and we start converting my old trailer into a
coffee-selling monster. When all the panels are riveted together, I purchase a
two-group Wega coffee machine and stick it on to the trailer: now I’m set to
make some serious bucks. Or so I believe.
I visit Hamlette on my bike to get a break from things. It’s a lekker drive to the
KwaZulu-Natal Midlands, but I discover he’s turned into an ugly alkie alcoholic in
addition to being a part-time drug addict. His main mission in life is to get into
nearby Richmond from the farm in an ancient, beat-up Volksie, whenever
enough cash has been raised, to hit the bottle store. He’s not the first mate I’ve
seen graduate to vodka and Sparletta, but no one who does lasts long. Disgusted,
I leave soon after getting there. Shortly after this the wheels fall off for Hamlette.
Retha gives me an old VHS video from her brother Rudolf Buitendach, an old Live
Jimi Presley fan. He filmed the band back in the 90s in a club called Dawson’s, in
the Joburg CBD, and, owing to the fact that he’s in the film industry – these days

the Guptas made their first fortune with Sahara; it closed in 2018 when Zuma
and the Guptas get bust for fleecing SA of billions
158
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he’s a director living near Hollywood – the quality is pretty good. I manage to
rustle up an old video player from Dax and enjoy some noisy nostalgia.
The best track is Our Little Secret, in which Marc dons a homemade Smiley mask,
smokes a cigar and makes a number of lewd sounds and gestures. The song is
about paedophilia; the lyrics and performance are intended to gross out anyone
who can hear and understand them. It’s a disturbing topic, but mincing delicately
around subjects of this ilk was never the Presley style.
When I show the footage to Jonathon, and tell him I can probably get hold of
more, he gets quite excited. He says that if we make a documentary, he can get us
a screening at The Bioscope in Maboneng, along with Claire Angelique, who’s
documentary My Black Little Heart explores the tale of her heroin addiction in
Durban. It seems kinda appropriate to twin with her. Having a deadline makes a
massive difference; it injects urgency into collecting the archival material and
throwing it together into some kind of story.
I approach another old Presley fan, Juliet Hofmeyr (she was pretty young when
she saw us play in the 90s), whose short movies I’ve seen and been impressed
by. She agrees that if we can collect some more old videos and digitise them,
she’ll cobble something together. St Germain volunteers to help me get the
material collected and digitised.
The process of collection is pretty straightforward. Unlike the 90s, where the
Presleys had to collect a fan base on a piece of paper left at the door (we would
then snail-mail fans when our gigs were happening), the band simply uses its
Presley Facebook page to put the call out to the faithful: ‘If anyone has an old
tape or film of us, please pass it on!’
Massive response! The videos start trickling in. The best find is an old VHS of us
playing at The Station in Durban. The quality isn’t great, but the footage sure is.
The huge venue’s packed with frenetic fans, and the lurid lighting and strobes
make them look pretty menacing; some fans have long hair and are headbanging; a couple do that right into the sparks. The gimp gets shot with blanks,
Marc makes his guitar squeal on a speaker stack, Kenny is shirtless and
menacing, a blow-up doll gets manhandled on stage. Great doccie material.
To get the old footage into digital, I find online ads for a guy who converts old
weddings and 21sts into formats that can be watched and shared in the digital,
online age. The quality isn’t great, but our budget’s limited, coming solely from
our own pockets. Once we have it all in digital format, St Germain and I start
watching the footage and then give Juliet some idea of what she should use.
The next step is to film me, St Germain and Jonathon (a huge fan, he calls us ‘the
greatest act ever to come out of South Africa’) talking about the band. Dené, a
young filmmaker San knows volunteers, and she shoots the interviews, under
Juliet’s direction, in the Pakhurst lounge. I also shoot some old posters, from a
Presley cardboard box dug out of St Germain’s cupboard, into digital; and there’s
some footage of the Presley house shot by Leon. It’s enough for a short film.
