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Abstract 

On 1 May 1993, the same year the Nobel Peace prize was awarded to Nelson Mandela and 

FW de Klerk, masked gunmen shot and maimed a young man in his neighbourhood bar in 

East London, South Africa. He is Neville Beling, 20 years old that night and one of seven 

survivors permanently disabled while five others were shot dead. At the time, South Africa 

was in turmoil as its leaders negotiated a complex transition to democracy. Yet, unusually, the 

Highgate Hotel Massacre was never claimed by a political grouping, and nobody has ever 

applied for amnesty for the attack. These lacunae have left survivors with the additional 

devastation of questions with no answers. Ever since this attack on white civilians, Neville 

has wanted to know who the gunmen were and “why they done what they done”. In 1997, he 

asked the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. During a mediation in 2003, he asked the 

supposed commander of the attackers – only to discover shocking information which altered 

the course of his life. When we met in 2006, he wanted me, then a journalist and teller of 

other people’s stories, to tell his. It is now 2025. He is 32 years older than his bullets, and 

only a little nearer knowing his truth. Meanwhile I, after almost two decades working 

alongside him, recognise that I am no longer his detached observer and that this is our story 

as well as South Africa’s. The work of creative nonfiction which constitutes the core of this 

doctoral submission tells this story via a series of essays, arriving ultimately, in the essaying 

tradition, at recognitions and insights which were not evident to me at the time of setting out. 

En route to new understandings and reckonings, the book explores aspects of broad South 

African themes which animate our evolving relationship and emerge from Neville Beling’s 

life story. These include truth, reconciliation, trauma, witnessing, narrative, pain, forgiveness, 

home, auto/biography, memory. They also include whiteness, for both Neville and I are white 

South Africans coming to postcolonial terms in the land that is our home. It is inimical to 

creative nonfiction that its practice foregrounds ethical considerations. On numerous 
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occasions, the weight of these topics has stalled this writing project; dwelling on them has 

influenced the course of the essaying. Consequently, the dissertation which constitutes the 

reflexive portion of this submission focuses on the six most burdensome ethical quandaries I 

experienced: narrative, storying, representation, appropriation, witnessing, and implication. 

Examining the production of the essaying project via these prisms aims to expand the faceted 

nature of the essay collection so that the exegesis stands as an integrated component of a 

whole, as opposed to a theoretical adjunct to a writing project. Both components thus draw 

heavily on the practice of essai, the genre made popular by Michel de Montaigne in the 16th 

century and written increasingly in the 21st by nonfiction writers eager to understand their 

lives and their societies. We do this by focusing on the personal to illuminate a larger, more 

universal, phenomenon – in this instance, one that is both political and historical as well as 

personal. 
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FIRST: 

A PROLOGUE OF SEVEN PIECES 

 

 

 

But behold, we will watch them fall 

All seven and we’ll watch them fall 

(Prince: “7”) 
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ONE 

A little after 10pm on 1 May 1993, masked attackers burst simultaneously into two 

separate bars in East London’s Highgate Hotel. With AK47 automatic rifles, they shot 

indiscriminately into the men’s bar and the ladies’ bar. The people there were drinking quietly 

with friends or family members. The attackers released a teargas canister and a grenade. Then 

they left the hotel. Five people were dead and seven people were injured – permanently, it 

turned out.  

The five who died that night were 

Deon Harris,  

Douglas Gates,  

Deric Whitfield,  

Stan Hacking, and  

Dave Wheeler.  

The seven people who lived were  

Neville Beling,  

Karl Weber,  

Doreen Rousseau,  

Megan Boucher,  

Charles Boddington,  

Nkosinathi Alfred Gontshi, and  

Billy Baling.  

Everyone else in those pubs that night and all the people who came to their aid were 

damaged by what they saw and what they then had to do. 

Who shot these 12 people and their drinking mates? They do not know. Why were they 

shot? They do not know this either. Some never did want to know these answers, preferring to 
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‘move on’ with their lives. Some tried to ‘forgive and forget’. But Neville Beling never gave 

up looking for his attackers, seeking what he used to call “the truth”. He could never forget 

what happened the night he was disabled by three bullets for want of a beer. He could not ‘move 

on’ without knowing from what. So he resisted well-meaning advice to ‘forgive and forget’. 

Instead, he went looking for answers. His search took him to unexpected places, and he learnt 

things hard to believe. Some of these things he wanted other survivors to know, for their peace 

of mind and of heart. Some things he wanted the world to know, for the sake of history and an 

accurate record. For that he needed someone to help tell his story.  

I met Neville Beling at his home in East London early in November 2006, introduced by 

a mutual contact who knew that I was a journalist and that he wanted his story told. When I 

met Neville that day, I had no idea I was meeting the rest of my life. If your mind has leapt to 

romance, start again. We were put together because he had a story and I had a pen. We have 

stayed together because I refused to take the first story he showed me. Also because I can be 

dogged and tenacious, and because if you ask me for answers to certain questions I am likely 

to go looking for answers to other questions I find more interesting. Neville’s questions were: 

who shot him, and why. I wanted to know how it got to be him who was shot, and why knowing 

that might matter. 

We weren’t together long that day, just long enough for each of us to confirm that we 

were willing to set out together on this narrative journey, though neither of us knew what we 

were agreeing to. We certainly did not foresee nearly 20 years would pass before I could write, 

nor that the book I wrote would be this one. This was not the book either of us imagined or 

even wanted. But this is the book we’ve got. 
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TWO 

The second time I met Neville Beling, a few weeks later, he was hosting a mediation. He 

had brought into one room all the survivors of the Highgate Hotel attack and the man they all 

believed was its perpetrator – the one who had ordered the killing of their loved ones and, for 

survivors, the one who had ordered their lifelong injuries. A professional mediator would 

facilitate the encounter. Neville, responsible for this charged occasion and already knowing the 

revelations to come, was tense and took little notice of me. 

People are quiet, holding their tension warily. Neville hovers in the space between the 

top of the stairs and the lift doors, greeting survivors, thanking them for coming, offering them 

refreshments from the table. I hover too, eavesdropping, wishing I’d brought an even smaller 

notebook. 

“I just want answers,” one says. 

“I’ll never forgive them,” one replies.  

Eventually the hotel conference room is ready, its chairs now in a circle wide enough for 

20 people. Nineteen white people and one black person– the one who would have told the 

young men in his command to drive to the Highgate Hotel on 1 May 1993, to separate into two 

groups, to simultaneously enter the two bars, and to shoot their automatic rifles at the people 

drinking there regardless of who they were, whether they were having fun or not, however 

much their families loved and needed them.1  

The mediator sits on the front edge of her chair, erect, poised, delicate, and watchful. She 

waits for the right moment to begin. “May we be blessed as we do this thing today,” she says.  

                                                       
1 A second black person, bartender Nkosinathi Alfred Gontshi, had not been located in time for this event. 
Neville kept hunting and traced him soon after. Survivor Nkosinathi Alfred Gontshi became an integral member 
of the Highgate United support group Neville founded. 
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THREE 

According to history, 12 people were victims of the Highgate Hotel massacre. 

Bartender Nkosinathi Alfred Gontshi was shot and permanently injured in the Highgate 

Hotel soon after 10pm on 1 May 1993.  

He died in 2008 after a short illness. 

Billy Baling was shot and injured in the Highgate Hotel soon after 10pm on 1 May 1993.  

When I type ‘Billy Baling East London’ into the Google search bar, I am told that people 

also ask: 

 Is East London dangerous? 

 Is East London in South Africa safe? 

 Is East London poor? 

 What is special about East London? 

Charles Boddington was shot and injured in the Highgate Hotel soon after 10pm on 1 

May 1993.  

He attended the memorial 14 years later. 

Dave Wheeler died in the Highgate Hotel soon after 10pm on 1 May 1993. He was shot 

to death. 

When I type ‘Dave Wheeler East London’ into the Google search bar, I find a rhyming 

couplet made of headlines:  

 Hotel with massacre scars sold 

 Mystery slaughter trail cold 

Deon Harris died in the Highgate Hotel soon after 10pm on 1 May 1993. He was shot 

to death. His sister, Lyndene Page, was nine months pregnant. About to deliver a baby, she was 

unable to attend her brother’s funeral.  
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Deric Whitfield died in the Highgate Hotel soon after 10pm on 1 May 1993. He was 

shot to death. 

When I type ‘Deric Whitfield East London’ into the Google search bar, I am directed to 

the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, first in capital letters: 

 TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION COMMISSION 

and then with just one, ironic, capital letter: 

 truth and reconciliation commission – Justice and…. 

Douglas Gates was known as Dougie. He died in the Highgate Hotel soon after 10pm 

on 1 May 1993. He was shot to death.  

When I type ‘Douglas Gates East London’ into the Google search bar, the screen fills 

with links about security gates. 

Doreen Rousseau was shot and injured in the Highgate Hotel soon after 10pm on 1 May 

1993.  

She supported the Highgate United Group established by Neville. Long after the attack, 

Neville learnt that Doreen was in love with Dougie, which means she is the only victim to have 

suffered a double shock. Neville says, “She was lying right next to Dougie and I think she still 

saw him blow his last breath out.”  

Doreen died in 2009 from complications related to her injuries. 

Megan Boucher was shot and injured in the Highgate Hotel soon after 10pm on 1 May 

1993.  

Ever since then she has declined to comment. 

Karl Weber, an animal welfare inspector, was shot and disabled in the Highgate Hotel 

soon after 10pm on 1 May 1993.  
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He has also pursued truth, justice and reconciliation, through Khulumani2 as well as the 

Highgate United Group established by Neville. 

Stan Hacking died in the Highgate Hotel soon after 10pm on 1 May 1993. He was shot 

to death. 

Stan Hacking was Uncle Stan. Every person who drank at the Highgate Hotel and every 

person who worked there knew Uncle Stan and loved him so much he had his own place in the 

bar. No one would ever have sat in Uncle Stan’s place, over there in the corner, and everyone 

made sure he was never in need of a beer. 

He was older than most of the other drinkers in the room and much revered. By the time 

Neville walked into the Highgate that night, Uncle Stan had already been in place for a couple 

of hours. The bar was full but not crazy. No-one was swinging from the window frame or 

kicking the jukebox. Neville was with his cousin, Roland, also 20 years old, and they chose 

stools at the far end of the bar. 

They ordered their beers, drank those first sips. They put their two glasses down. By then 

two masked men had filled the door frame, lifted two automatic rifles, and fired into the room 

over and over and over so that the young men reeled off their stools, reeled back and down. 

Neville heaped on the floor.  

There was a falling fraction of silence and then the world came up for air, flailing and 

fighting as fish do. The barman, Alfred, had been sorting Neville’s change but now grasped a 

shredded thigh. Roland shook his cousin, cried his name, but choked on the teargas. The 

attackers dissolved into the night. 

In the corner, Uncle Stan was dead.  

                                                       
2 Khulumani Support Group is a membership-based, civil-society organisation in South Africa, which 
campaigns for truth, healing, and redress for those damaged through our Apartheid history  
(https://khulumani.net/).  
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These are the people now known as Highgate victims and Highgate survivors, and their 

spirits hover over this story.  

And here are the people you will meet in these pages and, without whom, Neville would 

not have survived: 

Zilla Beling, his mother. 

Neville Beling Snr, his father. 

Terri-Ann Beling, his sister. 

Jody van Zummeren, his nephew. 

They have hovered over Neville, living his questions. Who shot him, and why? 

There is also Letlapa Mphahlele, who in 1993 was the Azanian People’s Liberation Army 

Director of Operations, who later became president of the Pan Africanist Congress, and who in 

2005 entered Neville’s life and changed it forever. 
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FOUR 

For beauty is nothing 

but the beginning of terror, which we can still barely endure, 

and while we stand in wonder it coolly disdains 

to destroy us. 

- Rainer Maria Rilke 
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FIVE 

Neville’s life and mine intersected for the first time long before the day we actually met. 

In fact, even though Neville and I have spent the past decade and a half circling each other, I 

have only now – 15 years later, on the day that I write this – realised that our lives first crossed 

in 1999 when I worked for the Truth and Reconciliation Commission for a second time. My 

first contract was with a team of writers working on a distilled version of the Final Report. It 

was known as ‘the popular edition’ and was aimed at a general readership. The second time, I 

was contracted with a room of other writers to distil the shattered lives of 17 000 declared 

victims of human rights abuses into summaries of 50 words each.  

Destined to be Volume Seven of the Commission’s seven-volume Final Report, this book 

of summaries became known as the Victims’ Volume, the paper equivalent of a granite war 

memorial. The idea was as audacious as anything the TRC did, turning out to be as exhaustingly 

demanding as anything the TRC did, both administratively and emotionally. An entire life, the 

morsel of national history it represents, a maximum of 50 words. It’s a terrible exchange rate. 

At some point in that assignment – before I crumbled somewhere in the second half of 

the alphabet and asked to withdraw – I would almost certainly have overseen the production of 

Neville’s entry in the Victims’ Volume. I may even have written it.  

Whoever did write it perused the reference material on his file and then typed into the 

formatted area on the screen: 

BELING, Neville (20), was shot and injured when APLA members carried out an attack 

on the Highgate Hotel, East London, on 1 May 1993. Five people were killed and several 

others injured. See APLA ATTACKS. 

Whether I wrote this or, as Victims’ Volume production supervisor, edited it, I helped an 

incorrect assumption enter the historical records of South Africa.  

Ever since these unwitting keystrokes, the truth of his life has been entangled with mine. 
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SIX 

When did I begin to see everyone else as ‘other’? My guess is 1966, when the child after 

me in the sequence of siblings was born. Whenever the family with their new baby appeared 

in nature, which was often, a red tartan rug was laid. On soft grass in a field, on sharp grass 

after a burn, alongside trout streams, in miserable shade and in blazing sun, in lay-byes between 

Durban and Umthatha and Cape Town, the rug would be spread and my mother would 

announce, “This rug is for me and Anthea. No one else is allowed to come onto this rug.” And 

we – those of us who were neither mother nor infant – would sit near the perimeter of the rug 

while Anthea teethed all over it. Where two or more family members were gathered in the name 

of outdoor recreation, there the rug would be and there most of us would not be on it. 

So began a habit of standing forever on the edge, an observer apart, watching swimmers 

thrashing their way through the waters of life, never myself jumping in. I developed a particular 

way of seeing reality, with attention focused on the centre as well as the margin. Outstanding 

experience for a journalist coming to the game at a volatile time in South Africa when taking 

sides could get you killed. Also, decades of enculturation had encouraged the fantastical view 

that objective observation was feasible. Growing up and living under Apartheid for 30 years 

had hard-wired me to suspect everyone else to be an Other. So I cleaved to the notion of 

objectivity, and the fanciful idea that it might be possible to be fair to both sides of the story, 

and that neither side might entangle me. I was a watcher, an observer, a bystander with a 

notebook. For the longest time I managed to disregard the fact that I was a bystander with a 

notebook and a conscience, ignoring Noam Chomsky’s observation that the ideology of 

journalists is that they have no ideology. 

For decades I reported what I was told, designed pages filled with stories filed by others 

in the field. Until Neville’s story threw me a line and tugged me towards its heart. To begin 

with, I approached the Neville assignment as if it were he on the rug – he and his story, that is 
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– and I, their chronicler, was on the fringe. This charade succeeded while hours of recordings 

accumulated, followed by reams of transcripts, but eventually I was so enmeshed that the story 

I thought I’d seen became obscured. The search to retrieve it silenced me and disappointed 

Neville. He surely knew all along that I could not sustain my distance, but he kept his counsel. 

He had divined early on that our lives were profoundly entangled but with wisdom I failed at 

first to accept, he waited for my arrogance to unhinge. Eventually I could acknowledge that I 

was no longer a bystander by default, that I came with more than just a notebook. But by then 

Neville had moved on, both his parents had died, and I was the last one still trying to tell his 

story.  

It was time to step onto the rug of my own making, woven by stubborn choice. Doing so 

would honour my undertaking to him and that would dignify me. When I say me, I like to think 

I mean all or any South Africans who find themselves bewildered by our history. Because part 

of the entanglement is this: Neville Beling is Other not only to me. I sometimes think of South 

Africa as the rug. If I could honour Neville by joining him there, his story might have a chance 

to dignify us all. 

But there’s a huge problem right there in that previous paragraph and it’s not even the 

aggrandizing self-regard. The problem is one of relationship – mine of course. My habitual 

relationship with stories always put me at a remove, as if watching a movie on a screen a long 

way away. Arthur Frank, who wrote The Wounded Storyteller, points out the difference between 

thinking about story and thinking with story. When the story’s claim becomes personal, 

thinking shifts from about to with, and the framework that contained that story dissolves – the 

listener steps into the story to live with it. So a story is always told in relationship. I could listen 

and listen to Neville’s story but, until I acknowledged that his story had a claim on me, it would 

always be beyond my reach. I would always be thinking about his story and not with his story. 

This is now so obvious I ought to be embarrassed.  
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Julia Kristeva observed that the stranger lives within us, the hidden face of our identity. 

She wasn’t talking mirrors here; she meant we need also to be in the other’s place and be able 

to imagine ourselves as other so that we can become other for ourselves. Which is precisely 

what I feared when I looked at Neville and then looked at myself. Like any frail human, I am 

made anxious by the unknown. But, if we wish to continue the project of living, we need the 

unknown. I needed Neville Beling and his storying project. 

My task, then, is to divine which parts of Neville Beling I wish were mine, and which 

parts I worry already are. Which brings me to Gay Talese. Like him, I am drawn to subjects 

that involve me because they have literally involved me. As Talese has said of his own work:  

I write about stories that are connected to my life. Although on first impression 

they might appear to be nonfiction that features other people’s experiences, the 

reason I’m drawn to them in the first place is that I see myself in them.  

Despite this literary pedigree, still I saw Neville Beling as a character far removed from 

me. Fixated by the observable trappings of his socio-economic position – a pre-fab house in a 

low-income suburb, a chest freezer in the living room, not one book in sight, to name just three 

superficial differences between us – for the longest time I failed to notice consciously that his 

bid for individuation might echo a struggle familiar to me. For the longest time, whenever I 

looked across the overt divide towards Neville Beling, I ignored the possibility that perhaps I 

saw what Robert Alexander calls a haunting negative image – what I might easily have been if 

the hand of genetic fate had not inserted me into a post-war middle-class family of a particular 

sort. The sort whose children commute 45 minutes to school not only because excellent 

education is paramount but because the ‘right’ school is right across town. The sort of family 

that instilled these and associated principles so entirely that alternative worldviews baffled my 

blinkers. 

None of this did I know then, in that decade that shaped my life after I met Neville Beling. 
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As I type these lines, I wonder how much of it I know now. For the Other will always be the 

mystery and that is its allure. Forbid a child to consume sugar; the child could steal for a sweet. 

My parents disapproved of my desire to be a journalist; I fixed on becoming a journalist. I was 

a journalist for a long time. Which is to say that for a long time I was licenced to stand outside 

various lives looking in, watching the Other, reporting to some others what I witnessed. Janet 

Malcolm would say I’m just another journalist who failed to outgrow the voyeurism of 

childhood. I was that child on the back seat of the family car, looking into passing rooms with 

lights on, trying to see what people are doing there before they draw the curtains and shut me 

out. So Janet Malcolm would be right. 
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SEVEN 

Why was I so reluctant to relinquish the shelter of objectivity for the uncertain waters of 

not knowing? What took me so long? Because, I reasoned, my story is so much smaller than 

his. Without national import. Very so what. Obviously, this book can’t be about me. 

But when Neville tells me about a father who wakes up a mother just to shout at her, what 

I hear is the sound of something solid hitting the sitting room wall. When he tells me about a 

father who fired his pistol into the ground, what I hear is the family car revving away into the 

night. When he tells me about a father who released teargas just to see what people would do, 

what I hear is a mother scooping up a toddler while declaring that shortly she will drive them 

into the bay and both shall drown. When Neville tells me anything about his family, I hear 

suitcases closing, doors slamming, feet stomping, lies at the breakfast table. 

For years I strained against the weight of owning Neville’s story, believing my reporting 

work was to be his narrative channel. I failed to understand that there is no great scale weighing 

our stories, measuring their relative merits. That, as anthropologists say, what happens within 

the observer must be made known if the nature of what has been observed is to be understood. 

That, as other nonfiction writers say of their work, my story escaped into other people. 

I gave in eventually, thank God. It had nothing to do with the relative weights of our 

stories or with South African history. I gave in when I saw his raw tenacity and knew what it 

was, when I sat through his thundering emotion and wished I could do that. I gave in when I 

heard my silence as the sound of betrayal and saw that betrayals suture themselves into our 

lives until your story is my story is our story.  

In these pages is Neville’s story. So then, this is my story. And ours, too. 
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“   ” 

Things just kicked off so nice. 

“   ” 
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PART ONE: 

ONE DAY 

 

 

 

One day all seven will die 

(Just how old?) 

     (Prince: “7”) 
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Highgate 

There are a few Highgates in the world, most of them in England. London’s Highgate is 

probably the best known with its posh grammar school, fancy chapel and tourist-attraction 

cemetery. People flock to Karl Marx’s grave there, though George Eliot and Radclyffe Hall are 

also buried in Highgate Cemetery, as are Malcolm Mclaren, Christina Rossetti and Douglas 

Adams. For the living, Highgate is home to many of London’s professional and literary 

citizens. 

But there are many other Highgates. According to Wikipedia, Highgate may also refer 

to: 

o Highgate, Birmingham, an area to the south of that city’s centre, England;  

o Highgate, South Australia, a suburb of Adelaide, Australia; 

o Highgate, Western Australia, a suburb in Perth, Australia;  

o Highgate, Vermont, USA;  

o Highgate Springs, Vermont, USA;  

o Highgate, West Midlands, England, home of the Highgate Brewery; and  

o Highgate, Goldthorpe, a local name for an area in South Yorkshire. 

Highgate also appears in a Jethro Tull song, “Cross-Eyed Mary”, about an underage 

prostitute: 

She’s the Robin Hood of Highgate 

Helps the poor man get along, hey 

So, if a Wikipedia reference is a measure of anything, Highgate in East London, South Africa, 

doesn’t count for anything. It’s just one more relic of England’s place here as cultural 

motherland – and the scene of five killings in one night.  

The Highgate Hotel, in Highgate, East London, South Africa, is on Voortrekker Road just 

before it turns sharply to duck beneath a railway bridge. Most vehicles brake suddenly for the 
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bend. It is not a calm road, its ceaseless traffic forever going somewhere else – to King 

William’s Town in one direction, East London in the other.  

At some point, an innkeeper must have established a refreshment station to serve the flow 

of humanity. The only building on this stretch of Voortrekker Road, where the road straightens 

out of its tight corner, is a functional hotel. The Highgate Hotel. In addition to the doors of two 

separate entrances there are a few small windows. They look very small for a building with a 

big story. 

Between the hotel and the road is a brief forecourt, the Highgate Hotel’s carpark. On a 

busy night, three parallel lines of cars can squeeze in here, nose to tail, and patrons must pick 

their way between fenders to enter the hotel. A line of gleaming motorbikes often parks with 

pleasing symmetry alongside the main entrance. A guard presides over the parked cars from a 

plastic garden chair. 

The main door looks directly across its tarmac carpark, across Voortrekker Road, and 

onto a grassy bank. Above the steep bank Metrorail trains ply the line through Highgate station, 

which lies between Cambridge and Horseshoe stations. It is not a pretty address, but the 

Highgate Hotel makes no apologies. Patrons come for its cold beer, warm reception from the 

regulars, electronic slot machines, a ready-made fan club for any televised sports event, and 

decent chips with your meal. 

At Highgate in London, insurgents beheaded Thomas Thorpe, Baron of the Exchequer, 

in 1461. In later centuries, Highgate in London was associated with the highwayman Dick 

Turpin, an experienced gangster best known for highway robbery, who hid from the law in 

stables there. 

… 

At the Highgate in East London, South Africa, the first stair leading to the main entrance 

is deep, and tiled with slabs of white ceramic. The sort of tiles that wearers of slightly worn 
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plastic heels can slip on. And, in the rain, the sort of tiled floor that is as lethal as oiled glass. 

Scars of non-slip material remain across the edge of each subsequent rise to help you get a grip 

on the way up into the hotel foyer. 

It is at the base of these stairs that survivors are standing in a small circle on a day several 

years after their beloveds were shot dead inside. They are about to go inside, past the rooms 

where the gunmen opened fire, to discuss, at Neville’s invitation, the formation of a support 

group. Some smoke. All talk. But not at once. They talk in turn, as if an invisible ball is 

bouncing between them. 

My husband died over there, says Bernice, gesturing towards Telkom’s turquoise and 

green public telephone booth on the concrete pavement of Voortrekker Road. Four steps away 

from the public phone is a rusting telephone pole. That’s all there is on this roadside. Cement, 

tar road, railway bridge, cars disappearing under the bridge on their way somewhere else.  

He was shot five times in the heart, says Bernice, fluttering her fingers over her chest. He 

managed to crawl out. A tiny movement of her head acknowledges the building behind her. He 

managed to get himself out. He got as far as that phone. He died over there. Between the 

telephone and the pole. Cars continue to pass the spot Deric Whitfield reached before he died. 

The cars are doing about 60 kays an hour. 

Fran speaks. I had to identify my hubby at the mortuary, she says. But they brought the 

wrong body first. I had to go back to the waiting room and wait to be called again. I had to 

identify him. They wheel him out, in front of the glass. It’s the day after but they haven’t even 

cleaned him up. He was covered in blood. Blood all over him. I had to identify him like that. 

Lyndene speaks. Well, I saw it on the TV, she says. They rang and told us. There’d been 

a shooting at the Highgate. Deon was there. That was all we knew. We didn’t know anything. 

I turned on the TV and that was how I discovered. I saw it on CNN. I recognised his tackies 

and his hair, sticking out from under a blanket. He was on a trolley. That was how I found out. 
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From the TV. The coastal wind whips her long hair around her face. 

Like Neville, Karl often keeps quiet. He listens. Now he says, Yeah, I remember 

everything until I got here. He shrugs his head to point, a movement summoning an ambulance 

parked a few feet from those tiled steps. I remember everything until here. It must have been 

shock or something. Passed out. Remember everything that happened inside. Till I got here.  

On our way up the stairs, Karl turns to me. It’s better they get it out, he says. Better to 

talk about it than keep it inside. I was the same, it’s better to talk about it. It’s not good to keep 

it in. Karl long ago joined Khulumani Support Group so he knows what he is saying. 

We join Doreen, who remained inside. She moves around as little as possible. She has a 

blue file of newspaper clippings. Ask Karl, she says, ask Karl about the blood. Doreen looks at 

me. There was a hole here like this, she says. She bends her right leg to bring her thigh nearer. 

There was a hole like this. She spreads her hand; it stretches over the top and onto the side of 

her right thigh. It was like this. And the blood was pumping out. Her other hand makes 

imaginary plumes high above the thigh with the hole. You could see all the meat and bone. Karl 

stuck his elbow in to try stop the blood. His whole elbow. To stop the blood. Karl says, it must 

have been before I was shot. If I had an arm to do that, it must’ve been before I was shot. I 

remember it. I stuck my whole elbow into her leg to try and stop the bleeding. I could feel her 

bone. I remember everything inside here. His head moves to encompass the darkened room 

and its disco ball. Once more, Karl goes over who was sitting where that night. He says, we 

were here, right by the door. So now Doreen, with no blood visible today, is standing exactly 

where Doreen lay on 1 May 1993, blood sheeting out of her. Ja, says Karl, I remember.  