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Juliet then labours away on an ancient Mac that has very little memory and is as
slow as hell, but she meets the May 24 2011 deadline by a squeak. We advertise
the screening on Facebook. The Bioscope is full and Live Jimi Presley, as we
imaginatively call the documentary, draws a big round of applause from what’s
left of our old Joburg-based fans.

A scene from My Black Little Heart, which shows before Live Jimi Presley at The Bioscope

My 50th birthday party is an event of note. I decide to charge my guests R100
each, which entitles them to two bands – Kathy Raven and Them Particles – a
dik159 potjiekos meal, a DJ, a cup of coffee and as many free cocktails as they can
handle. My sister and her husband, Grant, fly in from Cape Town and sleep in the
back room: Richard has moved out. Jonathon and his work colleague Anzet man
the cocktail bar. They’ve never made cocktails before, and they are deadly; at one
point I spot my sister weaving across the lawn and I know she’s going to have to
hit the sack soon.
People keep giving me drugs as presents: shrooms, exotic strains of weed and
booze pile up in a corner. Kathy opens the entertainment, followed by our band.
Before we pack up, Snow, a mate of Jonathon, ask if another band can play. It’s an
offshoot of The Brother Moves On, and it’s seriously camp and bloody good.
Guests high on shrooms dance on the lawn till the wee hours. The DJ, known
affectionately as The Cosmic Butterfly, is the last to leave. I crawl into bed as the
sun comes up. Good thing I warned the neighbours!
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This is one of the last gigs that Joel plays with the Particles. He’s been missing
from most practices and we struggle to replace him at first. Eventually a gingerhaired bassist called Pete mans his oars, and the band starts sounding a bit
tighter. Pete helps me to carry gear at gigs (nobody else ever does), but I’m
starting to champ at the bit because I never seem able to play the way Dax wants
me to (I admit freely that I’m not the best drummer out there); we’re getting
fewer decent gigs; and there’s still no Particles CD.
When we’re asked to play at our last FORR gig in Mozambique, I decide to go via
Cecilia, a friend in Maputo: a fantastic, visceral artist I got to know via the
kagablog. I catch a bus to Nelspruit, sleep over at Andrew’s spot, then
commandeer a taxi to Maputo. It’s a ride from hell: the driver is quite okay with
overtaking into oncoming traffic, which must give way to him, of course.
In the Mozambique capital my friends Cecilia and Marco immediately take me to
the waterfront, where a potful of fresh prawns is purchased and then prepared
in their flat. They cook up a gourmet meal, but don’t eat any themselves: it’s all
for their guest! This, for somebody they barely know.
Next day I get to meet some of Cecilia’s artist friends and explore the city a bit,
which still has some impressive old Portuguese architecture; I’m particularly
impressed by the massive train station. I have the option of staying for another
day before heading down to my gig, but leave early. This turns out to be a wise
decision, as a taxi strike immobilises the entire Maputo the very next morning.
Cecilia and her baby have to climb a wall to be rescued from the flat – the whole
block was filled with teargas.
I catch a ferry over the Umbeluzi River mouth160 and hop onto a Land Cruiser
taxi, which takes me down to Ponta do Oura (in those days there was no bridge
or tarred road down to Ponta). It’s one of the hairiest rides of my life: the terrain
alternates between sand dunes and very poor gravel roads, constantly. The
Cruiser is jammed with more than a dozen people and its roof is a veritable
mountain of luggage. There are no road signs whatsoever and tracks bisect one
another constantly, but the driver knows his shit and navigates the twists, hills
and turns expertly, while the Cruiser lurches and bucks. I’m the only honky in the
sweaty interior, which is largely silent until our destination is in sight, at which
point relief floods the cabin, and conversation flows loudly and freely. We made
it!
Back in Joburg there’s big family drama on San’s side: her father, approaching 80,
is dying of cancer. He becomes ever more, pale and morose as the pain eats him
away; San loves him deeply and is hugely distraught. He bears the pain stoically,
but you can see he hasn’t got long to live.
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There is now the Maputo-Catembe bridge linking Maputo to Catembe district
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A couple of months later we get a call that he’s dying, and we visit him in a
Pretoria hospital. ‘Ek het baie respek vir u, oubaas,’ I tell him, ‘moenie
bekommerd wees nie, ek sal vir u dogter goed sorg’ (I have huge respect for you,
old man. Don’t worry; I’ll look after your daughter well). We shake hands; he can
barely move, but his grip is still firm.
He survives until his 80th birthday, celebrated on the farm where his son works,
but shortly after returns to the same hospital. San and I drive through again; this
time there is no doubt. The family reaches a decision; the machines keeping him
alive are turned off. I go outside to juggle, and on my return he has gone.
San and I say what prayers we know over his body, while family members arrive
and inform friends and relatives of his passing. Many of them attend his funeral,
which I’m almost late for. Hannes was deeply loved – a stern but staunch
patriarch of a large, close-knit clan.
There’s another death: our old dog Thambi gets hit by a car while I’m running
with her and Simba. The dude responsible gives us a lift home, and even offers to
pay for vet bills (but doesn’t). I put the poor old dog in my car and take her to the
vet, who tells me her hip is shattered. I’m pretty shattered too, as I tell the vet to
put her down and watch the life drain from her eyes.
Soon afterwards we acquire a cross Boerbul-Ridgeback bitch from our landlady,
which grows into the most gorgeous creature, replete with immaculate mascara,
almost like a cartoon character. Jala is named after a water deity, and, true to
form, is worshipped by her owners on a daily basis.
My first Bushfire Festival experience is with Bronwyn and JohnJ of BDI Circus.
They ask if I would like to join them in Swaziland, take photos and help with
their circus act. I take the Cosmic Butterfly with me, who turns out to be a great
travel companion. At the start of the festival, I’m given what should be an easy
task: place some fire-sticks in a rough circle, ensure they are primed with
paraffin, and set them alight as the stilt-walkers enter the circle at sunset.
The only problem is … I’ve taken way too much acid to be in charge of anything
to do with fire. Before the procession arrives, I decide to check if there’s still
paraffin soaked into a ball of material fastened atop a fire-stick. I light one; it
burns, but then, I cannot extinguish it. I whirl the stick around desperately and
the burning ball of cloth and wire falls off and fucks off at high speed through the
crowd of onlookers, which includes children and dogs. I sprint after it; it finally
stops rolling when it comes to rest against the leg of a large dude. Luckily it
doesn’t injure him, and he isn’t an aggro asshole.
This tiny but embarrassing drama is captured on camera by some bright spark
filming the festival’s opening ceremony, and is projected on the screens flanking
the main outdoor stage.
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The BDI crew relaxing between performances at Bushfire

The stilt-walkers arrive as the sun goes down, clad in masks, accompanied by
beautiful traditional music from a musician on the stage. It’s the opening of the
festival, and it looks amazing. As the procession ends, I blow out a homemade
candle – a large, flat tin filled with wax – and the hot wax explodes from the tin,
covers and sets on my face. Moral of the story? Never do fire when you’re
tripping.
My next Bushfire ordeal is with my coffee machine trailer rig. The first time I try
to use the rig it trips the power at the Jazzfarm161, so I get it fitted with gas, which
keeps the boiler hot and uses a fraction of the power. San and Mike come with
me to crew the coffee trailer, but I’ve seriously underestimated the amount of
people I’m selling coffee to: we are understaffed.
Three D Coffee is stationed at the entrance to the campsite, so each day, for three
days, literally thousands of coffee-hungry campers come past our stall. We slave
from morning to night, unsuccessfully trying to shorten a never-ending queue.
Water has to be fetched in two 20-litre plastic containers. San keeps the orders
going while Mike and I froth milk and pull shots relentlessly, endlessly.