Later, at the foot of the tiled stairs, Neville smokes alone. He’s been struggling today. His 

colour’s not good, his breathing lacks space. He thinks his body’s battling to adjust to new 

medication – the doctor doubled his blood pressure pills this week. We stand together in the 

sun and wind. Suddenly a large man is with us. He has come down from the ladies’ bar. He 
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wears a Proteas shirt, alarmingly green in the bright sun, and a long goatee died the dark saffron 

of deep-sea coral, but long enough ago for the centimetre closest to his chin to show yellow-

grey. His greying hair is clipped into a low continuous tuft close to his skull.  

He says straight, I hear there’s a Highgate memorial. Yes, says Neville, and Neville and 

I look at each other’s eyes. The guy says, I was here at two o’clock that day. He leans against 

the hotel wall. It looks like he’s wanting comfort, and that the rough bricks might provide it. I 

was here at two o’clock, then I left. I was coming back for my second time later. As I came 

over the railway line, the police stopped me and said I couldn’t go to the Highgate, there’d been 

a shooting.  

The guy stares at the railway line, above the steep rough bank across the busy road. For 

focusing on something that close, the guy’s got a faraway look in his eyes. The wheel will turn, 

he says, justice will be done, I truly believe that. Neville and I look at each other. We agree 

with him. I’m definitely gonna come on the day. The guy’s back with the memorial ceremony. 

I knew some of the people who, he says. But he can’t say the people who what. They, he says. 

And he turns around, stumbles back up the ghost-white stairs, unlit cigarette in one hand. His 

other hand is running palm-down over his head, backwards and forwards, forehead to neck, 

neck to forehead, and it’s hard to tell if that’s a soothing thing or a disjointed thing. Neville and 

I look at each other’s eyes again. Neither of us speaks, but I can hear his voice. Over and over 

again, Neville has said, I’m telling you, this thing had a hell of a impact. For everybody.  

The guy’s name is Vossie. A fortnight after survivors stood talking in the windy car park, 

he’s at the bar again. This time, he’s wearing a startlingly red Team Ferrari shirt, emblazoned 

with the Marlboro logo and a whole lot of other things. But he doesn’t stick out. The bar is 

filling up with people wearing red Team Ferrari shirts. They’re all here to watch a grand prix 

race. Vossie and his drinking buddies feel very strongly about motor racing. “I love sport!” he 

responds after I comment on the range of his wardrobe. “I’ve got all the shirts! My wife says 
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there’s no room left in the cupboard for my ordinary clothes but I say, get rid of them – then I 

can wear my sports shirts every day!” Vossie is also wearing a pair of camo pants that stop 

halfway up his shins. Not real camo pants, they’re fashion ones available in every chain store 

this season.  

Vossie himself doesn’t seem a loud guy. He prepares the post-race braai with a meditative 

thoughtfulness. He doesn’t appear to mind being alone out here while his drinking buddies stay 

inside, watching TV. He’s raking ash out of the elevated braai container. He’s doing his best 

but a lot of ash is landing on his feet. It’s no problem, soon he’ll go over to the tap and rinse 

his feet. The Highgate’s that kind of place; its customers treat it like home.  

A mate has come to check how Vossie’s going with the fire. Glass in one hand, he emerges 

into our sunshine. The tumult of Formula One floods through the barroom door with him. Its 

volume swamps the moment, until the mate closes the door once more. That’s life for the 

Highgate survivors: over and over again, their pain is obliterated by the banal moments of 

contemporary life.  

Alone once more, Vossie carefully builds a tower of charcoal to ignite. It’s another 

normal Saturday at the Highgate Hotel. 

 

::: 
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Chappy 

Neville’s family calls him Chappy. As soon as I heard this nickname I took against it, 

finding it patronising and condescending, a bid to keep the adult diminutive. I took against it 

as inappropriate for a man almost 40 and the size of a wardrobe. I took against it even though 

Neville was okay with it and even though every time I heard the family use it, they said it 

with warm affection. It also irrationally bothered me because it sounded like the two-for-a-

cent bubble gum I spent childhood pocket money on. Chappies bubble gum became an iconic 

South African brand, partly because it was cheaper than the competitor and partly because of 

the factual trivia printed on the inside of its striped wrapper, each fact headlined Did you 

know? 

Did you know? A lot of famous people have been called Chappie (it was the nickname 

Joe Louis gave his most famous pupil) and quite a few other famous people were called 

Chappy. Because (did you know?) the variant spelling of Chappy is Chappie. Neville’s 

version is Chappy. 

It started with one man. The day I came out of hospital as a baby, my grandfather 

was sitting in the kitchen and when my mother gave me to my grandfather, he 

looked at me and said, ‘This is Chappy’. It stuck from that day.  

The name Chappy gets confusing when my mother's talking to other people. I 

can see they thinking, ‘Who the hell's she talking about?’ I want to say Neville-

ille-ille. At school already I had a problem – I never wanted them to know I’m 

Chappy. I’m Neville. Don’t call me Chappy.  

But I’m not happy with the name Neville. It gets confusing especially when 

people phone at home. 

The confusion, because his father’s name is also Neville Beling, made me wonder if the 

grandparent had been an ally who saw Neville as a separate entity deserving a name that 
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wasn’t a duplicate. But I also wonder if his kitchen baptism may have been the first of many 

erasures. 

“The TRC transcript shows that confusion,” I say, referring to the day he testified at a 

Human Rights Violation hearing in the company of his father. “Sometimes I wonder if it 

influences the way you see yourself in your family. Because it’s not your own name.” 

It’s not. I’ve always said to my mother why the hell give me that name? What’s 

wrong with John, Peter, Paul – any stuffing name? For years I’ve cursed that 

name. Specially when I was shot. When it hit the papers they all thought it was 

my father who got shot. Everyone knew me as Chappy, so they never thought 

that Neville Beling was me. 

“It's almost as though part of you is not present in your own life,” I say, fearing I have 

gone too far too soon. But then, after a moment, Neville responds.  

No, it’s a helluva story. 

 

::: 
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Beling 

Before I met Neville I had never heard of his surname. But it’s a family name with deep 

Eastern Cape roots involving German immigrants, among them Neville’s great-grandparents 

who spelled their name Bëling (with those two dotjies on the e, says Neville) but which, in 

the cultural flattening common to immigrants in an English-language milieu, got modified to 

both Beling and Baling. For Neville, this adds a layer of fateful meaning to 1 May 1993 

because it puts Billy Baling, also shot that night, into the category of distant cousin and it’s a 

rare coincidence that puts two relatives (three counting Roland, Neville’s companion that 

night) in line for the same bullets. 

According to the internet, there have been famous Belings in Brazil and Sri Lanka as 

well as Germany, while Belings in America have been mostly labourers and machine 

operators. The internet also reports, and I can’t help noting this because I am given to 

marking fateful coincidence, that for American Belings life expectancy was at its lowest point 

in 1993. 

Although Neville claims relationship with every Beling and possibly Baling in the land, 

I concern myself with just four Belings, being Neville’s immediate family. There’s his 

mother, Zilla, and his father, also Neville. At the time I met them, Zilla was working as a 

child minder and Neville Snr was pacing the house and bellowing a lot. He had in the past 

been a police officer, a dock worker and a number of other things, but a series of severe 

strokes over the years had devastated his powers and confined him to home, a circumstance 

with profound repercussions for the entire family.  

The fourth Beling is Terri-Ann, Neville’s older sister. She is three years, three months 

and three weeks older than her brother, a period of time so particular that Neville regards this, 

too, with awe and endows it with meaning. 

For most of the research life of this project, Terri-Ann lived with her partner, Martin, 
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and their son, Jody, in an upscale suburb of East London. Since then, however, the pair has 

separated and she now lives elsewhere in the city. 

In 2003, ten years after he was shot and a year after the flood which dismantled the 

family home, Neville moved the Belings, meaning himself and his parents, to his current 

address in Summerpride. 

This part of the suburb is wedged between the N2 highway and a march of pylons. Tar 

abruptly becomes gravel right where some eucalyptus trees shelter the local monkeys. For a 

long time when I first visited Neville, a red and white DKW stood in long grass on the side of 

that road. Cars also stood in almost every yard of this suburb where many residents 

participate in stock car racing either as competitors or spectators. Vehicles of varying ages 

and in varying stages of disintegration or restoration lie under shade cloth or in the zinc 

structures alongside every house.  

Most of the garden gates have illustrations of Alsation dogs attached to them. The 

Belings’ corrugated iron garage also has a sign: Danger/Ingozi: beware of dogs and owner. 

The houses in these few blocks are all prefabricated, hot in summer and hostile in winter, and 

their garden paths are strips of cement laid straight and narrow. Lawns and hedges are 

trimmed like army haircuts but foliage is not abundant so that there is a spare and unforgiving 

aspect to the neighbourhood. Although the streets have soothing names (Dabchick, Egret, 

Heron), the closed houses give them a hunted look. 

We were so lucky to get this house. They don't advertise here. It’s by hearsay. 

See, we had to sell that house because my mother was retrenched. We still had a 

bond of a hundred thousand. Now, without my mother working, there’s no way 

we going to afford that bond of R2 500 a month. So we had to sell. After paying 

the bond off and all that, we left with R110 000. Where the hell you gonna buy a 

house for R110 000? So I thought on this area. I mean we need a roof over our 
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heads. We can’t even afford to rent a place because my mother’s not going to be 

working. So we rode through here. Me and a friend came through here about 

two, three, days, asking people. And we came across this guy who was living 

here and he said, no, he wants to sell. He said ninety thousand. And we said we’ll 

take it, you know. Please. 

But a series of inheritances in the man’s family had occurred without the property being 

transferred each time. The Belings began a protracted legal process to gain ownership but 

were required to pay occupational rent while they waited.  

It was R900 a month. Well, with my mother not working we were battling. Then 

Aunty Stella passed away. So I was expecting some money. It wasn’t much but it 

would cover the occupational rent. 

The seller, unable to wait for this estate to be wound up, demanded proof.  

He sends us a letter. We got 30 days’ notice and we must get out. Oh! I was 

under so much pressure. Lucky enough, my uncle in Pretoria managed to borrow 

us the seven thousand rand that we needed for occupational rent. He borrowed 

us the money because he knew that my aunt had passed away and I would give 

him the money. The transfers came through and now it’s our house. Might be a 

wooden house. But it’s on my name. I didn’t want to live in a house like this. I 

wanted a house. That I worked for. It’s impossible, I can’t. 

These, then, are the Belings, Neville and his family, who took me into their lives and 

put up with my intrusive ways and whose story I am trying to tell. Some of what I tell is how 

objectionable I found Neville’s father and some of how I tell you this is contained in the way 

I reference him. To his face and on these pages I call Neville’s father i.e. Neville Beling Snr, 

Mr Beling. This helps to differentiate between the two Nevilles. But also, and mostly, it helps 
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me put some distance between me and him. 

This is why when I talk about Neville’s family, I say there is Neville, there is Zilla, 

there is Terri-Ann, and there is Mr Beling. 

 

::: 
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Mr Beling 

I travel to East London to see Neville which means also that I see Zilla, his mother, the 

abiding pilot fish to his life, and it means that I do not often see Mr Beling, the father, the 

husband, the force, but I hear him, making the sounds he makes out of sight in his bedroom 

where daytime television plays. 

It is possible, regarding Mr Beling, that I took against him to save me from approaching 

his pain. I say that but I’m not sure I believe it. He used to be good with his hands and could 

make any number of things with a practical idea and a welding machine. But I think he was a 

twisted human being and even if the twisting had not been his doing originally, I feared that if 

he got too close part of me might be twisted too. But Neville was already protecting me. 

I think he’s getting jealous. I could see last weekend he was trying it. He was 

chipping in. Half the time he doesn’t know what he’s talking about, he mixes the 

truth with lies. But I didn't want to do anything cause I knew you were totally in 

the blue. You only learning now the other side of our life, and I didn’t want to 

say. I was boiling, and I thought just calm down cause you gonna hit a panic, you 

not going to know what the hell’s going on. Just keep the peace. 

Neville kept the peace on my behalf so well that for a long time I thought I was the only 

one unsettled by this man. But by then Neville and Zilla and Terri-Ann had had years of 

practise and their glassy fronts whenever Mr Beling entered the room allowed me to see them 

clearly enough that I failed to see the backstory. Until, that is, they made sure I knew. 

Terri-Ann is the first to say it. “Growing up as a little girl I actually always looked up to 

him. Only when I got older, when I could see for myself what was happening.” Since telling 

me her many unpleasant memories involving Mr Beling, Terri-Ann has had second thoughts 

about her candour and does not want the memory of her father defiled in public. I have 

therefore redacted what she said.  
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On one occasion, while we were discussing the scale of chaos the night of the shooting, 

Neville said, and it sounded nonchalant: 

I’ve had teargas in my life. Growing up, my father had tins of teargas and he 

sprayed us when we were kids. You know, like teasing us. 

I once saw Mr Beling being tender with the bird who lived in a cage in the living room. 

I watched him muttering endearments and encouragements as he wiped his mouth with the 

hanky he carried in his afflicted left hand. I watched until he and the bird were almost 

touching. Then I noticed he was tipping the cage more and more steeply, waiting for the bird 

to slide. 

He torments you and he torments you and he torments you. And no one in the 

Highgate Group knows the problems I’ve got besides the Highgate. 

Zilla never said much about her husband. But she did tell me stories about her Chappy. 

“Ag Gill, he was only a little thing like this.” She raises a flattened hand parallel with 

the floor to show the height of a child. “He was three or four years old when he was 

circumcised. My husband worked at the harbour and this one black always wanted to grab 

Neville ‘there’ and it was sore, you see, so dad says ‘Shoot him, man’. He takes the bullets 

out of his gun, gives it to Chappy, but it’s touching the ground. And this guy comes around 

the corner and here’s Chappy trying to lift this gun up. Ooph! He got a fright – he run and sat 

behind a car! My husband says to him, ‘You think that bullet won’t go through that car?’ The 

guy says, “But how can you give a little boy a gun?’ Meantime he took the bullets out!” 

I ask Neville if he remembers his father urging him to pretend-shoot a person with a 

real gun. “I just remember riding Hysters with him, fishing in the harbour, eating with him,” 

he says. But his voice is flat.  

During my second encounter with Mr Beling, he indicated he needed to tell me 

something. I had not yet heard the litany of abuses he had perpetrated but I was already afraid 
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of him. He hand-signalled that he wanted to talk alone with me, without Neville present. I 

decided to humour him while also pointing to boundaries and my priorities. “Yes,” I said, 

“we’ll go and talk somewhere else. But I’ll be back often so it won’t be today.” 

“Ja. OK.” Satisfied, Mr Beling turned towards the bedroom. Neville waited quietly 

throughout our interchange, staring at the coffee table.  

I still do not know why I appeased Mr Beling in this way except to say that I was afraid 

of him, of the force of his wrath, but that I also wanted him to trust me. He never did. Every 

single time I visited, he thundered: Where’s my book?, as if he was asking after the tooth fairy 

or the Easter bunny. From my stock of ludicrous answers, I always responded as if we were 

playing a slapstick routine and I was the fall guy. Not once was I brave enough to call him on 

his use of the possessive pronoun. 

On one visit, I rang the doorbell and stood back as always. A minute or two passed, my 

mind raced through possibilities. Neville would never leave a visitor unattended, particularly 

one he is expecting. Just as adrenalin started spiking, Mr Beling flung the door open. He 

explained with a hearty laugh that he had been watching me from behind the curtain, that he 

liked doing that. Watching people react with confusion always amused him, he said. 

Perversely, I was flooded with relief, grateful that he hadn’t thrown a teargas canister through 

the window. 

At his funeral, I heard about his good side. Apparently he sang a lot. Apparently he 

made people laugh. When he worked on the trains, apparently he waved – and smiled – at 

family members as his train went through Cambridge Station.  

I never did spend time alone with Mr Beling.  

 

::: 
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Family 

Neville Beling finds his identity in the things he does well and two of these things are 

working and driving. When Neville tells about the Highgate shooting, he starts the telling 

with the first of these preoccupations. I have heard him testify many times. Every telling 

starts the same way, mapping the same coordinates. 

I’m Neville Beling. I was 20 years old. In ’93. I was working for Da Gama. I was 

there nine months when my cousin and I decided Saturday night, the first of 

May, to go to the Highgate for a couple of drinks. 

His age at the time of the shooting haunts him and is forever coupled with memories of 

his employer. Da Gama Textiles, one of East London’s major industries, is also one of South 

Africa’s largest textile producers. Its fabrics drape the country’s windows and cover its tables 

and beds. Da Gama also produces the distinctive shweshwe cloth, once the traditional 

preserve of seSotho women and now sought after internationally by fashion designers. When 

he was 20, Neville may not have known this, and he may not have cared. Da Gama was 

simply the home he craved. In 1993 it became the home he lost.  

Neville’s sister, Terri-Ann, also worked at Da Gama (and was instrumental in Neville 

getting his job). Her own affection for the textile manufacturer has been so overlaid by her 

brother's bond with the factory that it is now impossible to separate her relationship with Da 

Gama from Neville’s. When we meet at her house, in the company of Neville and his mother, 

Zilla, it is Terri-Ann who starts the Da Gama narrative. She uses the family endearment to 

refer to her brother. 

“There were grown men who came to visit Chappy and the tears were rolling down 

their eyes,” Terri-Ann says of the siblings’ supervisors and managers.  

She, her brother, and their mother then list all the Da Gama bosses who came to see 

Neville in Frere Hospital. It is a ritual roll call, carried out with affection and regard. Once 
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they are satisfied they have not omitted anyone, Terri-Ann repeats, “Tears would drop down 

their eyes.” She points at her brother with her pinky finger. “He was so well liked at Da 

Gama. He was only working there nine months when he was shot but because he was such a 

dedicated worker, when they heard about it, it touched them as well.”  

Soon after the shooting, Da Gama directors decided to award Neville a pension. 

According to the Belings, they didn’t have to. But the fact that they did has made all the 

difference to Neville’s self-esteem. But it also keeps him alive to all that he’s missed. 

I left school in ‘89. From ‘89 to middle of ‘92, I battled to find work. Because I 

never had a matric. I had a Standard 8.3 I worked casual at the bottle store, in 

bakeries, at Coca-Cola, the abattoir. I’ve worked at Distillers, and on the 

stevedores in the harbour. But nothing permanent. 

When Da Gama came along, I had quite an opportunity. Things just kicked off so 

nice. I started in printing, went on a Hyster course, got distinction. They closed 

down printing but they didn’t want to retrench me. They were so impressed with 

my work they transferred me to tape-sizing where it was only me and Mr 

Swanepoel that were the two white guys. The rest was black men, working on 

the machines. And the managing director said to me, ‘I’m giving you a week to 

learn these machines’.  

They knew I had the ability but I needed to be pushed. Otherwise I stand back. 

He said, 'After a week if you don’t know these machines, I’m gonna fire you’. 

Yoh! I got a fright. I went to those black guys and I said, ‘Please, now you teach 

me how to use these machines’. And for that whole week I pushed and I pushed 

                                                       
3 “I was one of those people that stared out the classroom window all day, working out what I was going to do 
when I got home.” 
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and I worked. I got to know all those machines. 

Well, I’m still waiting today for him to ask me how those machines work. That’s 

how they drove me – in a nice way. He wanted me to know tape-sizing. He said 

he wanted me to take over from Swanepoel one day. I went on a safety course, 

passed it with distinction. The week before I got shot, I was the only qualified 

person to drive the massive Hysters, to bring the new weaving machines in from 

Germany. We brought in what must have been 13 or 14 million rands worth of 

machinery in that week. Then I got shot. It was all taken away from me. 

He says all this with little animation, a terrible flatness in his voice. But he also speaks 

quickly and lightly, sounding almost flippant. It’s deceptively simple. You dip your head for 

one moment to savour that first sip of beer – it’s a perfectly ordinary moment – and then, 

suddenly and instantly and irreversibly, everything is taken away. 

They had filled in forms for my apprenticeship, to study further. It was taken 

away. 

His flat voice trails off briefly but returns with more strength.  

There wasn’t one day I never wanted to go to work. That’s gone now. It was the 

best – the most amazing – company you can work for. 

Newspaper archives, however, show that various labour disputes put Da Gama in court 

more than once in the early 90s.  

Still today I praise them and I’ll always praise them. I worked for them for nine 

months. For nine months. Before I got shot. What company is gonna put you on 

a pension and a medical aid for the rest of your life? I wasn’t even there a year. 

That’s the company I worked for. 

I had the managing directors by my bedside while they were wheeling me to 
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theatre, they saw what I went through. They went through it with me. The 

impact of the Highgate on Da Gama was big. The whole of tape-sizing went 

down. Not that I was running the show. It was just everything happened that 

week.  

The woman doing the grafts on the quality of the yarn and the material that 

must go to the SABS was going on maternity leave and I had to take over her 

work. So it was two weeks I sat in her office learning how to do grafts and things 

I’d never done before. I had to learn calculators, add this up, so it’s stressful for 

me. Then I was doing my manager’s work. Plus I was doing my work. Plus I was 

riding Hyster. And there were certain things in other departments that needed 

Hysters, like taking people up to fix turbines. So I had to go and do that too.  

Jenny left that Friday. The next Monday I was supposed take over her job more 

fully. And I never got around to do it. That Saturday I got shot. When I came 

around, I just knew I must get to work. I was worried. I felt responsible. I like let 

them all down, you know.  

He starts to speak urgently now. 

I loved my job. I loved what I was doing. I just loved it. I knew there was work 

that had to be done and Jenny wasn’t there. And I was the only one trained to do 

that work. 

Zilla, who has been silent for a long time, rouses. “And that’s why the managers was so 

hurt,” she says, grinding another cigarette into a stompie. 

Over the years of interviewing Neville, I listen to the Da Gama stories multiple times 

for they are recounted at any opportunity. It sounds like Neville’s entire life is motivated by a 

tribal impulse to belong there. Then he says just that. 
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Da Gama is like a family. Everybody worked together as a team. It was like a 

family. It was – I can’t explain – it was wonderful. There was not one day I 

couldn't wait to wake up. If they asked me to work overtime, I wouldn’t think 

twice, I’d jump in. If I could work 24 hours straight, I would've done it. Not once 

did any boss come to shit on me or tell me what I haven't done. I loved every 

minute of it. And that's the worst part now, not being able to be part of that 

family. 

 

::: 
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Obesity 

When Neville speaks, he does so with more than his voice. He communicates with his 

entire body. This is not only because his body is incomplete, lacking a colon, a functional hip, 

a fully operational left hand, a load-bearing knee. It is because of his size.  

Neville Beling’s obesity makes visible his years of inactivity and depression. Beyond 

the familiar comfort of his chair in the sitting room of his home, every movement is a 

struggle. Out in the world, he is always scanning for furniture sturdy enough to support him 

and he is particularly scathing about “Tinkerbell bathrooms”. 

It is tempting to assume, even to hope, that this is a direct result of his disabilities, that 

getting shot halted everything including movement and that obesity would be the predictable 

result of being disabled by three bullets. But that would be wrong. Neville Beling was already 

clinically obese by the time he was 20. The surgeon’s medical report from the night of the 

shooting is unambiguous: “He was noted to be obese with a body mass of +/– 145 kg.”  I 

wondered whether Neville had started to take up space as a way of registering his presence 

while remaining pliantly silent. Then, following the shooting when he felt increasingly 

ignored by entities near and far, size became one way of reminding himself and society that 

he had not disappeared, would not disappear, could not disappear. Not while he sat in his 

chair. Smoking. Brooding. Unable to go anywhere but to the kitchen. 

I love cooking. But you see – [he sighs] – when you get depressed, you eat. 

When you think on stuff, you eat. When you worrying about stuff, you eat. It’s a 

comfort. I’ve got into that. So you can see, I think a lot, I worry a lot. When I 

worry and that, I eat. And I don’t need anybody to help me cook, I can do it 

myself. 

Zilla thinks out loud. “If I’ve got to eat whenever time I worry, then I dunno what I 

would look like.” 
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I just wish I couldn’t cook, but that’s a problem. I started learning from the age of 

five, six, how to cook. 

Zilla speaks accusingly. “You didn’t have to cook.”  

But I wanted to! You people were working and come home late at night and eat 

what time at night. I thought bugger this. 

For the longest time I took his body bulk to be a defence against the world and its 

onslaughts. I supposed that he used his enormous presence to communicate for him, that he 

does wish to say something and he’s using his body to say it as loudly as he can. And I 

guessed that the dual immobility of size and of disability was a constant reminder that he felt 

stripped of any other speaking voice. I don’t think these early guesses were entirely wrong. 

But they were private.  

I kept quiet because I took my interpretation of Neville Beling’s obesity to be 

embarrassingly superficial. Then I read what critics and analysts were saying about Roxane 

Gay’s book, Hunger, which is about her body and its life, and the way her body responded to 

events in her life. Every reviewer seized on Gay’s rationale for making her body huge: “I 

definitely thought, if I’m bigger, I’ll be safer.” She also writes: “I needed to feel like a 

fortress, impermeable. I ate and ate and ate in the hopes that if I made myself big, my body 

would be safe.” I wished Neville read so he could feel less alone. 

… 

Neville wants to go to the outsize clothing store in Cape Town. We have travelled to the 

Western Cape to speak alongside each other at a reconciliation conference at the University 

of Cape Town but we must also find time for this other assignment. He is so enormous he 

cannot shop at any chain store. He is so poor that opportunities like this one, a funded trip to 

a city big enough to have plus-size clothing stores, are rare. The shop is nowhere convenient, 

on the edge of a car park in a suburb both distant and flat. Many plus-size people roll towards 
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that shop. I do not want to think about this quantity of enormous people or witness so many 

of them in one space, one of the few spaces they might feel accepted. I do not want to 

consider the actions which resulted in their size, or the unseemly yards of fabric required to 

clothe them, or the difficulties presented by the simple act of dressing. I do not want to think 

about any of these things and so I detach, both mentally and physically, and remove myself to 

the only other point of interest on the edge of this car park – a baking supply store, where I 

spend an uncharacteristic amount of time eyeballing cake tins, cake decorations, and a host of 

related but unidentifiable items drawing considerable custom. I say I did not want to think 

about certain things related to the existence of an outsize outfitter and Neville’s anxious 

yearning to be in one, but that was all I could think about as I browsed the icing nozzles 

across the car park. All I could think about was the enormity of my presence in that moment 

and how I needed to make sense of it, and all I actually succeeded in thinking was ‘this is 

gross, get me out of this bind’. I did not want to be in a city that needed a plus-size store on a 

large car park and I did not want baking supplies to be the only alternative. I felt burdened by 

a trap of great weight. 

Neville grew out of his furniture because trauma gets trapped in the body. To be more 

accurate, the body gets stuck with its trauma. This is one physiological reason why people 

move compulsively once the traumatic event is past, a phenomenon observable following 

natural disasters. In the wake of hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes and such, humans 

mobilise. They help each other build shelters, drag sofas out of swamps, rescue pets, 

excoriate politicians in front of television cameras. They move like people possessed because 

they are possessed. Flooded with the stress hormone, cortisol, they act to disperse its grip. 