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‘Weedstock’ festival is cancelled due to police pressure – twice
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Goats are able to stiltwalk and firedance. Well, Green goats can …

The nights are no better. We’re the first campers to arrive, and set up in the
middle of the site, but guess who has set up their tent right next to ours: a group
of party animals, who scream and holler all night long. The first night they keep
us awake; the second night, nothing in the universe short of a tidal wave would
have woken us.
On one of my water-fetching trips, a black woman making food nearby takes pity
on me and spontaneously pours water over my head, then gently massages and
rinses away my stress and sweat. At night, before we collapse, we try to count
the huge wodges of cash we’ve accumulated.
Towards the end of the last day I foolishly decide to snort a line of coke a mate’s
passed on to me, to try and keep my flagging energy up. It’s a bad mistake: I’m so
tired that it just makes me nauseous. I try helping sell more cups, but feel like
retching, and keep spitting, so instead I decide we should pack up and catch the
last act. It’s glorious: Oliver Mtukudzi rocks the stage in his inimitable style. Mike,
San and I hug in utter relief that our coffee travails are over, that such wonderful
music exists, that we have finally got to see a bit of the festival.
Sparky comes over from Scotland for a holiday. St Germain, San, Sparky and I
drive down to the coast for what St Germain has decided will be an adventurefilled vacation at Sodwana Bay, on the north coast of KwaZulu-Natal.
We go scuba diving, despite the considerable reluctance expressed by Sparky
and me. We have to do an instruction course first, in a pool, where we are taught
how to use the underwater gear and signals. My young instructor is very patient:
I find it difficult to receive verbal instruction about anything … I just get a mental
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block. On the actual dive, I almost don’t make it to the bottom, due to difficulties
with my breathing and mask. It’s beautiful when I finally get down to the reef,
but diving in all that gear is not my idea of fun. Rather give me a snorkel, any day!
The second adventure is going quad biking across dunes and farmlands, which is
good fun, and we see some cool scenery, but it gets fucking hot. The third thrill of
our action-packed stay on the coast is to take acid that JohnJ told me is ‘really
strong’. We debate going down to the beach to drop it, but in the end elect to trip
at the house we have hired. This turns out to be a wise decision.
None of us have tripped for years, and we’re not sure what to expect. After an
hour or so I realise, okay, this is what the acid heads always raved about! The
hallucinations are vivid and intense. At one stage everything becomes triangles,
including a bakkie and its occupants that stops outside the fence surrounding
our house. I’m not sure what to do, but luckily St Germain arrives, also in
triangular form, and they drive off. Then the stoep becomes translucent and I
realise we are all standing on a block of ice! We laugh so much that our sides
ache and San, who is ‘ground control’ (she hasn’t taken any acid) becomes
worried that we will die from a lack of oxygen.
As the sun goes down, we make our way to the top of a small hill, laughing
hysterically. The sunset is gorgeous, epic, monumental. Unfortunately, my trip
goes on for most of the night, long after everyone else has gone to sleep. It’s the
last time I will probably ever take LSD: after this experience, I never need to
again.
Encouraged by the success of the first documentary, St Germain and I decide to
make a Presley CD, a longer documentary with the other band members doing
interviews in it, and some T-shirts. Merchandise!
We make the call on our Facebook page for archives of Presley music and, once
again, our fans rise to the task. We soon amass a small mountain of cassettes,
DAT recordings and reel-to-reel tapes. Peter Pearlson, who did the two most
important recordings with the Live Jimis, provides us with a CD with a bunch of
songs, already in WAV format. Perfect! Now we just have to listen to what the
fans have sent.
We put out another call on social media for old reel-to-reel machines, cassette
players, and DAT players, and soon I’m collecting ancient, dust-covered gear
from fans’ cousins, fathers and old connections all over Joburg. Two old fans
prove particularly useful: Matthew Fink and Warrick Poultney. They had seen us
play in Durban back in the day and, apparently inspired by us, went on to form
The Black Hotels, quite a successful band as South African bands go. Between
them we manage to procure most of the machinery required. Matthew says he’ll
master the CD once it’s compiled. We know he knows his shit; we are super
stoked.
Most of decades-old stuff we get from our old fans is unusable; there’s a whack of
old Vader Jakob, Manhole and Presley songs, repeats mostly, and generally of
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terrible quality: bootlegs of live gigs done on ghetto-blasters, cassettes that have
been copied from other cassettes and the like.
It’s a lengthy task. St Germain and I decide to dedicate Thursday evenings to the
archiving process. First, we eat, smoke a few doobies, then head into the studio.
This ritual sometimes side-tracks into just supper and doobies, if we’re tired;
there’s no deadline to keep us on track. Because of this, the process takes three
years. The upside is I get to know St Germain – we were never close back in the
band days – really well!
Our biggest find is a near-perfect recording of the only song I ever wrote,
Assumptions, from the Presley’s first recording session at Radio Pulpit, recorded
by Tertius van der Merwe, on reel-to-reel. St Germain and I grin hugely as it
plays, but the other three songs done on that same night in the early 90s are full
of high-pitched whine – then the tape they’re on falls apart, and that’s it – they’re
gone forever.
The Mark Biagio sessions and the Pearlson recordings, together with
Assumptions, provide us with about two-thirds of an album. The missing songs
come from Marc, who flies over from Taiwan to see his folks; I meet up with him
in Cape Town while visiting my sister. There are three songs recorded on chrome
cassette that he’s been hoarding and that turn out to be in perfect nick – the
album is almost there.
We send 69 at Halfpast 10 to Warrick Sony; he turns it into a hard-hitting remix.
He can’t hear the lyrics properly, and he thinks we’re singing about bombing Iran
in the chorus instead of Iraq, so he puts in some samples of the Shah of Iran
spouting forth vitriol in the background. Viola! The album is complete.
I spend a lot of time at my new job at the Mail & Guardian (finally, a proper
paper!) collating images sent by fans and from our own archives into a decent
cover. I go for a ‘lo-fi’ look because most images are of poor quality, and because I
want to replicate the fanzine look of the 90s, where pre-digital fans selfmanufactured rough publications from photostats.
The logo comes from a Presley sticker that Mark Biagio had on his guitar case for
years. It’s scratched and dented, and with a bit of photo-shopping it looks grungy
and spot-on. We use it for the T-shirts as well. The cover image is a clown mask, a
still from a video shot by Leon, in which the Presleys set a pile of metal
instruments on fire in the Houghton garden one night, bashed on them, danced
around and leered into the flames from behind clown masks. Eerie shit. The
neighbours must have thought the swart gevaar162 had finally arrived.

the ‘black danger’ – since colonial days, whites have never quite slept soundly
in Africa
162
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Juliet has her work cut out for her. We collect interviews of the missing band
members – Marc, Kenny and Leon – from across the world and funnel them to
her. We manage to get our hands on video footage of The Moscow Circus from
Lloyd Ross, who was doing sound for James Phillips. It’s rough, hand-held stuff,
but it does have some good shots of Lesego and Vusi, the girls pulling ultracreepy faces and Kenny lambasting some scrap metal. Juliet’s old Mac groans
beneath the weight of all the material.

Merchandise! T-shirts, a movie and a CD, decades after the Presley disband

Meantime, I get the CD mastered. We decide on a date for the Presley CD launch
and I send the tracks to get made into hard copy. As luck would have it, the
company responsible for the printing goes into liquidation, and my money is lost.
This all happens really close to the launch date; frantic phone calls unearth a
company in Joburg that can print CDs really fast. It’s a close call: I collect the CDs
on my motorbike, on the afternoon of the launch.
That evening, the tiny Amuse Café is filled with old fans; it’s a great reunion of
the faithful. I read Assumptions as a poem, and hang Presley song lyrics on the
walls. Unfortunately, the sound on the new documentary, which I choose to call
Further, is really bad and nobody can hear what the people in the film are saying.