Screaming during assault is not just self-protection, for instance, it’s also the body draining 

off the flood of a massive adrenalin attack. 

But motion, as I understand such a response to trauma, is not solely caused by 
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communal altruism and self-help. Bodies move in lieu of speaking. When what you have 

undergone is beyond language because it is inexpressible, then what’s left to you is acting. 

The body won’t forget even though the brain might seek to. The body won’t forget even 

when language forsakes it. 

In the vacuum of traumatic silence, what remains to survivors are their symptoms. Guilt 

and rage, for instance, can become part of a survivor’s story by giving form to their 

desolation. This is what psychiatrist and Holocaust researcher Henry Greenspan proposes. 

That, after fundamentally untellable experiences, the recounting of those experiences can be 

achieved in other ways. In place of story, he says, there is “not story” and that not-story can 

be recounted by a survivor’s very life. It becomes a kind of text as they put on display, before 

an eye-averting audience, what language cannot articulate and listeners cannot bear hearing. 

If lives can be texts in this way, then surely our bodies can too, and this is how I came to 

understand Neville’s great bulk to be the most lucid account of his vulnerability. 

 

::: 
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Stock cars 

Like Da Gama Textiles, stock car racing is one of Neville’s spiritual homes and, like his 

nine-month career at the textile factory, it was blown up by the Highgate attack. But almost 

every month when he goes to the track meeting, he transforms there into a Neville I do not 

recognise: ebullient and alive in text messages and late-night phone calls. 

You missed a lot! Prem-Prem4 rolled four times! It was spectacular, there was 

nothing left of the car. The drive shaft dropped out of the car and hooked onto 

the ground which lifted him up nose first. So it was a spectacular roll! 

At a conversational loss, I ask about safety precautions. 

That’s what all the bars are for, and he was strapped in. Those safety belts cost 

two-and-a-half thousand rand, and your car gets scrutineered before you 

allowed on the track. No, it’s nice. You just roll and have fun. It was one of those 

wonderful rolls, he didn’t even hit the fence. I can’t wait to get the DVD and 

watch it again. 

If you want a gentleman’s sport, go play golf. If you want to bark like a dog, don’t 

piss like a puppy. You either born a racing driver or you not a racing driver. 

I incline to the view that you’re either born a racing spectator or you’re born to lie on 

the couch and read books. Nevertheless, I agree to join him at the April race meeting. “We 

will be paralytic drunk,” Neville promises. He describes the stunt he imagines himself 

performing. Two walls of fire, facing each other, with two cars on a figure-of-eight course 

having to cross each other at a critical moment to make it through their respective firewalls.  

It must be nice and hot – if you haven’t shaved, you won’t have to shave for a 

week. Are you understanding what I mean? 

                                                       
4 Prem-Prem (real name: Vuyani Jakavu) is the only driver of colour in the Border Stock Car Association. 
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“I understand you have a great need for adrenalin,” I say.  

I promise you, once you been on this track it eats you like a cancer. 

Finally, after a fortnight of frequent telephone conversations, and after I have arrived at 

Neville’s home suitably early, and after the car has been packed with treats befitting the 

importance of the day, Neville and I leave for the track. He needs to get there first so he can 

park where he wants to, which is in a small area demarcated for disabled drivers and furthest 

from the crowd. It will be hours before the bleachers fill with fans but he wants time to get 

settled.  

Music he has selected especially for today plays on the car’s sound system. John 

Mellencamp’s “Authority” ushers us into the grounds of the Border Stock Car Association, a 

five-minute drive from Neville’s house. We arrive four hours before the first race. No other 

life is visible, though there are goats nibbling grass. Neville eases his Opel Astra into his 

chosen spot facing the track. He is a precise driver, leaving the maximum amount of space for 

other disabled parkers.  

Me, I don't take chances. But now we’re sitting with a broken toilet. 

This is true. When he opens his car door, it brushes against the door of a portable toilet. 

The door, detached from its main structure, leans towards our car. I scan the long grass 

around the silent track. There is no other portable toilet in sight. Neville and I somehow 

heave and jostle the reluctant door back onto its hinges. We both vow not to need a bathroom 

today and return to our seats in the front of his car.  

What do you think of the track? 

Neville sounds expectant. He reaches for the six-pack behind his seat. He explains that 

this is a small track, just a quarter of a mile, which makes it one of the hardest tracks to race. 

As soon as your foot’s flat and you’re picking up speed it’s time for the next bend. East 

London drivers do well elsewhere because they’ve earned their stripes on a tough track. Even 
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though stock car drivers operate only in second gear (you don’t want to waste time and torque 

changing gears, and you need to keep the revs up), they reach speeds of 120 km/h on the 

short straight. So it’s easy to mistime an overtake, or tap another competitor (which is 

illegal), or be tapped and end up hitting the wire fence. “Tasting the fence” it’s called. Such 

action, as long as it doesn’t involve one of your relatives, is also what we’ve come for. 

Neville explains these basics with mild authority. This Neville is new to me – 

effervescent, triumphal. But he’s also edgy. The stakes are high. Jody must win or the day 

could be ruined for every Beling.  

Jody is Terri-Ann’s son, Neville’s nephew, born in 1996. Like his uncle, Jody also lives 

with a name inhabited by an elder. He was named after South Africa’s only Formula One 

driver good enough to have an international reputation. Jody Scheckter revved more than just 

engines when he was on top of his game in the 1970s – millions of young South Africans 

idolised the handsome homeboy who won the 1979 F1 world championship.5  

Jody’s uncle, his mother, and both his maternal grandparents have all raced stock cars. 

In their hearts, they still do. So, every time Jody roars away from a start, he is racing for the 

entire family. When Jody turned eleven, his mother asked him what she could buy for his 

birthday. “A 1600 motor,” said Jody. 

Stock car racing rules dictate that drivers under the age of 14 are confined to smaller 

engines. Some young drivers allegedly race modified engines and, even though he frequently 

wins in his 1400, Jody can’t wait to race on equal terms. Years have passed since my first 

stock cars date and Jody has since become a champion dirt track racing driver, commanding 

his Late Model V8. But I will always remember him as the angelic blond boy in the 

overgrown car on a hot April evening in 2007.  

                                                       
5 Jody Scheckter, who was born in East London, raced 113 races in his career and provided Ferrari with its last 
winner until Michael Schumacher 21 years later. 
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As Neville and I relax into our drinking positions, Neville silences the car’s CD in 

submission to ACDC’s “Thunder”, the first track to crackle out of the Border Stock Car 

Association’s speaker system. Tannoy-like loudspeakers are mounted high up the two tall 

poles in the dustbowl at the track’s centre. Underneath the speaker cones, track officials and 

emergency vehicles start gathering. Neville notes who’s on duty. Scores of engines rev and 

roar, rehearsing for later. The surround-sound cacophony is already immense.  

Meanwhile, spectators’ vehicles are cruising the perimeter of the track. Many of them 

choose, like us, to park facing the track. Bakkies, however, prefer to reverse into place 

allowing a lowered tailgate to meet the small embankment to create a personalised ‘box’ for 

the occasion with space for cooler boxes, mattresses and sleeping children. Immediately 

behind us in the disabled parking area is the main parking area where scores of cars park. 

These people, with their cooler boxes, multiple food containers and duvets, fill the bleachers 

further along from us. Braai fires are lit, bottles and packets of crisps are opened, children 

gang up and start roving.  

Two other cars fill the available space in the disabled area. There’s Mike, who drives a 

1970s Ford Fairlane 500 specially modified for him as he is an amputee. His white hair flows 

from his receding hairline down to his collar. Mike’s grandson races. Parked between us and 

Mike is a white minibus. The minibus is tattooed under its wing mirror with the skeleton of a 

cowboy wearing a ten-gallon stetson, his hanging arm bones poised for a quick and boney 

draw. Neville’s not seen the van here before and frequently wonders out loud who this could 

be. 

“Anyone taken a big shit here?” A big man addresses his rhetorical question towards us. 

“I hope not,” he says, and we witness the toilet door’s first challenger.  

I walk over to Neville’s parents, sitting with Terri-Ann in her vehicle on the other side 

of the spectator stand. On the way I pass a middle-aged man. “I've come to drink and to 
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watch my son fuck up,” he announces. “He drives like a k*****.”  

“You must expect to hear swearing,” Neville warns a little late, and partly as a pre-

confession. “It’s not for the faint-hearted, stock cars.” A boy-child of about four staggers past. 

He wears a Superman T-shirt and carries a full beer tankard roughly upright. An abrupt 

change of musical style and tempo issues from the tannoy. Abba switches to a lilting 

squashbox melody. “Dutchman boere music now,” Neville says and turns to his nephew now 

at his window. 

Jody has the good looks of a tanned 11-year-old blond South African heartbreaker and 

the quiet assurance that allows him to drive an adult’s 1400cc sedan at 100km/h around the 

race track before us. Too shy to greet me with words, he stands at Neville’s window, 

receiving direction from his most ardent fan and most critical coach. Neville exhorts him to 

win, to put foot, to drive without fear, to forget those are his friends and, well, to put foot. 

“OK Uncle Chappy,” Jody says gently, and turns towards the pits. 

Karl Weber, who lost his left arm in the Highgate attack, joins us and is now drinking 

beer on the back seat. We eat the polony sandwiches and hotdogs Zilla made in my honour. 

Karl and I eat more than Neville, who says he is too worried about Jody to eat much. He and 

Karl make sweeping predictions about the evening’s races, and Karl issues decisive 

judgments on women nearby. “Now that’s a sweet tjerrie,” he says often. Sometimes I rise to 

his bait and deliver a caustic feminist lecture, but he smiles and tells me I’m also an okay 

tjerrie. Through all of this, and through a couple more beers, Karl and Neville make frequent 

unheralded references to activities the Highgate survivors are preparing for: a Healing of 

Memories workshop in Cape Town and a memorial service on 1 May at the Highgate Hotel. 

Their shared history is never far away.  

“Neville!” I prepare to remonstrate with him as he chucks another empty can out his 

window. I abhor litter, but I also don’t want to cross the invisible boundaries that still patrol 
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our relationship. I’m supposed to be the observer of his life, not a judge. “You can’t just do 

that!” I feel sharp but I press on. “Give me your rubbish and I’ll throw it away for you.” My 

martyred voice startles me. But Neville is unperturbed. “Everyone does it,” he counters 

amiably. “You’ll see at the end.” 

But I have miles to go before the end. 

… 

At last it’s 5pm, which is only the beginning, time for the parade lap which precedes 

the first race. A wave of engine noise and fuel fumes breaks over all of us, over the braai 

fires, the broken toilet, the tjerries and the groupies. It is four hours since we arrived. The 

sun, now dropping behind us, has lost none of its heat. I scrabble in my bag for painkillers 

and switch from beer to water.  

Wedged into the pack of metal swaggering round the track, Jody is driving his Datsun 

1400, arm nonchalantly resting out of the window. His friends hang out of the other apertures. 

Stock car doors are welded shut so that they don’t pop open on impact. Also parading are 

Neville’s cousin, a clutch of men from the Frohbus family who race to win, and a young 

woman in a turquoise and purple Golf called Bad Girl 93. She races the division above 

Jody’s, and her younger sister uses the same car to race against Jody. There’s a Golf with its 

guts out, a car that resembles a Mercedes, and a Ford Escort – as far as I am able to judge the 

car that has remained most faithful to its original incarnation. But it’s what lies under the 

bonnet that counts, not looks. 

Suddenly, a near-silence falls. The parade is over. Neville switches from beer to whisky 

and Sprite. A girl of about 11 walks past. Bad Girl in gothic script is inked over her kidneys. 

She walks alone, with the groupie’s air of simultaneous self-confidence and vulnerable 

yearning. 

Finally – finally – the first race is about to start. Beginners rev and sputter at the flag. 
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They thrust forward. The noise is exclusive, shutting out thought and banging mercilessly on 

the brain. Clods of mud thump onto the bonnet of Neville’s car. He waves his cigarette 

towards the Mercedes called Phantom, dawdling around the track behind all the others. “He 

might as well go to the old age home now.” Suddenly smoke issues out of nowhere and I feel 

my body recoil: I haven’t had time to get used to this onslaught of noise and mud and circular 

craziness, please don’t let this be an accident already. Nope, it’s just the nearby braai 

registering its own sputtering start to the day. And then the world falls silent. A driver called 

André has won. He drives once around the track with the chequered flag of a winner 

snapping out of the window and the multiple dings of a fighter pock-marking his machine. 

“People here don’t know how to piss straight,” says a man leaving the green toilet. 

By the time the 2.1 class cars race, the pages of my notebook are gritty and we have all 

taken body hits of mud clods. But none of this discomfort matters, or even registers, because 

the pressure is on now and we have work to do. These are the serious boys and they have 

noise to make, wheels to spin. At least one guy’s fitted his machine with a R70 000 engine. 

“But,” Neville declares, “you know what they say – money talks and bullshit walks. Someone 

needs to put that windgat in the fence.” He draws seriously on his cigarette, reaches for his 

whisky and Sprite. The noise breaks over us again. As the pack screeches and roars past us, a 

child rushes at the fence, yelling with glee. I know the child is screaming because his mouth 

is wide open, and I know it’s with delight because his arms are spread in wide embrace. But 

all I can hear is The Noise. It’s like being dumped by a wave on the beach; your senses are 

snapped away from your brain and then you come up full of sand and gasping for air. As the 

cars leave the track, the commentator says: “If anyone can tell me that’s a Ford 69 body, I 

dunno, I’ll have to believe them.” 

Hot Rods shudder onto the track. These monsters make a huge noise; it reverberates in 

your chest cavity and cuts you off from the sunset. The race has to restart, which heightens 
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the tension. An Audi soon puts a rival in the fence. Jody’s father is racing in a funky yellow 

mini with an attenuated bonnet. We shout for him every time he roars past our corner but you 

have to be careful about when to shout or flying mud could fill your mouth.  

The Hot Rods aren’t even off the track when Neville yells: “Now it’s the V8s!” He’s 

been waiting for this race for weeks. “That guy,” he shouts, pointing to a hunk of metal and 

fumes, “is here to take the others out – and he’s put about two tons of cement in to hold that 

V8 down.” Off track, we’re starting to recognise the guy who now comes out of the toilet. 

“What’s going on with me?” he asks us, which is roughly what we were wondering.  

“Check at this! They can’t catch him!” It’s Karl, reminding us what we’re here for. I see 

a mohican vehicle, its exhaust looped ostentatiously over its roof, and a yellow vehicle that 

looks like an origami sculpture. The guy in the fence (when did that happen?) keeps trying to 

reverse into the traffic but he needn’t bother to re-enter the race because there’s no 

competition – Keith Frohbus is way ahead. Karl’s right: they can’t catch him. As the V8s 

exit, taking their noise with them, space returns to my ribcage and my breathing lengthens. 

The toilet guy’s back. “Make sharp in there bru,” he says to the closed door. 

It’s time for the second heat, time for all the classes to go round and round again, time 

for more dust, more mud, more noise, another siege on the senses. Jody lines up with the 

other beginners and Neville starts communicating with his oblivious nephew on the track. 

“Remember to keep your pace, Jody.” The cars are revving, waiting for the flag to drop. “Go! 

Yes! Go! He rides hey?” I cannot answer, transfixed by the sight of Jody sliding past us, his 

car sideways to the track. “Just don’t fuck up and spin off,” Neville responds. Jody corrects 

and faces the straight, just as though he’d heard his uncle. “Don’t take your foot off till you 

see the flag!” Neville shouts. Jody wins by a lap even though he’s handicapped by age and 

engine size. He takes his lap of honour nonchalantly, cradling the winner’s flag in the crook 

of his right arm, steering with his left. “He can come to me for one-arm training,” says Karl 
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with a beam. But Neville’s not laughing, he’s not even listening. “That’s my boy,” he says 

quietly and reaches for his glass. 

… 

The night has become inky, the track lights shine down on dust and testosterone and the 

hopes of so many backyard mechanics. A tap in one race has stuck two cars together like 

metallic Siamese twins. They complete the race conjoined at the bumper like mating flying 

ants. Afterwards they have to be sawn apart with a show of angle-grinding sparks. The 

commentator says he’s never seen anything like it. But Neville retorts: “Rubbish! Cars have 

been doing that since the 60s already.” That morning, Neville’s father had told me the 

commentator would be a pawpaw.  

Every now and then, a car is obscured by its own emissions and falters to a halt in the 

centre of the track. But mostly the cars go round and round, round and round. My ears hurt. 

They haven’t felt like this since the 70s, when I entered a disco by mistake. Neville continues 

to holler for his man in each race. He encourages, admonishes, blesses. Every fibre of him is 

on this track, crackling with life. This is his natural element. It is at once exhilarating and 

tender to see him as I never have before – so successfully taken out of himself, yet forever 

becalmed in his car next to the portaloo with the broken door. He drinks a lot of whisky with 

the Sprite. I can’t tell if that’s because race day is party day or if it’s to help keep the race 

track on the other side of the fence. 

… 

I am aware that Neville and I are both aware that we both watch the toilet-users, 

wordlessly assessing the brave and the bladder-weary. I note that hair is cut with the clippers 

on number one or is styled into a country-and-western length at the back. Some people – 

usually mothers herding children – bear their own toilet paper. Every time the young blonde 
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guy with the frequency problem leaps past, Neville and I exchange a twinkle and take another 

sluk of our drinks. We’re holding to our early afternoon oath – no ways are we venturing into 

a portaloo with a broken door that long since has been off its hinges. Now we are forced to 

break our complicit silence by the couple who together heaved the door back in place. They 

have been inside a long time – well, longer than it takes two people to pee anyway. All this 

time, four fingers have been visible gripping the upper right corner of the door where 

efficient hinges might otherwise be. Neville and I speculate on how the couple might have 

engineered things in view of the fact that two people in a portaloo is a lot of people. “I know 

a lot of babies made at stock cars,” he says, and throws his empty cigarette box out the 

window. 

… 

“I’ve had three guns,” Neville says, the way a person does when they’re saying 

something perfectly normal. Cars are still roaring round and round in front of us, couples lope 

past and into the nearby bushes, more and more pissing gets done outside the toilet since the 

door – difficult enough for an able-bodied person to manage while sober – has become 

intractable to the truly drunk. “I've sat in my car in the bush with a gun in my hand,” Neville 

continues. “But something told me it’s not the right thing to do.”  

Karl’s been silent in the back seat but now he says softly, “I left home, slept in the car 

for three days. But I couldn’t do it.” All three of us are silent. “Ja,” says Karl, “I know what 

I’ve gone through. I walked around for a year with my only arm in a sling. I couldn’t do 

anything. Not a thing. I had to ask someone to wipe my arse.” There’s another sudden lull 

between races. In the twilight of Neville’s car, we hold the silence between us. But I can feel 

Karl struggling with the lingering shame of his last sentence and an old, old anger. “She 

wasn’t there to lie in blood,” he says with sudden vehemence, referring to someone who has 

talked to him recently of restorative justice. “She wasn’t there to stink thick red hot blood.” 
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He breathes a bit. “We didn’t go to war. We are innocent people.” 

Neville responds with the words that have helped him through the years. “You can’t 

hide away from fate,” he says, “if it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be.”  

But Karl hasn’t finished. “I’d ducked away from a drunk friend going to Port Alfred 

that night. I said to him, ‘No, I don’t want to get killed.’ Funny enough, I nearly get killed. 

Hey! What’s this?” Karl yanks us back from the other world. Wade, Jody’s half-brother, is 

leading the race. We watch cars follow Wade round and round. Then a driver we all know 

loses a tyre on the corner directly beneath us. It’s Donald Page, husband of Lyndene whose 

brother Deon died in the Highgate shooting. We climb out of our own car, lunge at the fence 

to participate in the drama. Lyndene has told me that, after an accident, guys are sore for a 

week. Like Obelix lifting a menhir, the towing guy lifts Donald’s car onto the tow hitch of his 

truck. Donald and his car leave the track for the night. Neville sends two boys to the pits to 

give Jody messages from his uncle. The night continues as though none of us had ever 

mentioned suicide, but I will go home with a new piece of the puzzle. However many beers 

Neville drinks at stock cars, however much whisky and Sprite balances on the steering 

column of his Opel Astra, when Highgate enters the conversation, inserting its jagged peaks 

and shadowed crevasses, Neville switches. Immediately he is grave, his vocabulary changes 

and, like a watchful animal, his demeanour quietens. Stock cars he loves; but it’s for the 

Highgate shooting he lives. 

… 

Later, when we leave, the car does breaststroke through drifts of trash. Neville was 

right. Everyone at stock cars drops their rubbish wherever they stand or sit or lie alongside 

the track. Even before the spectators’ cars have left the silenced track, squads of children 

from the adjacent settlement are scouring the fallout, picking the litter clean. They examine 

the ground beneath the tiered stands, stopping to up-end bottles and cans into their mouths. 
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Several months later I returned to stock cars with Neville. But between my two visits, I 

messaged him after every meeting to signal my continuing interest: Hey neville, how was the 

racing? Wot did I miss? 

Once, within minutes, this reply: Hi gill u mist lots. It was very good. Jody won every 

race and the finals. And a guy got burnt. 

 

::: 
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Fate 

“What did I live for that night?” Neville often asks this, usually rhetorically, but his 

mother and sister answer him anyway. The Belings’ conversations, when they take an 

existential turn, pursue similar tracks. Here is an example, one of many: 

I’m not even a drinker, it’s not like I needed a drink. I just wanted to go out. 

When my friend heard, he blamed himself. But there’s no-one to blame.  It was 

meant to be. 

Then one or other of this family will agree that the events of that night were meant to 

be, or they will say something like it, and the words appear to soothe Neville a little. “It 

wasn’t your time to go, my child,” Zilla will say.  

Sometimes he bothers this explanation with a range of questions that push back against 

predestination. But none of his questions can be answered. Still he circles possibilities. And 

always he returns to fate, to the hand of God, or both. 

Consider, for instance, the role of the abovementioned friend. His name is Reg and he 

and Neville spent a great deal of time together. For Reg’s birthday, which is 30 April, Neville 

had planned an elaborate dinner date for the two of them as a surprise for Reg. But various 

unforeseen forces conspired so that this plan fell apart, and Neville took himself out for a 

consolatory drink with his cousin instead. 

What would have happened if we did go out that night? Would I of missed the 

Highgate shooting? If we’d rocked up there together – for some reason if he was 

with – would he have been shot? Would he have been lucky, would he of been 

killed? 

Here there is a long pause during which we both are silent. 

Would I of missed the Highgate? 

Consider this. Many of the Highgate Hotel’s pub regulars – the people who sit in their 
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favourite spots and order the same drink at the same time on the same night of every week, 

the people who felt each other as family – weren’t there on 1 May 1993. One of them had a 

birthday party elsewhere that night and most of the regulars had gone there. This, explains 

Neville, is what makes people think ‘it could’ve been me’. Zilla, who is paging through a file 

of cards and letters, says, “When Chappy was shot I got so many flowers and letters from 

people I didn’t even know.”  

But it turns out it was us. 

Consider, too, the way a personnel officer at Da Gama Textiles went out of her way to 

persuade the new employee to join the company’s medical aid. Issy Scrooby is small and 

neat, with perfect make-up. Her eyes are dark brown and large. I meet her at Da Gama’s 

Zwelitsha factory just before she leaves work one day 15 years after the attack. “Neville 

started with us as an apprentice,” she recalls. “Shame, when they started as apprentice they 

didn’t earn lots of money. So they had the choice of joining the medical aid or not. I said to 

him ‘I know young people don’t like to join the medical aid because they think they going to 

be healthy for ever’. I spoke to him and I spoke to him. That Friday I said, ‘Nev, please, I 

really think you should join. Come on now.’ He filled in the forms, he signed them for me. 

And the next day – ” She claps her hands together, just once. “Hah! I was gobsmacked. I 

mean, I was absolutely totally gobsmacked. I was shattered. He was such a young guy, such a 

vibrant person.” 

She kept hassling me the whole week to sign the forms. I was so busy with the 

new machines coming in from Germany, so I signed them on the Friday with a 

huff and puff because I was stressed. And I was shot on the Saturday. 

It is not fanciful to believe that, without the kind of medical attention that a well-funded 

medical aid offers, Neville would have died after those three bullets. Again and again, Neville 

falls back on the only logic he can fathom. 
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You can’t hide away from fate. If it’s meant to be, it's meant to be. Things 

happen for a reason. We may not know today or tomorrow, but one day all will 

be revealed. 

God knows Neville and knowing this consoles all the Belings. “You were baptised how 

many months before you were shot?” Zilla wants to be reminded. 

“That’s another thing!” Terri-Ann seizes on the extraordinary timing of Neville’s 

baptism. “He was the one that pushed it!” And Neville tells us all the comforting story.  

The new church was being built and I said, 'I'm one of the first to be baptised 

there'. And I was.  

Silence. We all wait. 

Then, two months after that –  

There is nothing more to say. 

Two months after Neville was baptised, his most fateful day began long before that first 

sip of beer. 

It started from that morning. It wasn’t lekker. A puff adder appeared along the 

wall of the swimming pool. Me and Roland killed it. But it was only after the 

shooting that the memory came back.  

Like in the Bible, the snake resembles the devil. We’ve always said – I dunno how 

to put it into words – that, by us killing that snake, do you think it’s like a bad 

omen? 

The Belings lived in the last house in the road, adjacent to bush, so snakes in the garden 

would surely not have been unusual. But I do not say this. I ask, “Do you wish you’d let the 

snake go free?”  

Yeah. I wonder what would’ve happened if we did. It was lying there looking at 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



57 
 

 

us, it wasn’t doing any harm. It was strange that Roland and I saw it together, 

killed it together, and were shot together that same day. Coincidence? A person 

thinks on these things. What you done that day, could you have avoided it? What 

. . . you know? 

What Neville also thinks on, over and over, is the way that day unfolded itself to 

become that night. 

I couldn’t tell it at the time but your soul just wasn’t resting. I couldn’t sit still. I 

went to bed then I got out of bed again. It’s like watching a movie – still. How I 

was getting myself ready to go out.  

If I only went to sleep. 

In the movie of his memory, two things stand clear: the route he and Roland took to get 

to the Highgate and the Prince song that was playing when they entered the Highgate car 

park. 

As we hit Cambridge, Prince was on the tape. ‘All seven and you’ve watched 

them fall’. There were seven of us injured. 

Months after softly singing this line to me, Neville tells documentary maker Mark 

Kaplan about the Prince song playing on the car’s tape deck as he and Roland approached the 

Highgate, and how the tape jammed as they entered the hotel car park, and how Neville 

refused to abandon his favourite tape; how he fiddled with it until he freed it, delaying their 

entry to the bar – delayed, possibly by fate, so that they ended up directly in front of the 

gunman who shot them minutes later. Kaplan located the full lyrics of Prince’s “7” and 

emailed them to Neville who immediately sent me a text message: Hi gill I still cant get over 

those words ? Of seven. And at the end 12 soles get 2gether ? 7+5=12. Neville 

So I call him. He can’t wait to talk.  

It’s even scarier than what I thought it could be. I sat the whole day reading it, 
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reading it, reading it. It really feels like the past is haunting you. Prince sings 

about blood and smoke. That ambulance guy said when they were called to an 

attack, they didn’t know what to expect but when they got there they thought 

the Highgate was on fire. 