I chose the title for two reasons: firstly, because the second documentary goes
further, into more detail, than the first one did, with more band members in it;
and secondly, it’s a nod to Ken Kesey, who customised a bus dubbed Further for
his band of Merry Pranksters back in the 60s, which features in the book The
Electric Koolaid Acid Test.
The Presleys who make it to the event, in true form, get sozzled and can be seen
manhandling Dirck’s anorexic dummy in the Facebook pics.
I manage to recoup most of the production costs with our CD and T-shirt sales,
and, over social media, obtain addresses of old fans the world over. Thus, begins
a long process of posting merchandise to fans, most of them in the UK. I take a
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bunch of CDs, doccies, and T-shirts to Cape Town, where Mark Morrison of Kandi
Records kindly flogs them for us. The owner of Amuse Café, Dirck Pont, sells a
bunch of CDs for us too. The support all round is amazing; so many people open
their hearts, give of their time and provide expertise to help get the Presley CD
out.
Why do I bother with getting all this archiving done? Firstly, it’s ultra-cool that
our fans (and the band) finally have a CD, as, during the Presleys’ heyday, we’d
never had one. Secondly, I’m starting to realise that if there is no material record
of an artist or band … then they vanish from memory pretty quickly.
Matthew Fink puts the CD out on half a dozen online platforms. There’s always
the chance, now that our stuff is out there, that one of our songs may get used as
a soundtrack for a big series … and we’ll be set for our ‘retirement’, whatever
that may comprise.
Creating a quality record of decent art can also open doorways. When I send the
CD to Rudolf Buitendach in Los Angeles he decides to use the track Vorhaut on
his horror movie Hex, in a scene where a guy gets locked in his car and strangled
by his own seatbelt. It’s appropriate music for the scene: St Germain bellows in
German while the poor fucker bashes on the dashboard, trying to switch off the
music, until he finally chokes.
On my birthday, I give San a big hug, almost squashing her present in the
process: a tiny grey and white kitty, who is given many names over the years, but
finally he comes to be known, simply, as ‘The Russian’ (he’s part Russian Blue).
He’s a rescue, who at one point wore a tiny nappy made from half a sock, placed
on him to prevent his brother from sucking his dick, which he mistook for a
nipple. As The Russian lost his mother too early, he is incredibly affectionate. His
favourite trick is to crawl under the blankets in winter and curl up comfortably
right next to me; but his first love is San, who he bonds with forever. She, he
decides, is actually his long-lost mom. When she sits or lies down, he soon joins
her.
Soon after the Presley CD launch, I decide to quit being the drummer for Them
Particles. It’s a huge decision, as I’ve put eight years of my life into the band, but
things have never moved forward – largely because this band has never made a
CD. Practices have become moody affairs; Dax is pissed off ‘cos Bronwyn ‘hasn’t
learned her parts’, new songs fail to take off, my ideas for innovations aren’t
taken seriously and my drumming irritates him.
We still earn the pittance of R500 each for gigs, and doing a gig ruins my entire
weekend: I have to dissemble the PA and drumkit, take them to the gig, set them
up (Pete helps with this), sound check, play the gig (three sets), dissemble and
cart the PA and drumkit back to my car, then set them up again at my place,
ready for the next rehearsal. I’m so exhausted by this process that the next day is
spent recovering from it all, and bang, there’s my whole weekend gone.
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I’m well aware that leaving the band and heading off into the unknown musical
territory on my own will be tough. But I have to ‘follow the money’ – I simply
can’t spend so much time and effort on something that brings in so little income.
And it’s not fun anymore. One either plays music for the love or the money, and
I’m not getting either. When I tell Dax I’m quitting he can’t quite believe it at first,
but I think he’s relieved in some way. We all know that this dead horse is getting
tired of being endlessly flogged.