Was it a warning? Something higher than what we know? Is there any other 

attack where the people can say something like this happened? There’s 

something not right with this whole picture. It’s scary: did I cheat death? It’s too 

many coincidences in one song. 

The Prince song on the jammed tape came at the end of a long drive. In retrospect, the 

route the boys took to get to the Highgate that night appears to Neville to have been an 

inexorable journey towards their fate. And that Prince’s song sealed that fate.  

It is philosophers who point out that life can only be understood backwards but it must 

be lived forwards. And it is literary theorists who describe the foreshadowing that fiction uses 

to feed the neurological need to find meaning in otherwise random events. Foreshadowing 

succeeds when the reader draws a line between narrative dots and arrives at the end of a book 

with the outline of a shape. This is how I understand Neville Beling’s obsessive compulsion 

to review the sequence of events that led to a different life. And I understand that fate might 

be a reasonable explanation for those events. I have started to think more like Haruki 

Murakami. We live our lives, he said, viewing things that came about through accident and 

happenstance as the sole possible reality. 

For this reason, I ask Neville to take us – you and me – on a drive. He’s done this drive 

only once before, on 1 May 1993. That time, he had no need to make sense of it. 

 

::: 
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The route taken that night 

The hours preceding 10pm That Night, when Neville and his cousin arrived at and then 

left multiple destinations, seemed to me to be the fate-laden pivot of his narrative and that the 

closest I could get to understanding his understanding of destiny would be to travel that 

distance with him to watch his fate unfold. So it was that the two of us set off one morning 15 

years later to relive the time between 7pm when he left home and 10pm when he never 

returned. It was my first time following the route he and Roland took that night, and Neville’s 

first time since the night of 1 May 1993. Despite the route being pre-ordained, neither of us 

knew where we were taking ourselves. 

“This is where it started.” 

Neville has driven us to Thornycroft Road, a suburban road of generously proportioned 

properties on the edge of East London in an area called Summerpride. We slow to a crawl 

outside the last house, number 42. This was where the Belings lived. 

Neville stops outside his old house. The long vibacrete wall is unpainted. I wonder 

what the people inside are doing right now. “The driveway’s still the same,” Neville 

observes. “I came down that driveway and turned to go pick up Roland.” He zeroes the 

speedometer.  

Minutes later, Neville pulls up outside the Parkers’ house in Morningside. “I parked my 

car here on the grass,” he gestures. A frangipani tree prevents us from parking in precisely the 

same place, so we stare in silence at the grass instead of parking on it. I don’t have to wonder 

about the people inside this house; Roland still lives there with his parents, just as he did 

then. 

“And then here,” says Neville, stopping at the first intersection after the Parkers’ house, 

“we were figuring out where we gonna go to. We decide, okay, we go to the Conti.” He 

swings left with the ease of familiarity, towards the Continental Hotel. “That night I would 
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have sailed up here.” Amalinda’s main road is wide, its curves sinuous. A road made for 

sailing. He navigates the turning circle outside Frere Hospital with accomplished ease. “We 

came past Frere not knowing in a few hours we’d be back.” He accelerates out of the circle. 

“We’d have gone down Oxford Street to check it out, see if there’s a car there to dice. 

But we never diced that night.” At my request, Neville explains how to see if there’s a car to 

dice and, having found one, how to dice. As the explanation ends, we find ourselves almost at 

the seafront, outside what was the Continental Hotel. 

“It was built like a ship, with holes – you know, where the cabins are.” 

“Portholes?” 

“The portholes. They were over here.” He points to an edifice of imitation stone. In 

1993 this entrance led to a club called Head Office, with a deck similar to that of a ship’s and 

on which Neville intended to sit that night. Now a gym is visible upstairs, its treadmill 

joggers going nowhere behind the windows overlooking the car park. Neville says: “These 

cars have taken my parking but we parked over there. Against that pavement. By this green 

car. And we had to walk up. My cigarettes were in the car. I was prepared to start ordering 

drinks and then Roland just come and fetch my smokes. But he’s a non-smoker so I spose he 

thought ‘stuff that, I don’t smoke’.” 

“And he’s not your servant.” 

If my judgmental comment surprised Neville, he gave no indication. But it surprised 

me. I’d never have said anything so personal at the start of our relationship. As we leave the 

car park at the southwestern end of East London’s seafront, I consider rueing my interjection. 

But I decide instead to appreciate the ease between us. 

As the road straightens out into the ribbon of tar that edges Beacon Bay, Neville slows 

the car. “We took a slow drive, lighting a smoke.” He pauses briefly. “It was still early in the 

evening.” 
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Neville does not say: What was the hurry? We were two young men with far more than 

an evening ahead of us. 

Just then, Belinda Carlisle’s voice bursts out of the car’s CD player. “Ooh, heaven is a 

place on earth,” she promises. 

We dawdle along the seafront road before swinging left, away from the sea. “The Dorch 

we going to now was owned by Martin Whitaker’s brother,” he says. Neville keeps track of 

people, links in the loops of East London connections.  

Martin Whitaker was killed by Dumisani Ncamazana, a former APLA cadre who was 

granted a presidential pardon in 2002. Although he had been granted amnesty for some of his 

attacks, Ncamazana was still serving time for others. Two weeks after Ncamazana’s 

controversial release, he killed Whitaker in his shop. “We knew the family for years at the 

Dorch,” Neville explained. “And Martin was manager at the Highgate because his family 

owned that too. But he wanted to be in business on his own and when he finally bought that 

shop in Dawn, he was so proud of it. Knowing what a wonderful person he was – so soft-

hearted, he would take the shirt off his back if you needed it – made his death a terrible 

thing.” Ncamazana had never been linked to the first Highgate attack on 1 May 1993, but his 

involvement in the second (failed) attack and in the attack on the Da Gama bus put Neville on 

permanent Ncamazana alert. A few days after Whitaker’s murder, at the Democratic 

Alliance’s request, Neville and other Highgate survivors attended a meeting. “We met with 

Tony Leon at Andrew Whitaker’s house – Martin’s brother. There’s just a link to us in some 

strange way.” 

We arrive at the cousins’ next attempt to find a quiet drink. “This was the Dorch – the 

Dorchester Hotel. Same entrance but modified today.” Evidence of building activity spills 

onto the road; further modification is underway. “When we came here, everything was 

closed. They were busy renovating. Well, they still renovating.” It’s a classic Neville 
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rejoinder and we both laugh. Neville accelerates away from the rubble. He and Roland 

wouldn’t have lingered outside the Dorchester either. 

“Just around the corner was the Prawn Inn.” 

“Where you should have been.” 

“Where I should have been.” 

Neville’s surprise birthday celebration for his best friend, Reg, had been booked at the 

seafood restaurant. But Reg hadn’t shown up, Neville cancelled the dinner reservation, and 

recruited his cousin to help him lift low spirits.  

“Then we think, where now? Okay, let’s go to Moby Dick. We went down the hill.” 

Neville takes me down the same hill. “This was open ground, where the AWB had their 

memorial.” 

In the weeks following the shooting, the AWB capitalised on the city’s heightened 

emotions and arranged ostentatious displays of support, including a posse of large black 

motorbikes whose riders revved their machines to match the rhythmic rallying call of “aar-

veer-beer aar-veer-beer”. Mr Beling filmed the event and lengthy footage now resides on the 

same videotape as Mr Beling’s footage of Neville’s early months in hospital. We are silent as 

Neville drives. We do not discuss what was thought then and what is thought now. 

Easing over traffic calming obstacles, Neville resumes his commentary. “By now we’ve 

decided Moby Dick, next stop. If there wasn’t such things as humps, you could race down 

here. I’m telling you, nice drags down here.”  

“You’ve had nice drags down here?” 

“Ja.” 

“Then I guess these humps were put here to put an end to people like you.” 

“Yip.” I realise again how tolerant Neville is. Again I fail to apologise. Afterwards, 

when I review our morning and its arc through time, I see the metaphoric route we both took 
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while travelling history’s physical route. My reporter self observes this strange me who 

relaxes her vigil on impartial observation. My kinder self understands my harsh comments as 

inept protection against the anarchy of pain. My truthful self knows that my relationship to 

Neville’s story has finally become personal.  

The road turns inland. “This is where Bernice’s daughter was killed,” he says. Just 

months after Bernice Whitfield’s husband, Deric, was killed in the Highgate shooting, a 

drunk driver killed her daughter who was walking with her brother near a restaurant. A court 

ruled that the driver need only pay a fine. 

“We came here,” Neville says, “and there was nothing, absolutely nothing. It was 

closed. We thought, ‘ag no, now what’.” He makes thinking sounds and a cranking motion 

with his finger. “Okay, let’s go to Gonubie Hotel. We’ll have supper first, so we’ll go to 

Kentucky.” He turns in the restaurant car park. “Parked here too in my young days.” He 

explains that when this restaurant was The Beach Burger, friends would gather in the carpark 

and have a few drinks from supplies kept in their cars. 

“So,” I say, hardly believing what I am saying, “it’s no surprise there was a drunk 

driver coming up this road.” Again Neville disregards my acidity. 

“It’s nice to race up here.” He sounds excited. “You take the exhaust off, like I told you, 

and come racing up here – waaaaaah!” He imitates the sound of a good race, or maybe it’s 

the sensation of a good race. What Neville had told me is this: “Me and Reginald would go to 

his house, take the exhaust off my car, then go out. You must hear that thing bark! We went 

down that hill past the Windmill in second gear. I let the clutch out – WHAAAAAR! An old 

man was sitting on the wall, he fell right off! Flames were coming out from underneath the 

car. Yoh! It was loud!” While Neville explains the finer points of dicing and dragging, I 

notice what’s playing on his car’s mp3 player: “Road to Nowhere” by Talking Heads. “Let 

me think . . . okay, we went this way. Now, we decided we go out for a coupla drinks, and we 
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fuming already at this stage. I mean, every place we been to so far is closed besides Head 

Office which was open but there was nothing going on actually.” 

For a while, we are silent. Then we pull into a garage for petrol and Neville says, with 

satisfaction: “The same Shell garage is still here today.”  

“Is it one that you use regularly?” 

“Mmm,” he says gently. “I don’t like changes. Now that night, I made a U-turn there by 

Kentucky. You can’t do that anymore.” 

We discuss how to approach this branch of the fast-food chain. Changed traffic flow 

near Vincent Park means that crossing over to enter the property would make it difficult to 

resume our journey to Gonubie. “Just do what’s simple,” I offer. “It doesn’t have to be to the 

door.” But I am wrong. Neville’s need for verisimilitude dictates that we cannot take short 

cuts. It has to be right. 

“Here’s Kentucky. I made a U-turn here, parked where that bakkie’s parked now.” I say, 

but not kindly, “Now the car’s filling up with that smell.” 

Neville says, “Now we going to eat at Gonubie. Not knowing it could have been my 

last meal.” 

He negotiates our re-entry into the traffic. “Just shows how quick your fate, destiny – I 

don’t know what name – can change. In an instant. How much has changed – now there’s an 

island here. There wasn’t such things as businesses here – it was houses. There wasn’t such 

things as robots – we had to wait for traffic to cross this road. We just about on our way to 

Gonubie – one more turn-off.”  

“Were you and Roland talking?” 

“Ja, but I can’t remember what about.” 

“You got on well?” 

“Ja. I’m sure he was eating his pudding while I’m driving. I promise you! We still 
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hadn’t had a drink yet. There wasn’t robots here.” 

And then we are silent all the way to Gonubie. I notice how many roadside memorials 

there are, personal markers of fatal car accidents. I sit now where Roland sat as he ate his 

pudding, the night he went out for a drink with his cousin. 

We arrive at the car park adjacent to the Gonubie Hotel. Cher’s voice now fills the car. 

“Home is where the heart is,” she sings. Neville silences the music as we gaze at the seaside 

double-storey building. 

I try to break the silence, which is now so old it has a skin. “So this is the car park 

where you ate your chicken.”  

Neville agrees economically. “Ate chicken. Looking at the sea.”  

Sometimes, on the road home from East London after a long day of listening, I stop at 

King William’s Town for a Wimpy sandwich. I sit in my car, staring at the back of an 

ablution block as I chew, and I think of Neville and Roland with their Kentucky and coleslaw, 

sitting in their car, facing the sea as they eat, pausing on their way, their inexorable way, to 

the Highgate for a consolatory nightcap. 

“The entrance to Gonubie Hotel was here that night, here by Captain’s Cabin. People 

were queuing up outside here already to go in. Which means there must have been a cover 

charge to go in. All we want is to have a couple of drinks and enjoy the evening. I said, 

‘Everything’s going wrong tonight. Now what?’ We sat and thought, ‘Okay, let’s go to the 

Highgate’. This can’t go wrong. It’s the closest place to home, Highgate. If I remember right, 

we still had some Kentucky left on the back seat.” 

“You still had the smell in the car.” 

“Still had the smell.” This time Neville agrees with a chuckle.  

“At this stage we still hadn’t had a drink. When are we going to sit and drink? We 

driving around. Moaning like hell. Every place we been to.” Neville guides us out of 
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Gonubie, past multiple residential complexes. He’s a skilful driver, making conservative 

decisions as he always does when he is carrying passengers. 

“It’s a long way to come to eat chicken,” I say. 

“I promise you!” Pause. “Kentucky could’ve been my last meal. It’s not something I 

woulda chose to be a last meal.” The car is silent a while. Then, “Long way to drive to get 

shot too.” He scans the instruments. “Forty kays so far.” Neither of us speaks. 

Finally, almost three hours after we set out, we approach the last stop on our route. “It 

must’ve been about here when that song started to play.” Neville doesn’t need to name the 

song. For as long as I’ve known him, I’ve known the import of Seven by Prince. Approaching 

the Highgate Hotel, he says: “Now we thinking, ‘At last we gonna get a beer’.”  

“This road hasn’t changed,” he says appreciatively. “Every hump is still the same. And 

every bump. It was about here that the tape started to eat up. Trying to get the bloody tape 

out. Then I stopped here.” We’re facing northwest. To our right, the Highgate Hotel faces us. 

“This is where I was parked. Pissed off. I’m trying to get the tape out.” He makes a fumbling 

motion with his hands in front of the car’s sound system. 

“Meantime these buggers, I dunno where. They must’ve been watching us. Went into 

the men’s bar. Ordered a beer. Bam.”  

Slowly he eases the car out into Voortrekker Road, heads for home. We’re both 

exhausted. He checks the instruments again. “Exactly 56 kilometres. I can’t believe that’s 

how far we travelled. That night. That was my route for the night. A three-hour journey to our 

fate.”  

 

::: 

 

  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



67 
 

 

 

 

 

 

“   ” 

I want to meet the true – the really true – people that done this attack, 

specifically the one that came into the men’s bar. I'd like to meet all of them that 

attacked the Highgate but specifically the one that I looked at – into his eyes – 

that never said a word to me, which pulled a gun out and just opened fire. That’s 

what I want to meet. 

I want to actually look in their eyes and see: do they have any remorse? Do they 

really feel what they’ve done is wrong? I remembered the eyes. I could never 

forget that. I don’t know what I would say to him. At this stage, it’ll have to just 

come as it happens. 

“   ” 
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PART TWO: 

THE KEY 

 

 

 

And I saw an angel come down unto me 

In her hand, she holds the very key 

(Prince: “7”) 
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Time.Line 

In the Belings’ house I lay out large sheets of white paper on which I have already 

marked dates I believe are pivotal. “Can you add any information I have left out?” I hand 

them each a pen. They argue a little. “You do it.” “No, you.” Eventually, Zilla takes charge.  

September 2005.  Meet Letlapa, I have written. In a firm hand, Zilla adds precision: 1st. 

Then she inserts: 2000 1st March – Neville and Reg ambushed. 

On the last page, I have listed three moments I have heard them refer to but never with 

a date: 

Driving for first time. Zilla adds 1994 

The Cortina we turned into a bakkie – I drove that bakkie sideways, sore hip and 

all, that motor we’d done up. And I spun that thing around there by Martin. But 

yoh! after that I was in pain. 

Gun and fingerprints. Zilla adds 1994 

I even had to have the gun shop people come to the house – poor guy was in a 

wheelchair – to have fingerprints taken and fill in forms. 

Cooking first meal. Zilla adds April 1995 

But soon they both put the pens down. They prefer talking. Pages of time lie empty 

before us. Even though Neville and Zilla are recalling several momentous occasions, most of 

them lack a precise location in time. Events are remembered for their content more than their 

calendar. They can remember Neville standing up for the first time, walking across the 

hospital room for the first time, and they remember the shame of a 21st without the usual 

conventions. 

It was at home, in the lounge, couldn’t have a hall. I was just out for the 21st. 

About three days. And then I was back in again. I had nursing but, oh! that's 

when the pus was running from me. It was terrible. 
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Because they remember going home to turn 21, Neville also remembers what the world 

looked like after seven months in hospital. 

It was like landing on another planet.  

“He couldn’t believe the trees,” Zilla says. 

They remember testifying at a public hearing of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission.  

There’s a story and a half. I’ve got a hearing at the TRC in two days and I’m in a 

panic now. I can’t go in shorts. It must be long pants.  

Recounting the story-and-a-half takes a long time, partly because they both frequently 

dissolve into conspiratorial giggles. I can’t tell what’s so funny about a makeshift pair of 

trousers that turned out to be too short so Zilla cut into them and then elasticated the legs 

which were still too short, so she pulled harder and further, and stitched further and firmer, 

but they both cry with laughter all the way through their story.  

I said to my mother, ‘Now what happens when I’m walking down there and this 

elastic thing shoots off and my pants shoot all the way up?’ and you’ve got the 

TV crew and everybody there watching you? Orh! My nerves! And then they got 

these two big black guys, they got like gold chains and all that, to pick me up and 

put me onto this platform with my crutches. Oh, my crumbs. It wasn’t as easy as 

just saying, well, I appeared at the TRC. It’s the behind-scenes that come with it. 

Later in our relationship, Neville is surprised to hear he’s already told me about the 

TRC hearing. Twice, I say. Seeking verification, he tests me. Has he told me about the 

reporters afterwards? Yes. Has he told me about how Alfred got to the hearing? Yes. You’ve 

also told me about the elastic in your pants, I say. Zilla is aghast. “That’s not going in the 

book, is it?” 

“It doesn’t matter,” Neville retorts, “it’s the truth.” 
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Online research shows that Neville’s public date with the TRC was on 10 June 1997. 

Theorists of time discuss the social meanings of time, what Ricoeur calls ‘human time’ and 

which is revealed via narration. It is not time as chronology but time that orders past-present-

future via non-linear construction, often of moments, or fragments – just the way memory 

itself works with time. Time is therefore not fixed but interpreted, constructed through stories 

and narratives which feature linear time but describe the phenomenon of momentary time.  

According to Ricoeur, these two ways of experiencing time are inscribed one upon the 

other. According to Neville’s life so far, Ricoeur is right. His entire narrative pivots on ‘that 

night’, with what went before it in one era and how things were after it in a separate era. The 

fact of his ‘now’ presupposes the existence of ‘that night’. Equally, that night presupposes its 

place in his before/after story of life. Ricoeur calls this parallel experiencing of time 

‘inscription’. 

Every time Neville begins a new episode of his story, he inscribes cosmological time 

upon phenomenological time. I was on crutches, he starts. Or: I was 20 years at the time I got 

shot. Or: We were staying in 1 Dove Street. Or: It happened a year before we shifted here. But 

the other way of measuring time also comes: There were heavy rains, he starts. Or: My veins 

had collapsed. But there’s also: I think it was the first week, or the first month – let’s make it 

the first month of the shooting. I was all by myself in ICU. 

This is his parallel calendar, what narrative theorists mean when say there is trauma 

time and there is linear time. When I unrolled the vast sheets of paper showing my long line 

of koki pen time with its few landmarks, I had no clue what I was asking them to do. 

How can you make a straight line out of time when it’s shattered into jagged pieces? 

 

::: 
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Subject 

Why is it so hard to write about Neville Beling and me, about him, about us? I attend 

writing workshops hoping to lift a lid. Nothing happens. I need to force an entry. 

Go to the river of memory, says writing coach Dinty Moore. Find one small detail and 

start writing, he advises. Try to remember one small detail at a time. I go to the river. 

I remember how being near to Neville activated all my senses. 

I remember how tactile the hot dog was in its soft white roll, the big treat for stock car 

days. 

I do not remember the taste of whisky and Sprite. 

I remember the taste of pickled onions, Neville’s (excellent) work in the kitchen with 

his beloved vinegar. 

I remember the fuzzy brown sofa that swallowed me and my notebook. 

I remember the aquamarine green of Neville’s throne to my left, and its matching sofa 

across from me where Zilla perched with her fair skin and frail body. 

I remember the colour of Neville’s Opel Astra. It was red, redder than a fire engine on a 

Saturday night. 

And I remember smell, there was always a particular smell. Having no experience of 

stoma bags, I took it to be something related to the bowel he wore beneath his shirt, the pouch 

beneath its folds, the sac that sent this smell. But there was smoke too, the smell of upholstery 

saturated with the effluent of their Forum ciggies. And I remember deodorant, or was it after-

shave, whenever Neville was in public. Not Old Spice, which I knew as my brother’s 

signature, but nearly. 

And now, years and years along, when I’m with Neville my senses register none of 

these things in any way worth noting. 

… 
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For emphasis, and also when Neville agrees with you, he says, “I'm telling you!” in a 

way that makes you hear its punctuation. 

Aunty Gill! What did you think of Days of Thunder? 

“I enjoyed it, thanks for lending me your DVD.” 

I’m telling you! 

“I can see why you like the movie so much.” 

I’m telling you! It’s excellent. At the beginning of the movie is one of the best 

scenes, when the commentator says, ‘Gentlemen, start your cars’ and you see 

the impact on the stadium. It’s nice, I’m telling you! 

But when Neville disagrees with the world, he asks questions. During preparations for 

the Highgate Memorial in 2007, he asked a lot of questions. It hurt to discover again, and so 

plainly, that East London organisations preferred to forget about the Highgate attack. 

How many of these companies didn’t benefit from the Apartheid regime and 

now they don’t want to know? We not the only ones who paid the price. How 

many people paid the price and are quickly forgotten about? The municipality’s 

doing things for Steve Biko. Doesn’t Highgate get recognition? 

Most times, his questions don’t have answers. 

… 

When Neville left the house without saying goodbye on 1 May 1993, he was in a mood. 

Zilla is the first to broach it. “I can still remember that night, how he walked up and down 

from the kitchen to the bedroom, kitchen, bedroom.” She swings her arm from side to side, a 

to-and-fro movement. “It was like something was chasing him.” 

Neville doesn’t respond immediately. His father says, “This guy was up and down, up 

and down. He was on edge. He’d be there and there and there.” Neville is roused to speak. 

I become a terrible person when I stress. I just become a ugly person. 
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Now Zilla is quiet. Into the brooding silence, I say, “But you come across as so 

peaceable.” I say it partly to lead him on, and partly because I don’t know better. I haven’t 

seen him ugly. 

I can work myself up. You can ask my mother. Friends too. Just stay away when I 

work myself up. I was in a mood that day. The whole day I was in a mood. I was – 

you know. When I left home, I had not one thought in my mind that I would 

never see home again. That was terrible. To leave home not knowing you’ll be 

back, what? months afterwards. You know? I never saw home again. 

I make a noncommittal sound, hoping he’ll continue. 

Cause, I mean, I had made plans for the day and it just didn’t work out. And I 

thought, damn it, I’m not sitting at home tonight. No one’s gonna make me sit at 

home. I’m going out, finish and klaar. I was determined. Got showered, got 

dressed, I didn’t even say goodbye to my parents, I was in that type of mood. 

Don’t ask me when I’m coming back. It could be any time. You know, like, I’m 

going out, that’s it. You’ll see me when you see me. Drive in the car, and poep 

there I went. When they saw me, I was in hospital with three bullet holes. I was 

lying on the floor after I was shot and I was thinking, ‘you can't die now, you 

didn't say goodbye to your mother’. 

The very first time I met him, when Neville told me his story, he gave me two versions. 

After the first one, which was brief and anodyne, he lit a cigarette and looked at the ceiling as 

he inhaled. Then suddenly the story started again. This version included the cause of his 

restlessness.  

The Highgate shooting really started the day before. My best friend was in the 

Army, and he had a pass for the weekend – his first pass after three months 
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basics. The 30th of April was his birthday and I wanted to plan something. So I 

phoned up to make reservations at the Prawn Inn, because my friend loves 

seafood. I got off work early the Friday to plan – he knew nothing, it was a 

surprise. Come the Saturday, I didn’t know his family had also made plans, a 

picnic on some beach. Come 6 o’clock, I still hadn’t heard. So I cancelled at the 

restaurant. And I was a bit a-huff-and-a-puff. I gave up on everything and went to 

lie down.  

And then I thought, ‘Why must it be my life that’s buggered?’ So at seven, I 

showered and dressed and phoned my cousin. He was in bed but I persuaded 

him to come out. Got to his house and – it was a strange thing – my uncle gave 

us a speech. He said, ‘You guys be careful tonight and went on like that. I 

wondered to myself, ‘Why you say that to us? Don’t you trust us?’ And I asked 

Roland in the car, ‘Why’s your father preaching to us like that?’ We’ve never 

made kak before. Though that night the shit did hit the fan. But not from kak we 

made.  

When my friend heard, he blamed himself. But there’s no-one to blame. 

Neville lights another cigarette, pulls on it for the longest time.  

… 

Neville has read to the end of just two books. One, the title of which he cannot recall, 

was about Satan and the triumph of good over the worst evil. The other is I Have Life, the 

account of the Port Elizabeth woman who was left for dead in coastal bush one night, who 

held her spilt internal organs in her hands while she staggered to a lonely road where she 

collapsed until she was found in the early hours of the morning, who survived, and who 

eventually faced her attackers in court. Alison lived, knowing who attacked her and why. 
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Neville would like to live, knowing who attacked him and why. 

I wish Neville read more than he does. I wish he read. Reading about trauma, about the 

lacunae inherent in traumatic testimony – reading about anything – would expand his 

understanding, his vocabulary, the context of what he endured. But he does not. Instead, he 

sits in his enormous chair, daysweeksyears – many years now – while his account plays on 

infinite loop in his mind. We are locked out of each other’s understandings of that night. Yet I 

cannot push him. I sense his muteness, in my own way am kin to it. I sense we both know the 

throat-stopping horror that is useless to voice for who will stop long enough to understand it? 

Simpler, then, to swallow. Kinder to all (all but the story) to stay quiet. So I keep the voice 

recorder running, nod encouragingly, hear again the familiar lines as they tumble through his 

narrative stream, pebbles of story not yet worn smooth enough to put down. 

… 

Neville’s turn of phrase delights me. Many of his metaphors relate to fishing and to 

motor cars, his two great loves. His compelling need to know ‘who done this’ to him makes 

him put his foot flat. He often finds himself in deep waters, sometimes hook and sinker. “I’m 

always thrown in the deep end,” he laments. Once, when National Prosecuting Authority 

staff came to meet survivors, he said, “We going into deep waters now and I don’t know how 

to row this boat.” 

Occasionally, he presents a cooking metaphor, evidence of another preoccupation. 

Memories that surfaced in a media interview made him feel like a pot that’s been stirred and 

heated up. And he often makes me laugh. If I haven’t communicated in a while, his text 

message will say: U still in the country aunty gill?  

… 

Neville has made a CD of mp3 music tracks for me, and he hopes I like them. From car 

trips with him, and my afternoons at stock cars, I know our wide-ranging tastes in music 
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coincide quite a lot. The main difference between us, musically speaking, is that I mostly 

hum along whereas he can name titles and artists quicker than a fish taking bait. The disc he’s 

compiled for me amounts to about nine hours of playing time, he says. That’s four return trips 

to East London, I calculate, plus some over for driving round town.  

I drive to East London the following Saturday but not only to pick up the new playlist. 

It’s been a while since we spent time together. Also, Zilla has indicated that she’d like another 

Greek chocolate cake, which I buy from a shop in Makhanda. She says no-one in East 

London makes anything like it. I also deliver to Neville a photocopied extract of a Hunter S. 

Thompson essay. Something Neville once said about driving fast put the Gonzo writer in 

mind. When I read a paragraph to him over the phone, he nearly fell over himself agreeing 

with Thompson. So now I give him three pages of a chapter called “Speedism” in which 

Hunter S Thompson reports that he was afflicted with the Curse of Speed and it plagued him 

all his life. He predicted, “On my tombstone they will carve, It never got fast enough for me.” 

If Neville gets around to reading three pages of Hunter S Thompson, I think he will find a 

friend. 

I used to believe that speed was part of Neville’s gravitational pull towards calamity. 

But going to stock car racing with him recalibrated this view. I saw how speed pushes you to 

the edge of control – it tests all your powers of control – and if you return safely from the far 

edge of that speed, then power is yours. You have dominion over the very sensation that can 

up-end your whole life. You have control.  

… 

Neville hands the music over with the anxious hope that I like it. I threaten to leave 

East London immediately so I can listen to my new CD. But we have work to do first, with 

memory and a tape recorder. Hours later I can go home. “I hope you like it,” he says again. 

“There’s an Elton John song that’s me. My whole life is that song.” 
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Which track is it, Neville?  

You’ll find it. My whole life in that one song. 

I swing away from the Belings’ house. At the bottom of the hill where the DKW is 

parked, I slide the CD into the car’s player. Immediately, I love it. Air Supply gives way to 

Black Sabbath to the Bee Gees. I’m listening for Elton John but I get Bryan Ferry, Dolly 

Parton, Joe Cocker. Demis Russos and Britney Spears. Creedence Clearwater Revival. Boney 

M. Three consecutive Springsteens. I listen carefully; lyrics are important to Neville. Bob 

Marley sings of Redemption. Cyndi Lauper says girls just wanna have fun. And then I hear 

Elton John singing “I Want Love”:  

I can’t love shot full of holes / don’t feel nothing 

I just feel cold / don’t feel nothing 

just darn scars toughen things up around my heart. 

It’s 6.35pm as I approach Peddie. The sun is hurling itself into far-off hills, pulling its 

orange sheet over the horizon. The car barometer says it’s 30ºC outside. I wind all four 

windows right down, turn the sound right up. Here in the Eastern Cape, where sunsets are 

reckless and night is the same temperature as day, Elton John is singing Neville Beling’s life.  

I want a love won’t break me down 

won’t break me up  

won’t fence me in 

I want love on my own terms 

I been bruised 

a man like me is dead in places other men feel liberated. 

Elton John is singing loud enough to startle a goat, free my hair, break my heart.  

 

::: 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



79 
 

 

 

Writer 

Why do you write? Margaret Atwood asks this in an essay consisting of nine segments. 

It’s the one inevitable question writers know will come whenever journalists interview them. 

Atwood answers nine times. Each answer is faithful but each one also closes off other 

answers. She has called her essay of parts Nine Beginnings. 

Janet Malcolm was commissioned to profile an artist for a posh exhibition catalogue. 

The painter, whose work layered appropriated images into busy collages, talked a lot but 

much of what he said was opaque. Every start Malcolm made on the assignment was truthful 

to her subject but blocked other ways of approaching the story. The writer called her essay of 

pieces Forty-One False Starts. 

Wallace Stevens considered a blackbird thirteen times. 

None of these writers reaches a conclusion. But their fragments explain most 

everything about their respective topics. 

Psychologists say that stories about oneself are just tiny fragments taken from a 

continuous flow, that the fragments lie half buried in stages of consciousness, making reality 

indefinable. Even so, we try. Lest history become indefinable too. 

Anne Lamott says that in order to be a writer, you have to learn to be reverent. If not, 

why are you writing, she asks. Let’s think of reverence as awe, she advises, as presence in 

and openness and openness to the world. I was in awe of Neville’s story but as I listened for 

its falling shards, I was not open to them. I was not present enough to my place in that story. 

Just as Lamott foretells, I shut down. I went for Lamott’s alternative which is stultification. I 

ossified my detachment and regarded with accumulating bewilderment my place in Neville’s 

life, and his in mine. Writing involves seeing people suffer, Lamott says, and finding some 

meaning therein. I could do the first part and far too well; finding meaning was going to take 
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some time. 

Joan Didion did not write in fragments. Joan Didion appeared always to know what she 

needed to say. But her notes on the world as she lived it are always provisional. In her 

memoir Where I Was From, Joan Didion says: I write to place myself in history. 

. . . 

The first life story to transport me elsewhere belonged to my father. He had flown 

Spitfires belonging to the South African Air Force in World War 2 and he had flown them 

over faraway lands – North Africa and Italy – that were so topographically mythic to my 

child self that no atlas could show them with any accuracy.  

This was not oral history for he was silent on the matter of war (which, I realised much 

later, may have accounted for his silence generally). The story of my flying father was in his 

logbook, its outside with hard covers, its pages inside with many columns. My father’s 

immaculate handwriting filled these spaces to record his every flight: their date, time, 

duration, weather, and such technical information, with the widest space reserved for 

comments (“Jerry is a great shooter these days”).  
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The logbook is covered in a piece of sheeting and his air force wings are sewn onto the 

front. This book, presumably once deemed a vital cog in a global conflagration, retired to the 

bookcase of a family home in a Durban suburb where I took down the fabric-covered book 

more often than I did the illustrated Time-Life volumes further along the shelf. 

Decades after that war, sitting on the blue wall-to-wall carpet, I travelled to another 

time and place with this other father. Through the details he supplied (flying on instruments 

only!), I could fancy his pre-me past into life, adding to my 10-year-old vocabulary words 

like sortie, recce and flak.  

 

The carpet was replaced, my father died, I moved to other cities, but the logbook stays 

the same. Still when I open it, I see that other life start to intersect with mine. Because of 

those pages I both know that life yet do not know it.  

Helen Keller also came to live inside me when I was still a child. Perhaps my mother 

told me about the woman who had been blind and deaf from childhood on a day I was 

whining ungratefully or perhaps she just knew Keller’s story would ignite my imagination. 

Whatever the circumstances of our introduction, after that I thought twice about whining. 
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Helen Keller lived a few shelves away from the Spitfire pilot’s logbook, in the 10-volume set 

of cloth-bound encyclopaedias that fuelled school homework. I could read about lots of 

supposedly famous people in those pages but always I returned to Helen Keller, to imagine 

into life her sensory deprivation and the spirit that transcended it.  

I grew up, became a journalist, and other people’s stories filled my every day in 

newspaper newsrooms. But the person who had been the child reading on that suburban 

carpet quickly found that ‘hard’ news was too hard, that she breathed better covering arts and 

culture, features and people. 

In due course, daily journalism became teaching. In the classrooms of a university 

journalism school, I talked to students about story, how it connects us humans, and that if it 

can connect us story must surely then be possessed of a power to stitch together society. I told 

them I wasn’t the only loon who thought this, that Kurt Vonnegut, who’d survived World War 

2 and who dealt in plain language, said if we weren’t here to tell stories then all we were 

doing was farting around.  

Then it was 2006, and I went to East London to hear a story. When I first met Neville 

Beling, 13 years after he was shot three times, he was a huge man who smoked a lot. But his 

presence was not only physically immense. Depending on his parents had made him bitter 

and them bewildered. Entering the family’s prefab house was to enter a brooding darkness. 

Theresa Edlmann had warned me about this. 

Edlmann was director of The Spirals Trust, an NGO she founded in Grahamstown (now 

Makhanda) and which focused on identity and transformation. In September that year, the 

organisation had inherited the Highgate case from the Centre for Study of Violence and 

Reconciliation (CSVR) in Cape Town. The delicate facilitation which the case needed at that 

point was a perfect fit for Spirals. Said Edlmann, “I work best in situations where there’s 

been suffering, where there’s been violence, but where there’s a will and a desire for healing 
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in some way.” She is tall and strong, a woman with bearing. Her modulated speaking voice is 

both soothing and commanding, a souvenir of her drama training. What she took over from 

the CSVR was more than just a case; she inherited what was uppermost in Neville Beling’s 

mind. After 13 years of trying to come to terms with the consequences of that night, he 

wanted to tell other Highgate survivors information he now knew and which was upending 

his life, and he wanted his story told in book form. She could help Neville proceed with the 

first of these. But for the second she needed to think of a solution. 

Makhanda is not large; I had met Theresa soon after moving there in 2004. Although 

we never met at the Truth and Reconciliation Commission where she also worked for a time, 

she knew I had worked there as a writer, and that I am drawn to stories that could only have 

happened in South Africa. Shortly before she encountered the facts of the Highgate Hotel 

attack, she had read a magazine story I had written about Epainette Mbeki, the mother of 

South Africa’s then state president. When Theresa wondered who might be able to help 

Neville Beling tell his story, she thought of me. I climbed into her bakkie and went with her 

to East London.  

It was November 2006 and I went to East London to hear a story. I couldn’t have said 

this then but I went to East London and entered a story. 

… 

In H is for Hawk, which Helen Macdonald wrote after her father died, she describes 

subconsciously picking literary replacements for him. Long after, she realised she had also 

been picking new Helens to be the daughters to these new father figures. When I met Neville 

in 2006, as my 20-year marriage folded in on itself, I was picking a new person to champion. 

This one I could wear, like a cloak, to conceal the confusion within. If I couldn’t hold aloft 

one misunderstood male, well then, let there be another. According to the husband, by then on 

the road out of town, trying to tell Neville’s story was flogging a dead horse. I responded to 
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his words defensively, nursing the stab to my heart, by cleaving harder to the task. Righteous 

fury blinded me to the possibility that the husband might be right. I did not then know of all 

the writers who say that the act of creation is not entirely a rational and conscious one. 

Salman Rushdie is one who believes that books choose their authors. 

Terrence Des Pres also believes what we write about isn’t a matter of choice, it’s about 

being chosen. He explains this as the donnée (the given), the one small thing that cannot be 

refused. Des Pres goes on: “There are always worldly conditions to be met – social, political, 

cultural – when asking: Why this event? At some point, also, one must ask: Why me?” To this 

I add: Why my allegiance to this story? Because Des Pres also says, “Allegiance to the real, 

for some of us, provokes a dream of redemption.” And so I ask: What do I seek to redeem 

and how did Neville Beling get to be the mode of that redemption? 

But Des Pres has already answered me. Three pages before, he writes, and includes his 

own italic emphasis, “To discharge my obsession, it would be enough to trust, as writers 

must, the occasion itself – this event with me oddly near it – to inspire an adequate diction.”  

As Haruki Murakami puts it, “All we can do is breathe the air of the period we live in, 

carry with us the special burdens of the time, and grow up within those confines. That’s just 

how things are.” 

I say: Husbands don’t always know how things are. 

 

::: 
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Fight 

Robert Sobukwe founded the PAC – the Pan Africanist Congress – in 1959, when he 

and other freedom fighters broke away from the ANC and its multiracial stance embodied in 

the Freedom Charter. In particular, the PAC rejected the ANC’s view that “the land belongs 

to all who live in it, both black and white”. 

Political historian A.A. Lipede outlines the basis of PAC ideology as an experience of 

their land under foreign occupation, of territorial dispossession and subjugation dating back 

to the early years of the 20th century. The Land Act of 1913 eventually legislated the 

accelerating supremacy of land ownership by whites but there were also systematic policies 

and laws relating to the taxation of black people, and even of cotton blankets and second-

hand clothing, to entrench poverty and thus economic dependence. The choreographed result, 

intensified by the depression before World War 2, was a divided society: a dispossessed 

majority compelled into a wage market ruled by an increasingly determined minority.  

Post-war, once Nationalist fervour had come to power and set about forcibly removing 

from land and property anyone in their way, the Africanists who broke away from the ANC 

formed the PAC with a position that refers to ‘the bitter pill of land robbery’. Just one year 

later, in 1960, the pass protest at Sharpeville happened and police shot dead 69 fleeing people 

and wounded uncountable others. The Nationalist government quickly banned the infant Pan 

Africanist Congress along with other freedom organisations, and declared a national state of 

emergency. 

Soon after, the PAC formed its underground military wing. First named Poqo (meaning 

‘steadfast’ or ‘standing alone’ in isiXhosa), its tactics were aggressively violent and, unlike 

the ANC’s armed wing, made no attempt to avoid loss of lives. At the time it was also, 

according to historians, the most aggressively anti-white underground movement. A.A. 

Lipede confirms that the premise of the PAC position was based on the fact that since white 
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domination had been established by the sword, it was only the sword that could dismantle it 

even if other methods could reform it. He also notes the extent of the philosophy of violence. 

For instance, PAC members found to have betrayed Poqo were sentenced to death. 

After a few years, however, Poqo fell quiet, in part because the Nationalist government 

escalated its oppressive legislation with the Sabotage Act. But then came 1976 and the mass 

exile of students in the wake of the Soweto student uprising. Still underground, the dormant 

Poqo transformed into APLA – the Azanian People’s Liberation Army was born.  

APLA rose to public prominence in the turbulent years between the unbanning of 

liberation movements in early 1990 and the first democratic election in April 1994. 

During this time, inside the World Trade Centre in Johannesburg, negotiators from 

about 20 different parties and organisations were working against an increasingly restive 

clock towards South Africa’s first free and fair election. The route there was being bitterly 

contested by words inside the venue and by shows of might everywhere else. Some of it, such 

as the PAC’s overt offensive, was loud and proud. Some of it, such as Third Force activity, 

was covert. Some of it, such as the escalating conflict between ANC and IFP forces, was 

both. It all felt like a high-stakes poker game with unknown cards in unseen hands rustling 

beneath the table. In this darkness mayhem ripened as various groupings made last-ditch 

efforts to have things go their way. Some statistics put the political death toll in these four 

years higher than all the political deaths of the preceding 30 years. 

In the second volume of its Final Report, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

records that time: 

Of 9 043 statements received on killings, over half of these (5 695) occurred 

during the 1990 to 1994 period. These figures…represent a pattern of violation, 

rather than an accurate reflection of levels of violence and human rights abuses. 

Sources other than the Commission have reported that, from the start of 
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negotiations in mid-1990 to the election in April 1994, some 14 000 South 

Africans died in politically related incidents. 

Here is another way of cramming four years of mayhem into a single paragraph. The 

Highgate Hotel was attacked on 1 May 1993. Less than a month before, Conservative Party 

members killed Chris Hani, a popular leader, outside his home. In the month after the 

Highgate attack, the AWB drove an armoured vehicle into the World Trade Centre, killing no-

one but causing much damage. Five months before the Highgate attack, APLA attacked the 

King William’s Town Golf Club, killing four people. Two months after the Highgate attack, 

APLA attacked St James Church in Kenilworth, Cape Town, killing 11 people during a 

service. Ten months after the Highgate attack, APLA attacked staff transport entering Da 

Gama Textiles in East London. Three people died. Weeks before that, APLA attacked the 

Baha’i Faith Mission nearby. Three people died. On the last day of 1993, APLA attacked the 

Heidelberg Tavern in Observatory, Cape Town, killing four people.  

The timing of these APLA attacks is important. They were all committed during The 

Year of the Great Storm, the public face of Operation Great Storm, a campaign conceived by 

APLA commanders to protest what they saw as a negotiated continuation of the status quo. 

They saw settlement negotiators who had fought in the struggle as too lenient on the matter of 

land ownership and caving too easily to the white negotiators whose political forebears had 

invented the Land Act of 1913, granting themselves 87% of South Africa’s property. The 

PAC, motivated since its inception by this blatantly unequal distribution of land, took the eve 

of democracy as its last opportunity to register dissatisfaction.  

The PAC army thus committed to a series of surprise attacks on white South African 

civilians – primarily white farmers, and urban venues frequented by ordinary white folk – 

throughout the year, in a bid to shock the complacent out of their political inertia and to 

hobble the resolve of governing security forces. 
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The APLA slogan of ‘one settler, one bullet’ dominated the atmosphere in which 

multiple attacks were made on bars, taverns, churches and restaurants in towns around the 

country and on white farmers at home on their farms. It was this slogan and the zeal it stoked 

that led to attacks such as the unauthorised killing in August 1993 of American Fulbright 

student Amy Biehl in Guguletu, Cape Town. 

Earlier that year, in March 1993 (two months before the Highgate Hotel was attacked), 

the Goldstone Commission requested the international community to withhold support for 

APLA and to pressurise the PAC to cease condoning APLA’s acts of violence. Then in the 

month before the Highgate attack, APLA’s chief commander, Sabelo Phama, told SABC-TV 

that he would “aim his guns at children – to hurt whites where it hurts most”. So when the 

Highgate Hotel was hit just three weeks later, it was not ridiculous to think APLA had done it. 

And that APLA’s Director of Operations at the time, Letlapa Mphahlele, would therefore 

have been directly or indirectly responsible for its execution. 

Eight months after the Highgate attack, in January 1994, which was just four months 

before the first democratic election, PAC leaders agreed to suspend armed actions and enter 

negotiations – a move not universally supported within the organisation. Certain APLA 

commanders disagreed with this development, perpetuating the split between leaders that 

already existed. Letlapa Mphahlele, who felt particularly strongly that PAC leadership had 

caved, later told a media briefing that there was no regret and no apology for the lives lost 

during Operation Great Storm. He told journalists his “proudest moment was seeing whites 

dying in the killing fields” and that the Commission’s Amnesty Committee was a farce and a 

sham which sought to perpetuate white supremacy (the TRC does, however, record an 

amnesty application from him for the St James church attack; amnesty was granted).  

Two months after South Africa’s first democratic election, the PAC disbanded its army 

and APLA soldiers were integrated into the South African National Defence Force. The Year 
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of the Great Storm was over.6 In its Final Report a few years later, the TRC made this finding 

about the 1993 campaign:  

The Commission finds that the targeting of civilians for killing was not only a 

gross violation of human rights of those affected but a violation of internal 

humanitarian law. The Commission notes but rejects the PAC’s explanation that 

its killing of white farmers constituted acts of war for which it has no regrets and 

apologies. To the contrary, the Commission finds PAC action directed towards 

both civilians and whites to have been gross violations of human rights for which 

the PAC and APLA leadership are held to be morally and politically responsible 

and accountable. 

By the time this was released, Letlapa Mphahlele, one of the students who fled South 

Africa in the late 1970s and in 1993 was APLA’s Director of Operations, had already 

committed to that responsibility. 

 

::: 

 

                                                       
6 But the century-old storm has not yet blown out. By 2022, about 7 000 land claims, some of which date back 
to 1998, had not been resolved. By 2019, when the Constitutional Court interdicted the Commission on 
Restitution of Land Rights, an additional 163 383 land claims remained unresolved – making a total of 170 068 
in nearly 30 years. 
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Resist 

Because Neville mentioned the AWB on the day we re-traced the 56-kilometre route he 

and Roland took that night, so must I. AWB is the acronym of the Afrikaner 

Weerstandsbeweging, a right-wing separatist group. The name translates to Afrikaner 

Resistance Movement and it is democracy they resist – Judge Richard Goldstone has called 

the AWB an “avowedly and openly” racist organisation. Because they want to self-govern 

and be self-sufficient, they want their own territory ceded to them. In the early 1990s, during 

constitutional negotiations between diverse political groups, they fought violently to achieve 

a piece of South Africa they could call their own.  

These are the things I remember about them:  

o Their emblem was one seven short of a swastika and, like the Nazi flag, 

was black on white on red. 

o They carried guns, visibly.  

o They wore camouflage suits and para-military khaki, and walked with a 

swagger when they weren’t marching. 

o They often wore balaclavas. 

o They roused rabble, marching and waving flags and calling for 

dominion, but it wasn’t always easy to tell if they were blowing bubbles 

or rattling real sabres. 

o Their attempt to derail negotiations by driving a vehicle into the World 

Trade Centre led, in fact, to the political transition speeding up.  

o Their leader once fell off his horse. In public.  

Just days after 1 May 1993, the AWB expressed outrage at the Highgate attack of that 

night by holding a noisy rally close to the East London seafront. There were large men 

ostentatiously riding large motorbikes, there was flag waving and shouting and speeching, 
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there was sunshine and saamtrek. I know this because I have watched Mr Beling’s video 

footage of the occasion. In the wake of the shooting, such public support was comforting to 

victims and he extensively filmed the rough pomp and rhetorical bluster around him. Many 

minutes of his camera time focus on the cavalcade of vehicles that passed through the city at 

low speed with a posse of black motorbikes being revved rhythmically to match the rallying 

call of aar-veer-beer / aar-veer-beer. But his camera also lingers at length on children 

playing, shoving each other off playground equipment, having another achingly normal 

autumn day. 

For certain families it looks from the video like a great day out, its motive of five dead 

people and seven maimed not overtly evident. Apart, that is, from the merchandise which 

featured the slogan Don’t forget, remember the Highgate massacre on stickers and t-shirts for 

sale in the seafront sunshine.  

They milked it, that day, the AWB, for everything it was worth. They used the 

Highgate massacre for their political thing. And who pocketed the money that 

day, I wouldn’t know. Where did all those funds go to? It never went to the 

Highgate survivors. Somebody pocketed money. 

What was that political thing? Perhaps the AWB were as shocked as anyone at the 

Highgate attack, and they were just adept at hijacking public sentiment and turning it to their 

advantage. About 100 right-wing groups were active in South Africa so it would have been 

important for the AWB to stay visible. Perhaps they were equally adept at performativity, 

choreographing a public display that veiled a different truth.  

They can’t class me with Eugene and AWB. We heard of AWB, we saw what they 

were doing, but we weren't involved with AWB. The only time I belonged to AWB 

but I never signed the forms was after the shooting. They sommer put my 

father’s name and my name on the list, that we were members, but they never 
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asked us permission. That was also a corrupt thing that happened, that first 

memorial service, with the AWB and the Volksraad.  

It’s possible that Mr Beling willingly gave his name to someone with a form. Footage 

from his camera that day comes across as affectionate enough for this to be so. And we know 

he routinely stepped over his son to speak for him. But he was also loyal to the ruling party – 

with his vote, anyway – so who’s to say? What I do know is that whenever the topic of the 

AWB came up, which it often did, Neville became animated and it took me a long time to 

understand that it wasn’t only because of their blatant hijacking of public sentiment following 

the shooting. 

On one visit, I mention that on my way to his house I noticed AWB graffiti on the M5. 

Neville is surprised, ascertains from me precisely where I saw it. He decides it must be new, 

that AWB sentiment must be rearing its head once more. I am still willing to discount right-

wing bluster as baseless but fresh evidence of its proximity unsettles him. Neville’s 

experiences with Letlapa Mphahlele, and his subsequent public turn of political perspective, 

have made Neville something of a target in his community. Relatives cut him dead, family 

friends vilify him. They do not understand his moral response to knowledge gained while 

seeking answers to his two questions. 

Neville tells me a story. The guy who helped him fix his car once told Neville 

something he’s never told anyone, not even his wife. He – the car guy – was a member of the 

AWB and once, to illustrate how serious the AWB was about defectors, a senior AWB guy 

came to him with a Checkers bag full of ears, ears cut off bodies the AWB had killed. This is 

what Neville now tells me. And his face, his voice, his body all tell me he wants to take the 

bag of ears as real. 

But Neville, I say, was this not a scare tactic, a believer trying to persuade a doubter? 

Maybe, he allows. Still, thinking about the bag of ears prompted Neville and the car guy to 
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wonder about bodies lying somewhere without ears. Where were they? Who killed them? 

Unmarked mass graves, killers at large, families without information of their lost loved 

ones…these are things that haunted people and Neville was ripe for haunting. 

There is, in fact, a dismembered ear on the public record and, yes, that ear is linked to 

the AWB. The Final Report of the TRC records that eight amnesty applicants said they shot 

and killed four black people and wounded six others, actions taken following a commander’s 

order to start the revolution that day. They also testified that the commander, AWB General 

Japie Oelofse, had wanted evidence of a mission accomplished so an ear was cut off a 

victim’s body and delivered to him, allegedly in a plastic bag. Oelofse, however, denied this. 

What am I saying by saying all of this? I am simply reminding myself that up to and 

including and after 1993, members of the AWB, both masked and unmasked, often 

committed violent acts, that around then the Afrikaner right wing was ready to be whisked 

into public displays of outrage following attacks on white folk, that around then things got so 

weird that, whoever you were, if it was possible to believe in a single ear then it was also 

possible to believe in a bag of ears. 

 

::: 
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Balaclava 

Balaclava, the place, became famous in the Crimean War as the site of the Battle of 

Balaclava which included the Charge of the Light Brigade. “Into the valley of death,” wrote 

Tennyson in his poem with that name. 

Balaclava, the garment, got its name from the place because this is where soldiers first 

wore this knitted headgear as protection from perishing cold. 

Balaclava, the place, lost its city status when the whole of Crimea passed from Russia 

to Ukraine in the 1950s and it became part of the contemporary city of Sevastopol.  

Balaclava, the garment, has never lost favour with militia and continues to be worn for 

the anonymity it bestows upon the wearer, particularly during operations in the dark.  

During, that is, operations in the valley of death. 

 

::: 
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Peace 

It was early December of 1993 – seven months after people in the Highgate Hotel lost 

their personal peace forever – when Nelson Mandela and FW de Klerk collected the Nobel 

Prize for peace.  

In his acceptance speech, De Klerk said, “More than 3 000 people have died in political 

violence since the beginning of this year. As always it is the innocent...who are the main 

victims of these conflicts.” In his autobiography, De Klerk said the Nobel prize was 

“somehow the ultimate recognition that my party and my people were now part of the 

solution to the complex problems of our country”.  

In his acceptance speech, Mandela said: “Let it never be said by future generations that 

indifference, cynicism or selfishness made us fail to live up to the ideals of humanism which 

the Nobel Peace prize encapsulates.” Until the day De Klerk died in 2021, Neville waited for 

him to demonstrate to Highgate survivors that he was neither indifferent nor selfish. 

“The blood of Africa was flowing thick and fast when Nelson Mandela and FW de 

Klerk jointly received the Nobel Peace Prize,” writes Letlapa Mphahlele in his 

autobiography. “As champagne was flowing in Oslo, so was the blood of the African people 

at the hands of the followers of the two men.” 

Writer Czeslaw Milosz received the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1980. His acceptance 

speech is worth noting because, as a 20th century poet of political catastrophe, Czeslaw 

Milosz’s words are valuable. He said,  

A distance achieved, thanks to the mystery of time, must not change events, 

landscapes, human figures into a tangle of shadows growing paler and paler. 