There’s another huge factor weighing on us: our time at the Pakhurst house,
down by the river, is drawing to a close. One morning, as San and I are due to
leave for another Mieliepop festival – this time to do yoga and a sound journey –
we go outside and discover that the riverbank has collapsed. We all knew this
was going to happen sometime, as bricks in the wall kept washing away, but now
it’s finally gone, and with it, our electric fence.
The landlady gets her husband to erect the fence again, but now it’s right next to
our house; we no longer have a front lawn, with its veggie patch and braai area.
There are all sorts of hoo-ha from the landlady, who tries to get the municipality
to fix the wall, but San and I know deep in our hearts that the time to split is
drawing near.
We start looking for a house. It’s very soon apparent that renting another space
is not an option. Prices are twice what we are paying in Pakhurst, so we might as
well buy, for the first time, our own place. Dax decides to split for the coast and a
DJ friend moves into his old room. The Particles era and household is verby, over,
gone. The band carries on for a while without me, when Dax flies in from Knysna.
Mlu, the drummer who takes my place, is a real master. It’s an odd feeling
watching them play from the audience. It feels like the band vibe is a little flat,
but it’s hard to be objective.
The night Dax leaves my BM gets stolen. I’ve gone to visit Jonathon and stay later
than usual; Guy has come to visit and we’re watching a doccie that he and a mate
from the West have made, about traditional African musicians. When we go
outside to leave, we find a bakkie has been stolen, along with my bike: perhaps
the thieves put my bike onto the back of the bakkie and drove off.
When the insurance company pays me out, it’s far less than the actual value of
the bike. With the small amount I decide, foolishly, to buy an ancient ‘airhead’
BMW163. It’s a 1982 650cc, or so the owner tells me; I later find a stamp on the
engine that declares it’s a 500cc. I drive, with San, halfway to Kimberley to fetch
it from him, then ride it back, with practically no brakes.
Over the course of the next year, I spend a ludicrous amount on it, but I do meet
some guys through Facebook who help keep the cost of its repairs down. Such a
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flat twin: the cylinders ‘stick out’ on both sides of the bike
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cool bunch of old geezers, particularly Colin: they just want bikers to ride, and
that makes them happy. The bike looks good, but it’s slow as hell and the brakes
are actually damn dangerous; when I commute with it, I leave a big following
distance between myself and any vehicles in front of me.
Around this time San’s mom becomes so ill that we all think she’s gonna die.
She’s got some sort of stomach problem and can’t seem to get better. It feels very
much like when her dad was going; once more, we trek through to Pretoria to
visit her ailing parent, in the same hospital. It gets so bad that San’s sister comes
over from the UK, in case her mom croaks, so she can get a chance to say
goodbye. But somehow the old lady pulls through, after a doctor puts her under
for a few days. She goes on to live happily for many years: quite inspiring.
Shortly before we leave the house, I get a phone call from Erica’s partner Frankie.
He’s all choked up. Wtf? He tells me that Erica has just died: some sort of
congenital heart thing. One minute she was fine; the next, she went to lie down,
and when he went into their room a bit later, she had gone. I’d been there the
previous night and taken a photo of them together, under a fancy lightshade, the
light streaming down on their beaming faces. They were so happy together; Erica
had been alone for so long. Frankie puts this photo up at her funeral.
I can’t fucken believe it. One of my best mates has gone. Of all the deaths I’ve
been through, hers is the toughest. I mean, I loved my folks, as one does, but I
was never that close to them. Erica and I had a deep understanding. We shared
so much, laughed about so many things. We spent so many hours spinning
reggae records, getting stoned, drinking a glass of good ‘whizz’ together. Her
passing leaves a deep hole in my life and psyche.
Erica was a DJ at one stage of her life, with a name that, even after her passing, I
won’t share. At her funeral, I play DJ, for the first time in my life. She’d bought a
flat in the larney northern suburbs. There’s a massive open lawn with big old oak
trees between the flats, where her many friends gather to pay their respects. I
always learn so much about the people in my life from their eulogies, and realise
that I know so little about them.