Those who are alive receive a mandate from those who are silent forever. They 

can fulfill their duties only by trying to reconstruct precisely things as they were, 

and by wresting the past from fictions and legends. 
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I remember this – more than I remember De Klerk or Mandela winning a prize for 

peace – whenever I hear Neville ask who shot him and why. Because Neville is heeding his 

mandate from those Highgate patrons who were silenced forever that night. 

 

::: 
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Abandonment 

From day one, I've wanted to know who they were, really what the reasons 

were, why specifically the Highgate was attacked. You hear police reports – they 

were arrested, then you hear they weren’t arrested. I don’t even know the 

names of the people that done the shooting. No information whatsoever. It’s 

just been lost, there’s nothing to do with our case. When it comes to other cases 

like the Heidelberg7 they got names, they had people at amnesty hearings. 

We've never had an amnesty hearing for the Highgate. They had amnesty 

hearings for the Highgate grenade attack which happened a couple of months 

after our attack. No-one got hurt. I kept on saying, what about us? With our 

case, five lives were taken. Seven were injured. There’s no amnesty hearings. It's 

like we were thrown in the dirt box, forgotten about. 

Directly or indirectly various institutions of successive governments allowed Neville to 

fall into cracks in their systems. The outgoing Nationalist regime mouthed what he wanted to 

hear but protected their own backsides first. The transitional leaders bypassed the personal 

aftermaths of one shooting event in favour a nation’s welfare. Optimistic undertakings by the 

TRC at its inception evaporated in the heat of unforeseen numbers of people seeking their 

own absolution.  

The Belings did, however, get something. A record of correspondence, filed in a lever 

arch file of plastic sleeves, shows that there was some correspondence following the Highgate 

attack. Eleven days after 1 May 1993, there was a letter from the Deputy Minister of Foreign 

                                                       
7 In the early minutes of 31 December 1993, three women were killed and six people injured when APLA 
operatives walked into the Heidelberg Tavern in Observatory, Cape Town, and fired at patrons while other 
operatives waited in a car outside. They also threw a hand grenade covered with nails into the room but this 
failed to explode. A man who ran out of a neighbouring tavern into the street was shot dead by the attackers. 
Amnesty was granted to four of the six APLA operatives who applied for amnesty for this attack. 
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Affairs. 

Dear Mr Beling  

I was truly shocked and saddened to hear of the attack on the Highgate Hotel 

last Saturday. 

This kind of despicable attack on innocent civilians of which you have 

become a victim is totally unacceptable and is condemned by all civilised people. 

I would nevertheless like to wish you a speedy recovery and express the 

hope that these ruthless killers will soon be brought to justice. 

Yours sincerely 

Renier Schoeman 

Nevertheless? Minister Schoeman, what is meant by nevertheless? 

Then the mayor’s quarterly bulletin for East Londoners appeared. The “mayoral 

editorial”, authored and signed by Councillor C.M. Burger, starts: 

I extend my Council’s sincerest condolences to loved ones and friends of 

those who lost their lives or were injured in the recent Highgate Hotel attack. 

Please be assured that the Council is addressing the security situation at the 

very highest level and will continue to do all in its power to ensure that all 

citizens can continue to live in safety without the constant fear of being 

attacked in this manner. 

I have just returned from a lightning trip through Europe where I was able to 

witness some of the world’s most beautiful scenery, including a hike up the 

Bavarian Alps to Hitler’s ‘Eagle Nest’. 

And there was Constand Viljoen, who arrived at Neville’s hospital bedside a few days 

after the shooting. In the light of subsequent theories regarding who might have 

masterminded and executed the Highgate attack, the Belings have much to say about the 
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appearance at that point of this conservative leader. On Mr Beling’s home video, the leader of 

the Afrikaner Volksfront looks awkward and, well, a bit shifty. His companion salvaged the 

moment, mouthing platitudes on the leader’s behalf and about which Neville is now derisive. 

That was the first and the last time we ever heard of them. And they made 

promises. Where are they today? 

We've approached political parties – a senator in the National party at the 

time who was also at the King William’s Town golf club when the shooting took 

place there, so he more or less knew what our situation was. He tried what he 

could. We got nothing out of it. He told us we must apply to the TRC. 

At one stage we approached the ANC. Who was that woman's name we dealt 

with? Started with a S. She stayed in Beach Road – we went to her house. Got no 

help over there. The only thing I think she arranged was that letter we had to 

write to the President's Fund (to cover half a year’s nursing). We had to apply 

each year. And that was the ANC. 

Then we approached the DA. Athol Trollip came to see us. You know, they 

promise you the world, and they’ll go into it, you give them all your files and 

records and they say no, they’ll see what they can do. They put you on a string 

for months on end. Then out of the blue I get a phone call from Athol Trollip 

again, when Dumisani Ncamazana was given a presidential pardon and two or 

three days after that Martin Whitaker was shot. Trollip says, how do I feel about 

Dumisani Ncamazana being released from jail. At the time we thought he was 

involved with the Highgate shooting. I was very angry. I said, ‘I'm very upset that 

they could of released him on a presidential pardon and now Martin Whitaker's 

shot dead’.  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



100 
 

 

Athol Trollip said they arranging a meeting with Tony Leon in East London, at 

Andrew Whitaker's. We went to Andrew's house, it wasn't long and Tony Leon 

rocked up. The DA had all my statements and reports. We sat in the lounge, 

Tony Leon wanted to hear from everybody that was there, their background, 

and all that stuff. And that’s where we met the woman whose daughter and 

husband were shot near the Nahoon Dam turnoff. When it got to my turn, Tony 

Leon said he’s read through all my files, and we talked. When we looked again 

that whole yard was just reporters, outside, waiting now for us to come out the 

house. So then we had to go outside the house and make like a public statement 

and all this nonsense. They were gunning me with a few questions. Athol Trollip 

was standing by this BMW and he had my whole file of documents. He jumped 

in, then they interviewed Neville Harris.8 

That was it. Went home, never heard any more. Tony Leon made a lot of 

promises to us inside the house before he left – he said we can phone him at any 

time, with any problems, things will be done, he’s going to get answers in 

Parliament, and what-not all. We never heard from him again. 

Eventually, the day came when the light of the TRC shone on Neville Beling. 

 

::: 

  

                                                       
8 Father of Deon Harris, who was shot dead at the Highgate Hotel on 1 May 1993. 
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Commissioning Truth  

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission, South Africa’s audacious project to 

embrace the pain of its past, was part of the genius of South Africa’s transition from 

Apartheid to democracy, an inspired political strategy to inspire both hope and contrition. But 

it was also controversial, its amnesty legislation considered by many to be too generous. And 

the Commission ended – because it had to end – with business unfinished and expectations 

incompletely met. For many lively noisy years, the TRC fuelled national conversations. 

Authors, academics and journalists produced a lot of books and papers and TV packages and 

radio shows analysing its processes. But Neville, who appeared at the Commission in a public 

hearing, has little to say on the matter. 

The TRC meant nothing to us. It was a waste of time. But that’s all we had. We 

had nowhere else to turn, we had nobody to go to. 

On 10 June 1997, Neville laboured up to the TRC platform to tell his story. He 

understood that he was taking his pain and disfigurement to the platform he long desired and 

finally designated to him to add his piece to the new nation’s collective re-storying of its past. 

He was determined to tell the world what it was like to be the guy at the bar who was 

minding his own business when his life was irrevocably altered. He was hoping that giving 

his testimony would eventually lead, thread by thread, from victim to perpetrator, to finally 

facing the attacker in the balaclava who had shot him. But when his time came, the 

opportunity sputtered, and his chance to speak ended in his silencing.  

They didn’t ask me much. They spoke to my father. I read my statement, what 

happened to me, and the question they asked me was to do with Sharpeville. I 

don’t think they asked me any questions about the Highgate. What I've got to do 

with Sharpeville, I don’t know up to today. It was before my time. I’d never heard 

of Sharpeville until the day of the TRC. I just remember saying whatever came 
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into my mind. And then they asked me, those people involved with the 

Sharpeville attack, how do I feel – I can’t remember – and I answered that. I was 

so tensed and worked up. Sitting at the TRC felt like I was sitting in court and I 

was being judged. I felt like a criminal. That’s the honest way I felt. We weren’t 

long on stage and we were off. 

Neville’s father had accompanied him onto the podium. Both men, Junior and Senior, 

fielded questions from the TRC commissioners about whether any criminal prosecution ever 

occurred (both say no), and Neville Beling Jnr is then asked about work (he confirms he has 

none). This much is evident from the public record, as is the consistent misspelling of 

Neville’s surname. The commissioner returns to Neville’s father, asking, “Is there anything 

Mr Belling Senior that you want to add to the testimony?” There is.   

Mr Beling Senior speaks at length about pain and suffering, about absent social life, 

about Neville’s colostomy, about his wife’s accelerated aging, and about his son’s extensive 

internal damage. The man continues for 1 046 words about this being “a very bad business 

and so on, very bad.” Neville’s own testimony amounts to 244 words. The commissioner 

does not coax the father to conclude. Instead, he prompts: “Are there any specific requests 

that you would like to raise to this Commission so that it can pass them over to the State 

President and his colleagues?” Mr Beling begins discoursing on compensation for victims of 

terrorism. A second commissioner, June Crichton, tries to help Neville reclaim the occasion: 

MS CRICHTON: We’ve heard a lot from your father about his feelings … can you 

just tell me what you feel even if it’s contradictory to what your father might have 

said? 

MR BELLING (JNR): I feel very bitter about it. As my father said I’ve got no social 

life and I’m the age of twenty four now. I see my friends go ahead enjoying their life 

which I can’t do. 
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When the line of questioning turns to amnesty, Neville briefly says the perpetrators 

should be jailed. Again, his father weighs in, this time for 987 words. He speaks of a 

premeditated act of brutal murder, and the wilful infliction of unending trauma by a terrorist. 

He tells about running out of money and about his broken family. A Commissioner tries to 

sum up: 

REV FINCA: You have referred to people who are victims of the High Gate murder 

and King William’s Town and Queenstown in this region and the church in Cape 

Town. You say that those people who are responsible for this must really be taken to 

court and face the consequences of their actions. Would you say the same for all 

people who have committed acts of murder during the conflicts of the past or would 

you feel that these four cases should be treated differently from the rest of the cases? 

There follow several hundred more words from Mr Beling Snr about Satan taking over 

but that, as judges go, God’s the biggest judge of them all and that those acting on Satan’s 

behalf need to be sorted out according to the laws of the country. The closing question goes to 

Neville: 

REV FINCA: Mr Belling Junior. You have told us that you are in extreme pain and I 

don’t know whether you are going to wait for the rest of the High Gate testimonies to 

be heard or do you want us to release you straight away?  

But it is the father who answers saying, “He’ll remain here.” In fact, Neville’s pain is so 

extreme that he leaves the hearing immediately. But his pain is not only physical. Trying to 

speak coherently of the inexpressible, feeling judged: these are things that strike him dumb. 

He cannot speak therefore his father speaks for him. Or is it this: He cannot speak because his 

father speaks for him? Or this: He cannot speak to a TRC seeking to align his life experience 

with other histories from before his time?  
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“Sharpeville” is all he can remember from the occasion whereas he actually knows 

nothing of the historical fact of Sharpeville, a massacre which occurred on 21 March 1960 at 

a police station in the (then) Transvaal, where Apartheid police fired upon a crowd that was 

demonstrating against pass laws, killing 69 people and injuring 180. For the TRC to link 

Sharpeville and Highgate struck Neville as arbitrary at a time when his hopes and 

expectations were facing an entirely other direction. It felt like another official structure 

snubbing him as they disregarded his story. Plus there was the problem with his father. 

What he said I don’t think makes sense and it wasn’t an appropriate thing to say 

at the time. Since then, I’ve been trying to do everything on my own. 

It’s not exactly that Neville disagreed with his father’s desire for retributive justice but, 

in the years between testifying to the TRC and talking to me, he has come to a finer 

understanding of what it means to be a white citizen of post-Apartheid South Africa. At the 

time, however, dark silence continued its reign in his life. A few months after his oral account 

to the TRC, Neville received a phone call. There was going to be an amnesty hearing for the 

Highgate attackers and would he like to attend? Yes!  

You start working yourself up, these guys must have come forward. I think it was 

a day before the amnesty hearing they phoned me to say I don’t have to appear 

because it was not the Highgate shooting, it was the grenade attack. It had 

nothing to do with our shooting. So there too my expectations were shattered. 

Never heard from them again. 

In the wake of this abandonment Neville began his own commission on truth, following 

every lead and piece of hearsay he received. In his own way, he has been pursuing the ideal 

outlined by Dullah Omar, the Minister of Justice overseeing establishment of the TRC. “We 

do not want to encourage a culture of impunity,” he said. “We want individual 
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accountability.” Neville wants the Highgate perpetrators found. He wants to hear from them 

what they have to say. With no help from the TRC. 

When we came off the stage, there was a little room there. I don’t know if it was 

counsellors or the TRC or what, but two people, and we sit there while they 

asked us questions, try calm you down again, are you wanting counselling, what 

are your needs. They promise, okay they’ll get you counselling. Well, I’m still 

waiting.  

So what that was all that about? They wrote everything down, they made 

notes, and that was the last I heard.  

I’ve got nothing to say about the TRC. 

According to the Jungian theologian James Hollis, there are just two things we all fear 

and by all he means everyone who is born a human being. These two fears are overwhelm 

and abandonment. Of the latter Hollis says, “In the face of abandonment, coping strategies 

include inordinate searches for connection and reassurance.” Seeking connection and 

reassurance following the collapse of meaning, Neville attached himself to a search for 

answers to his two questions. As soon as I met him, I attached myself to Neville. By then, 

Neville had attached to Letlapa Mphahlele. 

 

::: 
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Soldier 

In 1993, Letlapa Mphahlele was APLA’s Director of Operations, leader of an army 

fighting for a new South Africa. In 2005, the year he first met Neville, he was president of the 

Pan Africanist Congress, his fight for a just society undiminished. Once he had heard of 

Neville Beling and his quest for answers, Letlapa Mphahlele, leader of soldiers who shot 

civilians, agreed to meet the man shot in the Highgate Hotel by men ordered by someone to 

shoot. Why? Because he believes that nobody in their right senses could reject truth and 

reconciliation. “We must walk it,” he writes in his autobiography, “and meet each other half 

way. We need more contact and mutual understanding rather than the rehearsed phrase of 

‘I’m sorry’.”   

But he also believes that talking reconciliation is not enough and this is the view he was 

acting on when he boycotted the TRC amnesty process. Reconciliation must rest on the 

pillars of economic, political and social justice, he says. “The TRC disregarded African 

history and was blind to the causes of violence and strife. Instead, the commission demanded 

that all those involved in violence apply for amnesty. It didn’t differentiate between the 

violence of a colonised people, committed in self-defence, and that of the coloniser. You 

cannot equate a disease with its cure, poison with its antidote.”  

“Another major flaw of the TRC,” Letlapa told a reporter, “was that 80% of amnesty 

applicants were Africans and only 20% were white. The figures reflect that Africans were 

responsible for their own oppression, which is a fallacy. Also, you applied individually and 

were granted amnesty individually – overlooking the collective nature of the revolution.” 

This view – that revolution is a communal activity – is what propelled him to walk half 

way towards Neville. “You cannot hold responsible the person who pulled the trigger without 

following the chain of command,” he has said. It was widely believed that it was one of 

Letlapa’s soldiers who attacked the Highgate Hotel since press reports and even the TRC’s 
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Final Report name APLA as responsible for the attack. So Neville was not alone in believing 

this a reasonable conclusion and that Letlapa’s decision to walk towards him was about to be 

helpful. 

By his own recognition, Letlapa is a pack of contradictions: “That of a man pouring 

vengeful rhetoric on public platforms, and that of a man who feels for the people hurt and 

maimed thanks to orders I gave”. Some people say his arguments are romantic and some 

speak of his insubordination to the PAC High Command. But not all these opinions are on the 

record so all I can tell you is what I see when I see Letlapa Mphahlele, former leader of a 

guerrilla army which took up its weapons and intensified its military campaign right when 

democracy was within reach. He is tall and carries himself with a regal bearing. His posture is 

erect, his gaze watchful. His wardrobe choices make a discreet and stylish nod to Africa and 

he speaks with the modulated voice of a person who thinks about what he needs to say. He 

does not waste words nor use them lightly. I experienced his presence as mesmerising and I 

was instantly in its thrall. 

Long after he was replaced as PAC president, Letlapa continued what he saw as his 

work, disrupting TV broadcasts and such, and was expelled from the PAC in 2013, apparently 

for bringing the party into disrepute. He obtained a court order to set aside his expulsion but 

when a PAC faction appealed that, a full bench of the court upheld his expulsion. He has 

nevertheless continued his moral work, meeting survivors whose anguish he had authorised, 

seeking contact and mutual understanding. In other words, he does what he feels he must do. 

Which, on the day in 2006 I first met him, was meeting a huddle of Highgate victims 

somewhere along the stony road of reconciliation. 

Later that same day, he was smousing his own books from the boot of his car which is 

how I bought a copy of his autobiography. Child of This Soil, it is titled, My life as a freedom 

fighter. And on the first page of my copy is now written:  
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To Gill, 

With everlasting memories of meeting High Gate Hotel survivors. 

28 Nov 2006 

East London 

Letlapa Mphahlele 

He conducted these things – the politically sublime and the financially ridiculous – with 

a dignity and respect that was both spacious and intimate. He listened to the stories of 

survivors, hearing their pain; he looked at their humanity, seeing their spirit. For me he 

opened the boot of his unremarkable sedan in a windswept carpark, lamenting the fact that 

publishing in South Africa had come to this, and rootled around seeking his pen to write the 

inscription. 

Neville’s first encounter with Letlapa Mphahlele had taken place the year before, in 

2005, in Cape Town, in a professionally mediated encounter which Neville will never forget. 

I saw a lot of the military in him.  And I suppose it was also bringing back a lot of 

memories to him to recall all these things. And emotions. He’s not a man that 

shows emotions. He took himself back and it just shows how fresh the wounds 

are in himself to be able to tell me so clearly. I mean, he never once hesitated in 

answering my questions. I was speaking to somebody – not just watching on the 

TV – somebody that was directly involved with the foot soldiers.  

This is a man that had taken on the old regime, that fought a war with our 

soldiers, that maimed people, killed people, crippled people, that we thought 

had no feelings, had no heart, a cold person. And here this man is sitting here. 

I’m sitting in the same room, and he is like any one of us. 

“I don’t think I was born violent,” Letlapa has said. “And as a teenager I was a born-

again Christian. But I came to see Christianity as an instrument of subjugation – that we 
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kneel and close our eyes while our land is being usurped.”  

Letlapa is a seSotho word for stone. In the Yeats poem of terrible beauty entitled 

“Easter, 1916”, Yeats wrote:  

Too long a sacrifice 

Can make a stone of the heart. 

But Yeats didn’t know Letlapa Mphahlele. 

 

::: 
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The belief 

Neville’s sister, Terri-Ann, rarely spoke. Whenever I was in her company, she preferred 

to be busy or to smoke quietly while her brother told me his stories. Many of these were on 

repeat, and I listened to them two, three, four times. But sometimes Terri-Ann did speak, and 

I always noted what she said either because of its infrequency or because of its forthright 

clarity. One day, this is what she said: 

For many years we believed it was the PAC who did this to my brother and for 

many years we hated them and black people with such a passion. We thought all black 

people were ruthless killers with no feeling for anybody including feelings for their 

own people. 

Then one day my brother had the opportunity to meet the man he thought gave 

the orders to do this to him and all the other victims of the Highgate Hotel in ’93. He 

wanted answers from him. He wanted to look this ruthless killer in his eyes and tell 

him what he has been through. To tell this man how he destroyed his life at the tender 

age of just 20 years old. Destroyed a promising future. A future he was working so 

hard to achieve.  

You see, the blacks thought and many of them still think it was easy for white 

people to find work. Well, it wasn’t. It took a few years for my brother to find a 

permanent job. He was working to get somewhere in the company and he was 

succeeding. Then overnight all that was taken away from him in a split second. To be 

a disabled person, a pensioner, at such an early age was devastating to him. 

Then my brother was sitting opposite the man he hated with such a passion. 

Looked him in the eyes and waited for the man to say something first. The man we all 

know now as Letlapa, president of the PAC, told my brother his story. The reasons 

why he did what he did. The remorse he felt for the people he killed and injured. He 
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did it because his people were suffering. His people were being tortured, killed and 

raped. Innocent children were being murdered all because they were black. He spoke 

about his life and the pain and suffering he had to deal with. The hatred for the white 

people. He believed there was no God because if there was a God how could this God 

allow all these things to happen to his people that he loved so dear.  

I’m thinking black people do have feelings, they do get hurt, they do 

have compassion. Everything I was told and made to believe was all a lie. 

After this speech, Neville’s sister fell silent again. 

 

::: 
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Meeting a perpetrator 

From the night he was shot on 1 May 1993, twelve years and four months passed before 

Neville finally met the man everyone, including the TRC, saw as the person responsible for 

all the bullets fired into those rooms of the Highgate Hotel. Because the attack was widely 

seen to have been the work of APLA operatives, Letlapa Mphahlele, who in 1993 was 

APLA’s Director of Operations, was widely believed to have been its primary perpetrator.  

By the time he met Neville in September 2005, Letlapa had already met victims of 

other attacks which he had authorised in 1993. One of those victims, Charl van Wyk, was in 

St James Church in Kenilworth, Cape Town, when two APLA operatives opened fire during 

the evening service on 25 July. Eleven people died and 56 were injured. Van Wyk and 

Mphahlele met in an encounter orchestrated by journalists who had previously interviewed 

them both. “I’ve never shied away from taking responsibility for APLA activities at the time I 

was Director of Operations,” Mphahlele writes in his autobiography. “I’m proud to have been 

part of such a heroic army.” 

In 2002, Mphahlele encountered another victim, the mother of a young woman killed 

on 31 December 1993 when APLA operatives attacked the Heidelberg Tavern. Confronting 

Mphahlele at the launch of his book, she tackled him during question time about his dismissal 

of the TRC amnesty process. Six APLA operatives had applied for amnesty for the attack 

which had killed her daughter and three others, yet their commander – now in front of her on 

a Cape Town stage – was refusing to co-operate with the TRC’s amnesty committee. She 

wanted to know: Was his response not a trivialisation of the TRC? Mphahlele crossed the 

crowded room to speak to the dead woman’s mother personally, asking her to meet him 

privately. She did, a decision which catalysed a remarkable relationship of reconciliation 

between South Africans, and they established an organisation in her daughter’s name, the 

Lyndi Fourie Foundation. The victim confronting Mphahlele in a crowded room was Lyndi’s 
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mother, Ginn Fourie. She later left the university where she taught physiotherapy, and trained 

as a mediator. In 2005, she mediated Neville’s first encounter with Letlapa Mphahlele. At that 

point, Neville had one thing on his mind. 

I just can’t wait to meet these guys. I would like to know from him: Did he order 

this? What specifically was his reason? And why the Highgate? To me, there’s so 

much that’s been hidden from this case. 

Knowing what he now knows, Neville is always quick to provide his audience with 

context, the better to help us measure the before-and-after impact of his stories. 

I was bitter in the beginning. I couldn’t take black people around me. I had a bit 

of a bad time with black nursing staff in the hospitals. Because I didn’t want to 

see black people. What they done to me. What they taken away from me. 

Overnight. All I wanted was the opportunity to blow these people away, one for 

one. That’s what I wanted. 

I had no idea what was going on in politics. I was not worried about politics. I 

didn’t even belong to a political party. And I get shot through political issues 

which didn’t concern me. 

There are many angles to a mediation story. In this one, in addition to meeting the 

Highgate perpetrator, Neville and his mother were seeing Cape Town for the first time. They 

were also flying for the first time, experiencing new realities. For instance, confused by the 

complimentary bottles in their guest house bathroom, Neville and Zilla found they had 

applied hand cream to their hair. At Groot Constantia wine farm, they drank wine out of 

glasses so big they required two hands to hold them. As for the fireplace, well, it was the 

biggest Neville had ever seen. 

Two cows on a spit could go in there and you’d still have room either side! 

Also, wherever they went in Cape Town, there was a lot of fruit. 
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No! why must a person eat fruit?  

But these angles are secondary. Neville and Zilla were there to do something much 

bigger. In The Book of Forgiving, Desmond Tutu writes: 

There is a profound reclaiming of dignity and strength when you are able to stand in 

front of your abuser, stand in your truth, and speak of how that person hurt you. I 

believe this is the quickest way to find both peace and the will to forgive. 

For Neville and Letlapa, each regarded the other as his abuser. Each went to Cape Town 

to tell the other of their hurt. They had lived with what psychologists call the de-humanisation 

that is the corollary of victimhood. When victims and perpetrators distance themselves, they 

can more easily objectify others (using terms like ‘us’ and ‘them’ and ‘they’) so that the step 

of demonising comes naturally. The other person is perceived as less than human, as an object 

or an animal. In this mediation, Ginn Fourie guided Neville and Letlapa towards the reverse 

process, what psychologists call re-humanisation. It is not for us to speculate on whether 

Tutu-style peace and forgiveness passed between them. But so far as I can tell, they listened 

to each other so intently that it is accurate to say they heard each other.  

Judith Butler reminds us that with injury comes a moral predicament. The injured could 

reciprocate their hurt by hurting back (understandable but not, as Tutu and his TRC 

commissioners kept pointing out, advisable) or the injured could pause to consider the 

implications of their injury. This binary of options places the injured in their moral 

predicament. Butler describes it as seeking to “preserve oneself against the injuriousness of 

the other, but if one were successful at walling oneself off from injury, one would become 

inhuman”. In the space between these two positions, Letlapa Mphahlele and Neville Beling 

encountered each other.  

“We were so nervous for that mediation,” Zilla remembered, “so nervous to meet him, 

thinking he was the one. And then to walk in, to see his eyes.” Mother and son were walking 
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towards Butler’s view that to be human seems to mean being in a predicament that one 

cannot solve.  

… 

The mediation between Neville and Letlapa, which was organised by the Centre for the 

Study of Violence and Reconciliation (CSVR), took place on the first two days of September 

2005, at a suburban Cape Town guest house chosen for its convenience, because it could 

accommodate Neville’s special needs, and because it was peaceful, safe and secure. 

Organisers also paid attention to seating arrangements and other non-verbal signals of power. 

But Neville still felt disadvantaged. 

NEVILLE 

He was already there. We had to walk in with him sitting 

there. I had mixed emotions. I didn’t know what to 

expect. Was this a man responsible for our shooting? 

Giving the command to APLA soldiers?  

LETLAPA 

Neville set the tone. It was far above what I expected. I 

mean, take into account that here is someone who is 

permanently disabled, and he is going to meet somebody who 

was part and parcel of the campaign to mutilate and maim 

people like him. 

NEVILLE 

His back was facing me. I knew what he looked like, with 

him being on the news. And I knew, well, that’s Letlapa. 

And he turned round and looked at me and I just felt 

uneasy. I mean, he had that face. You know, that look on 
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his face that he was a military person. He had no smile or 

anything on his face. I thought, ‘Have I done the right 

thing?’ We shook hands. He was very serious. All I knew 

was he was a commander of APLA and he had done a lot 

of bad things. I didn’t know what he was thinking. 

Ginn had us seated that she was in the middle, I 

was here and Letlapa there, no table in between. We 

were eye contact all the time. I would look on the floor 

and when I look up he’s looking at me. I look down again 

and then I look up and he’s in my eyes. So I thought, 

‘Stuff you, I’m also going to stare you out. You one of the 

people that were involved.’ But with a lot of feelings 

going through. You don’t know what’s going to come of 

this, what his story is. He’s going to come up with some 

lies. You think back on the pain and suffering you’ve gone 

through, you want all the ammo you’ve got. 

Then it was the choice of me telling my story first 

or him telling his story. I said, ‘No, I want his’. 

Neville’s decision offered him time and space to observe Mphahlele and a chance to 

gain composure himself.  

 

LETLAPA 

Neville, let me start off by admiring your courage. The 

courage to see, eyeball to eyeball, someone who has been 
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mastermind of atrocities that you have suffered. You are one of 

the victims. I say it is a lot of courage because a lot of people 

leg it – those who were recipients of violence and those who 

were givers or those who unleashed violence. I really admire 

that and thanks again to your supportive family, your mother. I 

have gone through TRC documents and your father was there 

by you, so that again shows the depth of courage that your 

family has. 

Neville heard about Letlapa’s childhood in Manaleng in the Limpopo Province (then 

Northern Transvaal) during Apartheid.  

LETLAPA 

I grew up knowing that God Himself has decreed that 

black people were inferior, that even the length of our hair is 

symbolic of the depth of our intelligence. And I grew up 

knowing that a white person has to be respected. Jesus Christ 

himself, the disciples, were from the master race. Actually, we 

did not respect white people, we worshipped them, and in their 

presence we had to behave ourselves. As I grew up questions 

kept on cropping up in my mind: Were we praying to the same 

God with these people and what did God say about the earthly 

injustices? I had a lot of questions but very few answers. 

I became a born-again Christian. I would go village to 

village, house to house, preaching. I turned my back on 

ancestral beliefs which I thought were satanic. And the 
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questions kept on cropping up, about the justice and fairness of 

this religion I was in, the Christian religion. 

It was in 1978 that I decided to leave the country. I felt 

that I should go where I was going to get military training and 

come back and fight. My definition of the enemy was the white 

people that have taken our land, our freedom, our liberty, and 

even subjected us to humiliation. So, I left the country still with 

question marks hanging about God’s role in the whole thing, 

and I felt that God was very slow in getting things done. 

I cut off relationship with church. I felt that I would pray 

individually – never again as part of the congregation. 

Neville heard how Mphahlele joined the PAC (“its militancy – I couldn’t resist it”) and 

rose through the ranks of APLA. And he heard how hard it was to live in exile.  

LETLAPA 

It was not easy because the first sickness you suffer is 

homesickness. Especially when you intermingle with old men 

who had left the country at your age but their hair was greying 

and you felt that this was the fate that awaited you. As a young 

boy of 18 or 17, we thought that it was going to be a quick-fix 

thing – we were going to fight for six months and the seventh 

month we would be free. Then you get the Russians and the 

Cubans and the Chinese telling you that the South African army 

is in the top ten and you aren’t going to defeat them unless they 

give up. 

Mphahlele’s narrative kept moving. Neville kept listening. 
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LETLAPA 

In the early 90s, black people became victims of random 

attacks on trains, taxis. We had decided – it was not democratic 

I must confess – that the violence should be taken onto the 

white areas and that the war should be tit for tat, that even non-

combatants should receive the wrath of violence. So I 

sanctioned a lot of attacks and killings including St James, 

King William’s Town golf club, Queenstown steak house, one 

in KwaZulu-Natal, and others including farm attacks. 

NEVILLE 

It was a moving story, really it was a moving story. 

It’s not that he woke up one morning and said I’m going 

to shoot a whole lot of white people. There was a reason 

why he done what he done. 

I mean the life Letlapa led, how he had to leave his 

family, his home to fight for his people.  And I suppose if I 

was in his shoes, I would have done exactly the same 

thing.  I would have most probably done exactly the 

same thing.  He was fighting for his people. 

He must have lost a lot of friends in the struggle, he 

must have lost a lot of family members.  He’s lost just as 

much, maybe not physical like I’ve lost – a lot of use of 

my arm and whatever. He might have a normal body, but 

he’s also scarred as much as what I am. 
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I told Letlapa my story, with eye contact right 

through, what took place at the Highgate. And when I 

mentioned about the hand grenade, the teargas, the 

AK47 that was used, I could see there was a bit of 

disturbance in his face. I could see his face changing a bit, 

not interfering with my story. Until I finished my story 

and he said to me that, at that time, APLA was not using 

AK47s. They had no access to hand grenades, they were 

using petrol bombs.  

I wanted to make contact with police, to find out 

more about the Highgate. But Letlapa asked me if I could 

give him approximately 30 days to do more 

investigations on his side, find out if it could a been a 

renegade that done that to us. Not at one stage did he 

say it wasn’t APLA. 

I think it was just a little over 30 days when Letlapa 

made contact to say that he couldn’t come up with any 

information and APLA was not involved with the 

Highgate shooting. 

That was when lights started flashing. 

Neville knows what everyone wants to ask at this point. In his consummate way, he 

anticipates your need, peeling away intervening onion layers to conclude his mediation story. 

I was hoping he was going to say well, here Neville, 

I’ve got three, four gentlemen, whatever, they are 
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prepared to talk to you, they say that they were there, 

they done the shooting, let’s go ahead are you ready. 

That’s what I was hoping. 

What Neville got instead was the information that rearranged everything he thought he 

knew. This is what he learnt. When APLA soldiers attacked a civilian venue, certain 

characteristics marked it as an APLA operation. For instance: 

o The attackers were never masked (they were proud of their work and had no 

desire for anonymity) 

o The guns they used were always R1 or R4 rifles (their weaponry was obtained 

from South African security forces in Transkei and Ciskei and not from ANC-

supporting countries who supplied AK47 rifles to Mkhonto weSizwe) 

o Poor marksmanship characterised all APLA attacks (cadres lacked both 

privacy and an adequate supply of bullets to be able to practise their aim) 

o Immediately before an attack, APLA cadres would steal a vehicle to transport 

them to the campaign location and then abandon it immediately after getaway 

was complete 

o Soon after an attack, APLA would publicly claim responsibility for it. 

By contrast, the Highgate Hotel attack on 1 May 1993 featured the following: 

o The attackers wore balaclavas. Every witness agrees on this. 

o The guns used were AK47 rifles. Every witness and police report agrees on 

this. 

o Marksmanship was breath-takingly superior. For instance, from the other side 

of the room a neat line of evenly spaced bullets was fired into a bar counter less 

than one inch deep. For instance, a teargas canister thrown from the doorway flew 

cleanly through a serving hatch behind the bar counter to evacuate an adjacent 
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room.  

o Not one car was reported stolen in East London on 1 May 1993. The police 

investigating officer mentioned this when he met survivors in 2006.  

o No force has claimed responsibility. A few days after the attack, a call did 

claim that APLA was responsible for it, but this later turned out to be a hoax and 

succeeded only in prolonging confusion. 

Then there’s the matter of amnesty. A few years after 1993, when the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission invited perpetrators to apply for amnesty, former APLA cadres 

submitted applications for every APLA attack committed during The Year of the Great Storm 

– and then appeared before the Amnesty Committee. This is how it became known that target 

selection had been the responsibility of local commanders, that operatives were usually 

internally trained cadres who were familiar with the terrain but lacked the expertise of 

externally trained cadres, that as a result of this discrepancy, APLA leadership accepted full 

responsibility for acts which may have occurred as a result of errors, that they applied for 

amnesty alongside their foot soldiers. 

For the attack on Highgate Hotel on 1 May 1993, not a single amnesty application was 

received. 

These are the things Neville and his mother learned in the room where Letlapa was 

waiting for them, where they met eye to eye. Where they walked in as one sort of South 

African and left to fly home as another. 

NEVILLE 

I wasn’t disappointed. If I didn’t go, what would I be 

thinking now? Big difference.  

Big difference. 
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Said the person who once refused to be attended by black nurses. Who came home 

from Cape Town with the personal number of the president of the PAC in his cell phone. And 

who came home with more work to do. 

Successful mediation moves participants forward, it is not a process in a vacuum that 

leaves the main players where they were before the mediation. To continue moving, Neville 

decided on two main projects for his new future. He wanted to tell his story in a book, and he 

wanted to tell other Highgate survivors what he had discovered. For the first of these needs, 

he had been introduced to me. Because of that, I could join him a few weeks later, on the day 

Letlapa sold me a copy of his autobiography after meeting with other Highgate survivors.  

 

::: 
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Victim talk 

The Kennaway Hotel on East London’s seafront stands about eight floors tall. Between 

it and the Indian Ocean is a tarmac car park which also serves the fast-food outlets adjacent to 

the hotel’s entrance. All over the world coastal cities like East London produce hotels like the 

Kennaway. Locals call it “the Ken”. On the walls hang familiar images, reproductions of 

seaside scenes with an Edwardian flavour. The light fittings are generous and pendulant, 

reminiscent of chandeliers. Decades ago, hotels like the Ken might have been holiday 

destinations for families with glamorous holiday aspirations. But the holiday’s pretty much 

over now; outside the first-floor conference rooms white cups and saucers wait in lines. 

People are quiet, holding their tension warily. Neville hovers in the space between the 

top of the stairs and the lift doors, greeting survivors, thanking them for coming, offering 

them refreshments from the table. I hover too, eavesdropping. 

“Were you also there that night?”  

These two people who know each other are surprised to find each other here today.  

“Are you well?” 

“I’m well. I have to be.” 

The pair swop their stories of hip replacements, sudden onset diabetes, and states of 

anxiety that mean meetings like this – with strangers, one of them a black person, in an 

enclosed room, at the top of a flight of stairs – present great psychic challenge. But they’re 

here. They are here. 

“I just want answers.” 

“I’ll never forgive them.” 

“Have some juice.” Neville is tense with responsibility. 

“I can’t. It’ll give me problems.” 

“I’m in the same boat.”  
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No-one mentions colostomy bags. 

… 

The conference room assigned to the Highgate survivors’ meeting has no windows. 

There is nowhere for them to look but at the patterned carpet, or at each other. Seated in the 

carefully arranged circle are 19 white people and one black person,9 Letlapa Mphahlele, the 

APLA leader who would have authorised young men in his command to drive to the 

Highgate Hotel that Saturday night, to separate into two groups, to simultaneously enter the 

ladies’ bar and the men’s bar, and to shoot their automatic rifles at the people drinking there – 

regardless of who they were, whether they were having fun or not, whatever personal strife 

they were escaping from, however much their families loved and needed them.  

Now the guerrilla leader turned political party president sits in this staid hotel, in this 

circle of accusers. Some, with hardened eyes and clenched jaws, cannot look upon him and 

stare at the carpet. 

It is quiet. There is little movement. No-one speaks.  

Mphahlele, a tall man, sits tall. He, too, does not speak, but his alert posture and roving 

eyes signal that he is fully alive to the weight of the quietness.  

The mediator, Ginn Fourie, arrived early and has been watching the 19 survivors who 

now sit with her in the wide circle. She is slender and has the strong tanned skin of a white 

South African who enjoys using her body in the sun. She has a spiky, practical hairstyle and a 

gap-toothed smile that, although frequent, is always warm. It’s impossible to see her simply 

as today’s mediator, to disconnect her from her own journey as the mother of a young woman 

who died in the APLA attack on the Heidelberg Tavern in Cape Town the same year the 

                                                       
9 The sole black person who survived the Highgate Hotel attack was not at the Kennaway mediation. Nkosinathi 
Alfred Gontshi, the bar tender on duty that night, was difficult to locate and Neville only found him after the 
Kennaway mediation. Mr Gontshi became a committed member of the Highgate United Support Group. He died 
in 2008. 
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Highgate was attacked. Now she sits on the front edge of her chair, erect, poised, delicate, 

watchful. Behind tinted glasses, her eyes are very bright. She waits for the right moment to 

begin.  

“May we be blessed as we do this thing today.”  

Ginn Fourie explains that the purpose of today’s meeting is to offer every survivor an 

opportunity to tell those present of their own experience, a process that will help everyone to 

fill in the gaps of their own story. Her speech is slow and careful, as is her eye contact; with 

these she coaxes a sense of united purpose into the room.  

“Then, after tea, comes the moving part – how to move forward after 13 years.”  

The survivors are not alone. Also in the circle are two people from the Centre for the 

Study of Violence and Reconciliation in Cape Town, a former police officer who investigated 

the Highgate case without success, a social worker from Famsa, a psychologist from Fort 

Hare University, a postgraduate psychology student from the University of Cape Town, a 

journalist with deep knowledge of the Eastern Cape’s transitional turbulence, the three 

Spirals Trust women who helped Neville organise this meeting, and me.  

One of my writing fears was born in this quiet room. Although I was there at Neville’s 

invitation, my body felt, as I listened to Ginn’s opening remarks, the same revulsion to my 

presence that I had felt 25 years earlier in my very first weeks as a news reporter in 

Johannesburg. Sent to interview a grieving family after a man’s ghastly death in a boating 

accident witnessed by his wife and children, I had put myself in the widow’s shoes and failed 

to even knock on her door. I sat immobilised outside the house while mourning relatives 

streamed in and out. Eventually I crawled back to the newsroom – without a story – where 

the news editor castigated me loudly and publicly before assigning me to weather stories.  

In the Kennaway, even though a Highgate survivor had invited me right into this room, 

I still recoiled from the notion of being perceived as a vulture. Indeed, many survivors saw 
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my cassette recorder as threatening and its purpose (and mine) became the focus of an 

extended preliminary negotiation. For a while before the mediation even got going, it seemed 

I would be leaving without the story. But these frightened, damaged South Africans were also 

gracious and eventually allowed Neville’s unknown acquaintance to stay, and to keep her 

recorder running. 

As though they had been holding their breath for 13 years and found themselves, 

unaccountably, to still be alive, survivors of the Highgate Hotel massacre tentatively exhaled. 

Then, in a sequence guided by Ginn, they started talking. 

“I was about 20 metres from – from where he was standing and – and, we just 

all fell down. And he just carried on shooting and shooting and shooting and people 

just fell down.”  

“Still today I don’t know how he survived taking four bullets through the lower 

abdomen area, through the back. I can remember him lying in ICU and the doctors 

kept him open, completely open, while they were trying to treat and repair him. Today 

there’s never a day that he doesn’t have pain, severe pain.” 

“I can’t talk about what happened.” 

“We’d still like to know who did it and like to know that person is behind bars.” 

Ginn continues round the circle, inviting each person to speak. Survivors wait their 

turn. Some, overwhelmed by the moment or perhaps silenced forever by bitterness, do not 

respond. But most do. They recall how landlords, discovering that breadwinners were now 

dead, gave widows with young children a month’s notice. They tell about having to walk 

many miles to work after their cars were repossessed, how their children were publicly 

shamed because school fees were unpaid, and how the Red Cross brought them their only 

food. 

Most of the time, their voices lack intonation. Their sentences, frequently just a 
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sequence of accumulated fragments, have a flatness at odds with their content. Occasionally 

the speaker gathers speed, as if sudden momentum will help them negotiate a muddy patch on 

a dangerous road, but mostly they lock into a gear that will allow them to pass through the 

floor of this long valley with minimal disturbance.  

“My son was shot as he was sitting there. He had two, two, AK47 bullets – 

apparently, that’s what they say – through his lungs. And, according to my GP, he just 

died like that.” 

“Eventually when I came back to reality, I just couldn’t walk, my legs just 

wouldn’t take me any further.”  

“I got a phone call that my husband was shot and I must go to the hospital. As I 

walked in, it was just blood from the entrance right down the passages. They asked 

me to go into this little room. And when they closed the door I knew.” 

Eventually it is Neville’s turn. 

“Well, everybody knows I’m Neville Beling. I was 20 years old. In ’93. I was 

working for Da Gama. I was there nine months. When my cousin and I decided 

Saturday night the first of May to go to the Highgate for a couple of drinks. We went 

in, we sat down. Ordered a beer. I’d taken one sip of my beer when I heard a shuffling 

noise by the door. That’s when I turned around to see what was going on and then I 

saw this guy run up the stairs with a balaclava on his head and an AK in his hand. I 

still thought to myself, who the hell is joking like this? You know, playing the fool. A 

gun. Until he turned the gun onto us and opened fire and then this wasn’t a joke.”  

Neville’s voice is flat. His eyes are cast down, as if reading a prepared speech. He has 

said these words so often before. 

“I turned around and hit my cousin who fell backwards. By the time I hit the 

floor I was already hit. With bullets. My left arm, my left leg was dead. I couldn’t feel 
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it.”  

Two separate body parts become a singular “it”. Pain displaces language and therefore 

existence. Neville’s voice continues. 

“I’d taken three bullets. We landed up in hospital. I got to hospital about half 

past ten. I only went into theatre after twelve. I was in theatre for twelve hours. And 

that was the start of 35 more ops that I went through. In that time I died three times.” 

His face is flushed with emotion, his very slight lisp more pronounced. He continues, 

voice still flat. 

“The doctors had given up on me. I had septicaemia. Pus was running from me. 

I even had a specialist come and tell me he didn’t think I would see Christmas that 

year. Well, I’m here today. And I’ve dedicated my life to try and find who the culprit 

is. We set up a mediation in Cape Town, where I could meet with Letlapa. I wanted to 

meet with APLA and know why they done what they done. When I walked into the 

room the first time, saw him standing there, I had mixed emotions. I didn’t know how 

to – er…” 

For the first time today, Neville hesitates. 

“I didn’t know what to expect, what was going to come out of it. I heard 

Letlapa's story. I told Letlapa my story, what took place at the Highgate. With eye 

contact right through. And when I mentioned about the hand grenade, the teargas, the 

AK47 that was used, I could see there was a bit of disturbance in his face. I finished 

my story and he said to me, at that time APLA was not using AK47s – am I correct?” 

Neville now looks up, glances at Mphahlele to check his information even though both 

men know he is correct. He wouldn’t get something this important wrong. Mphahlele 

explained to Neville,  

“We did not use AK. AK became a useless weapon. Once you ran out of 
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ammunition, it was like a stick. So we said we are no longer going to use AK.”  

He also said that the use of teargas in the Highgate attack had surprised him.  

“We did not have teargas,” he said. 

Neville then started testing Mphahlele.  

“When you people attacked a place, would youse do it executional style? 

Because, in the women’s side of the attack, they didn’t just go in and shoot wildly. 

They also walked up to the people, shot them executional style – like, put the guns to 

their heads and shoot them.”  

Silence. When a chess player makes a bold move, such a stillness can hang between the 

protagonists. Mphahlele replied evenly.  

“Because we wanted the attacks to be as swift as possible, normally it was a 

random spray of fire, running away from the scene.” 

He also explained that records of all APLA operations were in writing. On the basis of 

these reports, which South African security forces seized when they raided PAC points in 

Lesotho, operatives and their leaders were arrested. Although Mphahlele had been able to 

trace the written records of all other APLA attacks during The Year of the Great Storm, since 

meeting Neville a year earlier, he had found no documentation relating to the Highgate 

attack. 

“The attack you were victim to, Highgate Hotel, took me by surprise. I contacted the 

regional commander. He too did not have knowledge of it. When Jim10 told me that a 

person like you had suffered, I contacted a lot of people, including those responsible 

for that area. They gave me the same answer.” 

In their first mediation encounter, Mphahlele had explained to Neville that a renegade 

                                                       
10 Jimmy Jones was the alias of a PAC commander. “The black dude who’s not a Welshman,” former police 
investigator Daryl Els explained to survivors. 
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group had been active in APLA’s name in the early 1990s, and that it might have been these 

soldiers who had attacked the Highgate. His initial investigations had pointed away from the 

renegades but he wanted time to make sure. If an APLA operative had attacked the Highgate 

Hotel, even if it had been a renegade acting without orders, he, Letlapa Mphahlele, wanted to 

know because he, Letlapa Mphahlele, former APLA commander and director of operations, 

wanted to – had to – own such an attack. His view on guilt demanded it. 

“I am not excusing myself out of that responsibility. It can be a moral guilt – that you 

were passive, you did nothing to discourage the killing. In this case, I am one of those 

people who indoctrinated people that they must take the violence onto the white areas. 

APLA was not faceless, it was people like me who were fanning the flames of 

violence on white people. So you are not meeting someone who is guiltless, who is 

innocent of your pain. I feel I played a crucial role because I created an atmosphere. I 

cannot say I am criminally guilty – I was not part of the chain of command in your 

getting injured – but I am morally and otherwise guilty.” 

Taking personal responsibility aligns with Mphahlele’s view that belief in a supreme 

being is a form of escapism.  

“We are talking human pain, human expectations and hopes, so if you pitch it into the 

celestial world, it’s a surrendering of one’s responsibility. I think it would be asking 

too much to expect Neville to put it behind him and live as normal.”  

This is the view that has delivered Mphahlele to East London, to do what he can to help 

the people gathered in this windowless room in a seafront hotel. As succinctly as he can, 

Neville summarises for survivors what he heard the day his life changed in September 2005. 

Then he delivers his conclusion. 

“I wanted to make contact with police, find out more. Letlapa asked me if I could give 

him approximately 30 days where he could do investigations, find out if it could have 
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been a renegade that done that to us.”  

Neville was thinking that Daryl Els, who worked for the South African Police and in 

1993 was lead investigator on the Highgate case, could add to Neville’s newly-acquired 

information. But he did as Letlapa asked. 

“I think it was just a little over 30 days when Letlapa made contact to say that he 

couldn’t come up with any information and APLA was not involved with the 

Highgate shooting. That’s when I phoned Daryl Els and asked him about the 

Highgate, what he knew about it. And that’s when I heard that there was a Third Force 

involved. That APLA was not involved.” 

Survivors listen attentively all the way through Neville’s speech. Christiaan Botha, a 

freelance private investigator who sits next to his friend and colleague, Daryl Els, leans 

forward, still and alert. Only his eyes move, sliding every few seconds from Neville to 

Mphahlele and back to Neville, the way spectators watch a tennis match that could go either 

way. Daryl is anxious to speak, and repeatedly tries to have the ball served to him. But Ginn 

is first making sure Neville feels heard.  

“After the mediation, Neville, how did you feel?” 

“I felt much better after the mediation, knowing that we getting somewhere. I 

was hoping he was going to say, here Neville, I’ve got three, four, gentlemen. They 

are prepared to talk to you, they say that they were there, they done the shooting, let’s 

go ahead, are you ready. That’s what I was hoping. It was a shock to hear for the first 

time that there was a possibility that APLA was not involved and that it could be a 

Third Force. To know that it was my own people that done this to me.” 

Suddenly, like a lick of flame, a rustle spreads around the circle. People start 

murmuring as they realise what they’ve just heard.  

“It was white people – that’s why they covered their faces,” whispers one 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



133 
 

 

survivor.  

Neville, Mphahlele and Ginn Fourie wait. Eventually stillness returns. At last, it is 

Daryl Els’s turn to speak.  

“Letlapa was known to me only by name at that stage and I knew him only as Happy 

Letlapa, commander of operations in Southern Africa. We’ve never been able to 

exchange notes, so I would never have known what Happy’s feelings were about the 

Highgate Hotel.  

“I don’t want to run down any of the former APLA officers but my first feeling 

was that the St James church massacre, as well as the King golf club and the 

Yellowwoods Hotel, marksmanship was not up to standard – if I can put it that way. 

The attackers shooting widely and the shots running up into the roof as the rifle lifted. 

Then, comparing it to the Highgate Hotel, where the accuracy was lethal. I remember 

counting seven projectile holes in a bar counter that thick, right next to one another.”  

He indicates with finger and thumb apart how thick the Highgate bar counter was. He 

pokes holes into the air to show how close and how straight the holes were. His leg moves 

constantly as he speaks. He is wearing a Beetle Bailey sock. His words are the only sound in 

the hush, his leg the only movement. 

Daryl Els has a lot to say and has waited a long time to say it. Point by point he 

corroborates Letlapa’s story from the attackers’ ski mask-type balaclava with only the eyes 

visible to the absence of a hijacked vehicle that weekend, from superior marksmanship to 

weaponry.  

“The withdrawal under teargas was the first such incident in South Africa. In no other 

attack did the attackers withdraw under teargas. And the teargas canister that was 

found, was found to be made in South Africa. The weapons used – the AK47s – were 

never used before the Highgate Hotel attack, they were never used after. 
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“After having investigated all the other attacks – having arrested people such as 

Gcinikhaya Makoma from St James Church, the guys from Heidelberg shooting, the 

attack at Crazy Beat disco in Newcastle, and then the splinter group that attacked the 

Highgate on the second occasion that formed part of Mr Jimmy Jones’s operation – 

we saw then that nobody knew anything of the original Highgate Hotel attack. 

Nobody applied for amnesty in the Highgate Hotel attack.  

“That is all that I can say.” 

Ginn Fourie says, “Thank you, Daryl.” Everyone else is still very quiet. Daryl decides 

to continue. What he says next sounds like a creed. 

“I still believe that due to the fact it was identified as whites as camouflaged and 

wearing uniform, and the professionalism with which it was done, that it was either 

members of the South African National Defence Force, or possibly members of the 

South African Police Services. I can’t specifically say which of the groups.  

“I believe that the intelligence was incorrect. The AWB publicised in the media 

before and after the attack that they were marching from the Orange Grove Hotel, 

which was then the hangout for members of the AWB, to the Highgate Hotel. I believe 

the attackers would have hoped for a response from members of the AWB, to get the 

people to fight against the freedom fighters. I believe that was the idea behind this 

senseless attack, and I still believe that the wrong hotel was attacked – the Highgate 

Hotel, where you’ve got normal citizens, non-militant, non-politicians, innocent 

victims. None of these people would become militant if they were hit or killed or their 

relatives become militant. But if you hit the AWB, they believe these guys would be 

infuriated and retaliate. I just believe that the intel wasn’t correct and they thought the 

gathering place for AWB members was the Highgate Hotel.” 

At this point, my notebook records just four words, scrawled in capital letters:  
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  THE SILENCE 

  THE STILLNESS 

Eventually, the mediator breaks in. There is one more person in the circle waiting to 

speak. Survivors compose themselves to listen to him.  

“My name is Letlapa Mphahlele. I am the former Azanian People’s Liberation Army 

director of operations. I am a member of the Pan Africanist Congress. On the first of 

May 1993, I heard the news that there has been an attack on Highgate. And I was 

surprised. Immediately I contacted the field commanders and asked them if they knew 

anything about it. And the answer was no. Under normal circumstances I would have 

prior knowledge as it was the norm that I had to authorise any attack on civilians. But 

this time I did not authorise it. Well, a day or so later, APLA from Harare, Zimbabwe, 

claimed responsibility and, being the nature of irregular warfare, we did not want to 

contradict each other. But the fact of the matter is, as someone who was responsible 

for operations, I did not know about it. We started suspecting one another and there 

were some elements – dissident factions – in APLA who were involved in some 

operations and so I suspected them.  