I’ll always remember the way she used to get out of her little white car when she
visited. It was, at all times, with a big grin, and she’d always say the same thing,
that odd, unique South African greeting that foreigners cannot fathom: ‘Howzit.’
RIP, old bud.
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Scattering my dad's ashes. Deaths make way for new beginnings, but they hurt so bad, you can't see
that when they happen

After looking at loads of crappy houses, we finally find something we can afford
in Melville. We pay the lawyers a ridiculous amount of money to do the transfer
and put down a deposit. As we begin the process of packing up our Pakhurst
home, our dog Simba gets really ill. It’s like he’s telling us he’s tired, that he
doesn’t want to move again: he’s had so many owners and homes. Frankie comes
for supper; he’s still hugely torn by Erica’s death, but, somehow, he manages to
comfort us on Simba’s last night.
Next morning, I put the old dog in the car and take him to Richmond vet. He dies
in the same room he was born in 14 years previously, where his mom Thambi
was put down after being hit by a car just a few years before him. He’s quite calm
about the whole affair until the final seconds, when the needle goes into his neck.
Then he looks at me, in panic, as if to say: ‘How can you do this, you who I’ve
trusted completely my whole life?’
‘It was part of the bargain, bra,’ I want to reply. ‘You trusted me with your life,
and you have to trust me with the timing and manner of your death.’
The bakkie arrives, the boxes are closed, the paintings down from the wall. The
sweaty process of moving provides some distraction. It’s the end of so many
things that mattered so much.
There are beginnings that sprout at our new home: among them, the writing of
this book.
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Lyrics and Authors

Chemutengure – Standard (performed by Achimota)
Perfect Day – Mark Osborn and Andrew Kay
Hammering – Pamela Nelson
I wish – Neda Tavellaee
Morning Star – Dax Butler
DDT Instrumental – Dax, Derek and St Germain
Guppy Fanatic – Manhole
Assumptions – Derek Davey
Concern – Graeme Feltham
Crowfish – Dave Masters
Asshole Moribund Fury – Marc Hasenfuss
Abel’s Fable – Graeme Feltham
Jackson is dead – Manhole
Doomsday Mumbo Filter – Manhole
One Day at a time – Marc Presley
69 at Halfpast 10 – Marc Presley
Song A – Marc Presley and Derek Davey
Halen – Live Jimi Presley
The Fun’s Not Over Yet – James Phillips
Talliman – Graham Weir
Baiting Mr Big – Mark Osborn
Ice, Tea and Sympathy – Andrew Kay
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Alley Cat – Elias Tsengurira
My Lord Bargain – Aryan Kaganof
Bye-bye Mom, I’m off to India – Assi Rose
The Coconut Cometh – Derek Davey
Ode to a piece of Plastic – Derek Davey
Pidgeon English – Dax Butler
Them Particles – A Brief History – Dax Butler and Pete Christensen
Live Jimi Presley Documentary (Split 1 & 2) – Juliet Hofmeyr
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My Music Chronology
1984 – Nirvana (bad rock)
1985 – The Red Sails (terrible rock)
1986-1988 – Vader Jakob (protest/punk)
1989 – Manhole (punk/classical)
1990-1995 – Live Jimi Presley (industrial theatre)
1996 – Sparky’s Magic Piano (glam electronica)
1997 – Philemon Zulu Band (Maskande)
1998 – Cane Rose Up – (heroin chic)
2000 – Chapungu (urban marimbas)
2003 – Freedom Fighter (swing/blues/guttural poetry)
2004-2010 – Achimota (gospel/standards/Chimurenga)
2008-2016 – Them Particles (blues/gypsy/irreverence)
2018 – Damdykers (Afrikaans love songs)
2019 – Dub Loons (Reggae/Irish standards/sea shanties)