“I don’t want to take too much time because I’m aware that today belongs to the 

survivors of Highgate. I am humbled – actually, I feel privileged – to be in the 

company of the survivors of the Highgate attack. And I feel responsible for their pain 

because I’m aware that violence begets violence. And that atmosphere of violence 

actually generated more violence. And, even if we blame the third or the fourth or the 

fifth force, the very fact there was that igniting of violence – that had a chain effect of 

violence. I feel responsible that, had I not been part of that violence, maybe there 

wouldn’t have been an excuse to be involved in violence that resulted in your loss, in 

your pain, in your anguish.” 
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It was, as the saying goes, a lot to take in. But survivors could not discount Letlapa’s 

moral position, his quiet and steady composure, his deep listening to every survivor. He may 

not have won over every soul in the room but every soul in the room was united in requiring 

an answer to the question begotten there. If it wasn’t APLA who attacked the Highgate Hotel 

on 1 May 1993 then who was it? 

 

::: 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



137 
 

 

 

 

 

“   ” 

There’s times you don’t sleep at night, when you think ‘why wasn’t I just shot dead at 

the Highgate?’ Why can’t I just go to theatre and just die under anaesthetic? You 

know, it’s like, what am I here for? Is there a purpose for me to still be alive? Is God 

punishing me? So much goes through your mind. What is the purpose? For a human 

being to go through all this and at the end of the day you still disabled? 

 

“   ” 
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PART THREE: 

IN THE WAY 

 

 

 

They stand in the way of love and we will smoke them all 

     (Prince: “7”) 
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Beer 

When the World Health Organisation ranked global consumption of alcohol recently, 

South Africa came sixth (with 16.6 litres of absolute alcohol per drinker per year).  

Of all the alcohol swallowed here, about half of it is beer – making South Africa one of 

the world’s top beer-drinking nations. According to statisticians, every third man in South 

Africa drinks beer. They also say that white males have the highest prevalence for beer. 

There are a lot of South Africans – in 1993, around 40 million of us. A lot of us who 

drink beer now drank beer then.  

I mention these facts as one way of saying that going to the pub for a drink with your 

cousin is nothing remarkable.  

Yet there is not a single statistic stating how many of us get shot while we drink beer. 

 

::: 
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Forgetting 

Who shot me? why? Who shot me? why? Who shot me? why? Neville’s questions 

drove him to action.  

Who put me in this position? Who took my life away from me? And was it 

worthwhile? They must tell me: was it for such a good cause? I haven’t been able 

to look at my future. I have to sort this out first before I carry on. 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu explains why Neville’s urge to know is so important. In his 

foreword to the TRC Final Report, he reminds the nation that glibly declaring that bygones 

should be bygones is a form of amnesia with terrible consequences. Victims are further 

victimised when their awful experiences are denied because what they want – what they need 

– is to have that experience confirmed as real and not illusory. In this way, a sense of self is 

affirmed. Consequently, urging a victim to ‘move on’ is of no help. 

But Neville’s need to know drove his family crazy. And that made him mad. 

For most of them, the way he wouldn’t drop this thing was just a bother. Please man, 

the people around him urged, just forgive and forget. But Neville refused. He refused to 

forget. He couldn’t risk forgetting. If the Highgate attack were forgotten, it would be as if it 

had never happened. It would be as if Neville didn’t exist. And that, as Tutu points out, is 

further victimisation. 

A lot of my family's got doubts. They say, ‘Just enjoy life, nothing’s going to come 

of this, you’re not going to hear anything’. They said, ‘You wasting your time, 

forget about it’. But that saying ‘outta sight outta mind’ doesn't work. I might sit 

with a blank, then it releases all these memories that just flow. It’s really 

buggered us up in ways you can’t just explain.  

Indeed, well-meaning relatives who urge a victim to ‘forgive and forget’ are being glib, 

to use Tutu’s word. Forgetting amounts to denying that something awful happened. Which 
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makes forgiving, if it comes before forgetting, even more unattainable. To forget a wrong 

done to us means that we will never be able to forgive those responsible for it. Even though 

Neville was not initially thinking of forgiving, the knowledge he needed and justice he 

desired were also unattainable if he allowed himself to forget. For what did he stand to get if 

he chose to forget? 

Traumatised people do not ‘get over’ trauma, they learn instead to live accompanied by 

the experience. But they succeed only if they are permitted to remember and to figure their 

own experiences as they need. Jamming a lid on the brain’s tendency to release memories 

buggers up some survivors of trauma, a documented fact which escapes well-meaning 

relatives who long for a damaged nephew and cousin to be normal again. Other Highgate 

survivors tried this route – to put the horror behind them – and some, perhaps, moved on. 

Neville, unable to fathom such a response, can barely disguise his contempt. 

Are they really trying to put this behind? When they look in the mirror can they 

not see they’re not the same? No-one’s got the right to destroy your life and get 

away with it.  

People say ‘oh well it happened, it’s over, it’s finished, carry on with your life’. 

I can’t. I can’t just carry on with my life. My life is now to find out who done that. 

That’s what’s driving me. 

Tutu’s point of view, disarmingly direct, vindicates Neville’s instinct. “The other reason 

amnesia simply will not do,” Tutu writes, “is that the past refuses to lie down quietly. It has 

an uncanny habit of returning to haunt one.” Neville already knows this, too. For instance, 

and it’s only one example, after a television interview he found unexpectedly gruelling, 

Neville drank three double vodkas with a friend. But, he said of his memories,  

Those buggers, they float. You can’t drown your sorrows. 

Tutu again: “Only once we have properly dealt with the past can we shut the door on it, 
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not to forget it but in order not to allow it to imprison us. Dealing with the past means 

knowing what happened. Who ordered that this person should be killed? Why did this gross 

violation of human rights take place?” 

If only Neville had known these long years that what he felt to be right was right, and 

that he was not alone in feeling these things. But that’s as unhelpful as him wishing he hadn’t 

left home that night. 

If I ever get to 60 and look back, I’d think ‘now where do I fit?’ Old people tell 

you stories – good stories. I know an old man who’s gone around the world! And 

what story do I sit back one day and talk about? I was shot at the age of 20 and 

that's it? Never married. Never had children. Am I gonna die alone?  

So is it wrong what I’m doing? Should I just accept it and sit back? Not fight? If 

I don’t stand my ground now, I’ve had it. I'm already getting old. Time's moving. 

Not to say I want to get married. But I've never had the opportunity to go out 

with somebody. 

I need to know I’ve done something. Even if I get nowhere, I tried. But to sit 

back? I’m sorry. 

We sit in brooding silence again. Neville lights another cigarette, draws on it at length 

and stares at the ceiling. Then the monologue makes a handbrake turn. 

But then again, I think about going through this learning experience. Cause that’s 

what life’s all about, it’s a learning experience. Would I know a lot today if I 

didn’t go through the Highgate, the other side of life? Would it be just too easy? I 

don’t know.  

I’ve tasted death, knocked on death’s door. I know what it’s like to die. I’ve 

felt it. Many other pains. Loneliness. A lot of young people can’t say that.  
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And I’ve met a lot of wonderful people. If I was not shot, I wouldn’t have met 

all these people. Seeing I’m on this road, I better make the best of it. So one day, 

when I am gone, Neville Beling won't be forgotten about for a very long time. 

Like a meteorite hitting the earth and making a big impact, for millions of years 

that impact is there. That’s the way I see it. A meteorite’s gonna hit, and hit big.  

A lot of people won't like it, it might hurt a lot of people. But I think: it’s my life. 

What are they gonna do by me opening my mouth? Is the government going 

to lock me up? They can try. This is my life. So I must make the best of it. 

Neville is not 60 yet but, because he has refused to have Highgate forgotten, he already 

has more than a few good stories and most of these are because he met Letlapa Mphahlele. 

Forgive-and-forget, that semantically inviolable but inaccurate pairing, demands to be 

uncoupled. Forgive-and-forget is the groping of a well-meaning family. It is the hope of 

parties not injured to not be inconvenienced. Neville won’t stand for that.  

 

::: 
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Remembering 

Neville says he remembers it all exactly moment by moment. He gets irate when other 

Highgate people say they remember exactly what happened and then relate a tale that barely 

intersects with his. I was there, he reminds you, I know what happened. I remember it all like 

it’s a movie. 

Memory theorists and neurologists say that’s impossible, that Neville’s memory, simply 

because it is memory, is wobbly. Trauma strips away the possibility of sense-making because 

what happened in the traumatic moment was beyond cognitive recognition. The brain, unable 

to fasten onto what is happening, flips out and deletes the possibility that this unrecognisable 

thing is happening.  

What is it, then, that remains to be remembered?  

Something does, because we do remember fractured moments of trauma, despite its 

terribly unknowable reality, and we string those moments together and we call them memory. 

But the brain is unable to distinguish between remembering or perceiving or imagining – it 

runs the same neurological processes for all three of these activities. The emotion of an event 

is stored in the amygdala (our ‘reptilian’ brain) while recollection of the event itself is stored 

in the hippocampus (our ‘logical’ brain). This physiological fact explains why, each time the 

event is recalled, traumatic experience is recreated. The surge of adrenal stress hormones 

accompanying the memory of such an experience strengthens the memory of it.  

I remember it like it’s a movie. Neville is adamant. Reiterating this to others, and 

playing his movie to himself, is part of what lends the memory credence. Even though it 

refreshes his trauma every time, he is compelled to remember lest he forget. Writer Sidonie 

Smith terms this “commemorative vigilance”, the survivor’s necessary resistance against 

history’s tendency to forget. Neville says: There must be no fear of the memories being lost. 

As much as I want to forget, I don’t want to forget. Because it’s part of the future.  
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Memory (the word) has its roots in Latin’s memor, meaning mindful.  

Remember (the word) is also rooted there, via remorari, meaning to recall to mind. 

Rememory is a newer word. Sidonie Smith takes it from Toni Morrison and bell hooks, 

who say that’s what Neville does when he’s deciding which version of the movie to relay to a 

particular audience. “As things happen to people,” Smith writes, “they learn what memory 

narratives to share, what memories to forget.” The embodied politics of remembering, she 

calls it. Yet, however great the urge to recall, remembering in this way is hard linguistic work. 

For Neville and for his mother, a recurring speech pattern of staccato sentences, most of 

them grammatically incomplete, mirror the fragments of confusion and horror that besieged 

them in the months following the attack. Neville, making sure I get the picture, that the story 

comes out ‘right’, often interjects with explanations. He tries to marshal the facts, 

commanding his parents to tell things in the right order. Finding me too passive an audience, 

he tries to help me. I take this as a way of trying to help himself pick through the fragments 

as time telescopes in and out, past and present slipping past each other, sometimes in a single 

sentence. Research teaches me that this is common, that for survivors of atrocity the event is 

never over. Chronologically, it has become history. But the event is still alive, tainting 

Neville’s every day with struggle. The atrocious moment is always both then and now. And 

every time the human brain is unable to discern direct experience from retrieval of that 

experience. I think what Neville is doing when he replays his movie of that night is trying 

again to construct a life on the rubble of the old one. Because, as much as he wants to forget, 

he doesn’t want to forget. Because it’s part of the future. 

Because memory isn’t history, history isn’t always truth, and truth isn’t always fact. 

 

::: 
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Bullet 

Three bullets entered Neville’s body. One of them he keeps in a plastic canister in his 

bedroom. He has shown me this bullet, the one that for four years evaded detection as it 

shuttled between pelvis and thigh, creating septic havoc as it worked its way towards skin and 

eventual exit via surgery. Neville would like to have the bullet mounted in some way and 

hung on a thong or chain so he can wear it round his neck like a fetish or a totem. The last 

part, about the fetish, are my words, not Neville’s. 

Bill Brown, the theorist of things, explains that an ordinary object becomes a thing once 

it is baldly encountered and seen for what it is – yet, at the same time, the thing exists as a 

thing not quite apprehended.  

It was a few days before Christmas 2008 when I saw a thing which Neville took out of 

his bag but which I could not quite apprehend. An item of hardware, perhaps? Metal, about 

the length of a skewer, the diameter of a drinking straw, with thread in the centre, for 

attachment via screwing. We were in the local branch of Guido’s, a restaurant chain, and 

Neville was unpacking a plastic packet onto the restaurant table. Things clanked as the 

contents hit the table top. “Sounds like cutlery,” he observed. “Let’s hope they don’t think 

I’m taking anything.”  

“These are things I can never get rid of,” he said. “They can bury me with it.” Crumbs 

of something are stuck to the tip of one metal rod – the remains of his bone, he explains, and 

lights a cigarette while I digest these relics of a hideous episode in Frere Hospital.  

The story of objects asserting themselves as things is the story of a changed relation to 

the human subject. The story turns into a version of how the thing ceases to name an object 

and becomes more about a particular subject-object relation. Neville’s bullet, also on the 

restaurant table that day, is no longer just another bullet; it is now an object loaded with 

subjective meaning. It has become a thing. 
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I’d like to be able to confirm for you that it was a bullet discharged from an AK47, and 

additional facts that might be useful to addressing the mystery of who pulled the trigger that 

released this exact bullet, but I can’t do that because the forensics report is no longer on file. 

According to Neville (and, much later, confirmed in court evidence), this report vanished 

while it was being moved between police stations and it now no longer exists. This is what I 

wish to record here: As the missing report relates to the bullet extracted from Neville Beling’s 

left leg, the bullet having arrived there in unexplained circumstances, and as we suppose this 

report did once exist, it is worth noting that it existed in the same country whose deposed 

government shredded vital files before it left office, so that the contents of certain documents 

could never be known.  

What Neville does have, in the absence of confirmed ballistics data, is this thing which 

he keeps in a plastic canister in his bedroom. He keeps it safe, along with his plan to turn it 

into adornment. 

 

 

Bullet: Codicil 

A few years after he allowed me to roll the weight of the bullet in my palm, Neville did 

part with the bullet. In 2022 he lent it to yet another investigating officer when the Highgate 

case was apparently being reopened yet again and yet another police captain persuaded him 

that this time they were serious about resolving the case. They showed Neville dockets, 

statements and post-mortem dockets he had never seen before. They showed Neville 

photographs. “Some of them [the bodies] looked like mincemeat,” he told me over the phone. 

The new investigation team told Neville this was evidence of a high velocity rifle, that 

Neville being shot at close range is partly what saved him. Then they told Neville they had 

bad news, that his bullet had gone missing three weeks before. But then, on the Monday of 
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that week, the investigating captain got a call from ballistics to say the bullet had been found. 

“Was that bullet tampered with? Is that my bullet?” Neville’s questions had no immediate 

answers. The police told him it was found in a plastic Ziploc bag stapled in error to the file of 

another case. They told him his bullet had then been removed to a safe.  

Neville knows when to be laconic. “They think I’m stupid,” he says. 

 

::: 
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Terri-Ann 

The day Terri-Ann tells her stories, she ages in front of me. As the older sister struggles 

to articulate her thoughts and feelings, the silences between them lengthen. Her face sags and 

turns grey, her normally full lips tighten, clenching the corners of her mouth. In just one 

morning the sister who is three years, three months and three weeks older than Neville 

suddenly looks 15 years older.  

But her melting brown eyes never move away from watching her brother. She 

commands him to tell funny stories about the nonsense he talked in hospital while delirious. 

She loves these tales and laughs richly at every one of them. All three of us know these are 

not the stories we’re here for, that she is delaying. We also know that together we will skirt 

the fire for as long as it takes. She may command her brother to handle a few glowing coals, 

together they will toss them back into the fire, but we all are waiting until she is able to enter 

the heat of memory. 

Her first story starts the day before the shooting.  

“We left work. We were in separate cars, and we were still laughing – 

remember? – and we were dicing on the way home. We had lunch together too.” 

Neville does remember. “Fish and chips. Friday lunch at Da Gama.”  

Terri-Ann fast-forwards to the following week.  

“All the blacks – all the blacks – would come to me and say, ‘you must hate us 

now’. I said, ‘I don’t hate you. It wasn’t you. It was the APLA people’. Quite a few 

times my boss would put me in the car, and we’d go to hospital and see Chappy.  They 

all couldn’t believe that that happened.” 

Then she tells about the day she went alone to visit her brother because her mother was 

hanging up the washing at home, and she arrived to find her brother’s bed empty and she 

thought he’d died but he’d been taken to theatre without the family’s knowledge. She tells 
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about another day when she learnt about compatible blood types. Thinking her brother was 

receiving the wrong blood (she knew Neville was A+ but the bag on his drip stand was 

marked A-), Terri-Ann asked the ICU sister if she knew what she was doing. The two women 

ended up fighting because Terri-Ann believed medical ignorance was killing her brother (A+ 

can in fact receive A-, but A- cannot receive A+; she knows that now). She tells this story of 

the sister, just 23 years old, tackling senior nursing staff, and I see in Terri-Ann the feisty 

shelter Neville’s had all his life.  

“I don’t know what it is, but I’ve never been one to shut up. Chappy’ll never open his 

mouth, it’s always me opening my mouth.” Like the time she stood up for her brother and 

two friends at stock cars one night, facing a verbal bully. “I said to him, ‘If you don’t like it, 

you know what to do – just get into your car and go straight home’. I think the guy left 

shortly afterwards.” 

This is the same sister who on another night went through a wall of fire strapped to the 

bonnet of her father’s stock car. But that was years ago, before Jody was born and before her 

father had his first stroke.  

“If it were me,” she announces, drawing us back to the shooting and its overarching 

mystery, “If it were me, I would want to confront them. Well, after we know exactly who it is. 

But I want to confront them.” She folds her arms in the manner of one who means business. 

Once, on a different day with different stories, Zilla inserted an affectionate aside. 

“Terri-Ann’s a cheeky little shit,” she confided. But Terri-Ann is also the family rock.  

“He can’t be independent. I can’t just up and leave the country if I want to. 

Cause I’m worried about them. I can’t do what I want to do. They are on my mind all 

the time because I have to be there for them. So it’s hard.” 

Terri-Ann was not at the Highgate Hotel on 1 May 1993. She was the 23-year-old sister 

and daughter who answered the ringing phone that night, who changed her mother out of 
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pyjamas and into public clothing, who led the shocked mother to a car, who located the 

outraged father, who drove them to Frere Hospital to find her brother, who found her brother 

in a room awash with blood, who walked through the blood on a path of pillows to get to his 

bedside. 

But extracting her version of the story isn’t easy. Terri-Ann always makes sure that 

others tell me their stories. When Zilla is present, she makes coffee for her mother and pours 

more cold drink for her brother, sits quietly behind the smoke from her extra-length slim 

cigarettes or spends long periods in her laundry room. It has been more than 18 months since 

Terri-Ann and I first met yet we have never had an opportunity to sit together so that she can 

tell me her story of that night. Finally, to do this, Neville and I agree on a strategy. It is a 

week day, so Zilla is at work, changing nappies for babies in a corporate creche. Neville, who 

is tired and in pain, will retire to a distant room in the house Terri-Ann shares with her partner 

and their son. She and I will be alone, he promises. There will be enough time for Terri-Ann 

to say all she wants to before fetching Jody from school. 

But the plan immediately goes wrong. As soon as we arrive, Neville sits down on a 

couch at the other end of the living room. He may have removed himself symbolically but he 

can still hear everything we say. Uncertain what to do about this, I do nothing – which I 

instantly regret. Terri-Ann adopts her brisk big-sister persona and starts her story in a breezy 

monotone. 

“OK, that evening. My father had gone out, my mother and I were by ourselves 

at the house. We were watching TV. The telephone rings. I answer the phone. It was 

Uncle Richard. Must I go into detail?” She defers to her brother.  

“You must,” he says from his far-off couch. 

“OK. The first thing he says to me: ‘Terri-Ann are you sitting down?’ So I say, 

no, I’m standing. So he says: ‘No, I think you better sit down’. 
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“He says to me: ‘Bring my mom and dad to the hospital, Chappy’s not bad, he’s 

just shot in the arm, he’s fine. He wasn’t bad. Well, that’s what he thought.” 

She lets this rest between us for a moment before resuming. The power of remembrance 

is changing her tone, she starts to yield to this greater force. Finally, there’s no stopping her. 

“My mother must have heard me on the phone, the questions I was asking my 

uncle. She was standing right next to me – she had come from the couch to the 

telephone – with her eyes as big as saucers. I said, ‘Ma’.” Terri-Ann now hesitates, 

reluctant all over again to break this news. “That was Uncle Richard, he said we must 

go the hospital because Chappy and Roland have been involved in a shooting and 

they’ve both been shot’. Well anyway she collapsed right there, her legs just gave 

right in. 

“I said: ‘Don’t worry, they are fine, let’s just get to the hospital. So I phoned 

Martin and I said to him...” She breaks off to utter a small sigh of exasperation. “He 

must just keep my dad there, I’m on my way, I’m gonna come fetch my dad. When I 

told Martin what had happened, he first didn’t believe me. So anyway, I race down 

there.” 

Neville interrupts this account. “What did Martin say to you?”  

“No, he said I’m talking shit and how can I lie like that. I said: ‘Why would I lie 

about something like that?’ I don’t know why he would actually say that to me – I 

wouldn’t suck it out my thumb. I still got cross with him. I said: ‘Why would I lie 

about something like that?’” Her voice has risen with the unforgotten frustration. 

Much later that night, Martin went looking for Terri-Ann at the hospital. “He said 

other people had told him as well there was a shooting at the Highgate and that’s how 

he believed me. Anyway. So, my dad thought that we were both cross with him 

because he was sitting at Martin’s quite late.  
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“And he still said: ‘Don’t worry, I’m on my way, I’m coming now’. I say ‘Dad, 

just get into the car’. So he gets in, I didn’t say a word to him. But now I was driving 

quite fast to get to the hospital.” By the time Terri-Ann tells me her story of that night, 

I am aware of her driving credentials, and that “driving quite fast” might be an 

understatement. “I think as we got to the hospital that’s when I told him what had 

happened. And then he was carrying on about the-” Although we are the only three 

people in the house, she lowers her voice to avoid being overheard. “-k****** and I 

don’t know what-and-all. So, in any case,” she shrugs away from her father’s 

outburst, “I still parked in a doctor’s parking, or one of the parkings that I wasn’t 

supposed to park in. I just parked there. And when we walked in – well, anyway. 

There were people. And doctors and nurses and crying and screaming and blood and 

argh! It was something we had never seen before in our lives. 

“And then I saw Chappy was lying there on a stretcher or bed or whatever. First 

thing he said to me was: ‘Don’t. Let. Them. Take. My. Arm.’ That’s the first thing he 

said to me: ‘Don’t let them take my arm’. I’m thinking ‘Oh God, please just don’t let 

them take Chappy’s arm!’ I was also worried that could happen, and that’s the only 

thing he was saying to me. And I’m thinking, ‘God, please, don’t touch his arm’. 

“He kept on complaining he wanted to wee. I don’t know, he had like a big wee 

on board.” Another sigh. “Then he complained his back was sore. Aunty Glenda 

helped him up. As she put her hand underneath Chappy’s back, we saw the blood. 

And then we knew. That it wasn’t just his arm. That was shot. You know. There was 

other damage as well.” We sit together in silence. 

“That’s what I can remember.”  

But soon she is talking again.  

“I think he was one of the last people to be taken into surgery that night, or early 
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hours of the morning. We were sitting in the waiting room. And that was a terrible 

experience, too. Because we saw Neville Harris was sitting there, with his wife. 

“I mean you were in a critical state and we knew anything could go wrong. We 

could also get the same news, that is why we were crying. Neville Harris kept on 

looking – when there was a stretcher, when they were bringing people in – he kept on 

getting up to see if it was Deon. 

“And then I remember a minister walking in, and Neville (Deon’s dad) standing 

up. And then the minister says to him – I can’t remember the exact words – something 

in the line of ‘we’re sorry’. Neville started – he burst out – he did not know at the time 

that Deon was dead. And then we started crying. Because we could still get that news.  

“But I remember also noticing that Neville’s wife, Deon’s mom, showed no 

emotion. She did not move a muscle. It was like she was in shock. But Neville broke 

down. Aunty Glenda was crying. Mommy was crying. I was crying. We were all 

crying.  

“That is my story of what I saw with Deon, with Neville Harris. That is what we 

saw. I don’t know what story you heard or who you heard it from. But that is what we 

saw.” 

Throughout our morning together, Terri-Ann repeatedly acknowledges that others have 

their stories of that night and that, if true for them, their stories still count as truth. From the 

other side of the room, Neville contributes morsels of information to his picture. Reluctant to 

relinquish the notion of a single true truth, he keeps excavating for corroboration. Lyndene 

Page (Deon Harris’s sister) recently told Neville that on their way home from a dinner date 

her parents drove past the ambulances, that police later knocked on their door to ask if they 

owned a certain car with a particular registration, and that was how they found out about the 

shooting. In the few months since Neville Beling and Deon’s sister have become close, 
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Neville has appropriated these shards of her story, shares them with Terri-Ann as a way of 

making them his own. 

Meanwhile, anxious to be heard clearly, Terri-Ann restates her memory of Neville 

Harris perpetually scanning passing stretchers for Deon Harris, the arrival of the pastor, the 

grief-struck father buckling when he heard what everyone in the room was dreading hearing, 

and why everyone else also broke down. We listen to the complete story twice. Eventually, 

she arrives at the end of the night.  

“I think we only left the hospital after five in the morning, or something to six. 

That’s what I can remember of that night.” 

“Terri-Ann,” I ask, “what do you think kept you going?”  

Silent, she looks at her brother for a long, long time. When her hand is not holding a 

long thin cigarette, it feels for the crucifix on a chain around her neck. Her eyes swim. 

 

::: 
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Disaster 

I’ve had a weird life. 

Neville says this often. Sometimes it’s a statement of fact, sometimes his voice holds 

wonder. 

I dunno, Gill. Just weird. 

According to the science of story, the plots of our lives are a product of who we are. In 

other words, regarding Neville, weird shit happens – often – usually to him – and that’s 

become his life. My task is to construct sense from it. But I’m not sure that’s possible. Like 

Neville, when I survey the chain of calamity he has survived, I see a level of disorder that 

does have something weird about it. So I make a list, creating a semblance of order where 

there looks to be none. Note, though, that the following list is incomplete – being shot and 

disabled in the Highgate Hotel on 1 May 1993 is not itemised. 

… 

It was couple of years afterwards, I was in that armed robbery by the grand prix 

track. That was the last time I ever wore my gun. And it’s the same friend I was 

planning to go out with the night of the Highgate shooting – here we land 

together. All that went through my mind was, well, I made it through the 

Highgate, I can’t see that happening second time around – this is it. 

You know, to look down the barrel of a nine-mil with my friend that 

should’ve been with me at the Highgate but now we together. Maybe we meant 

to die together.  

And then he runs, zigzag-zigzag into the bushes. Gone! Disappears. And you 

left with these two isigebengas. Nine mil and a knife. What do I do? People say 

I’m really paranoid when I go out. But I have to be. As soon as you let your guard 
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down, that’s just when [he bliksems his hands together] -it hits you. Really. The 

time when you least expect it. Hits you from all sides. 

Terri-Ann fidgets all the way through this story. “When you saw them approaching you, 

did you get that funny feeling inside?” 

No, but the eyes tell you everything. There’s something wrong. You saw it in 

their eyes. You knew straight away something’s gonna go wrong. But I didn’t 

think on a gun. I thought maybe they’ll take us on, fight or pull out a knife. But 

once you’ve got a gun on you. Shit. 

I’d just drawn my pension. And my gun had been out. Just seconds before 

they were next to us. Because I had just bought these new bullets. And I was 

showing Reginald this bullet. I’d just put the gun away. I was facing the bakkie, 

and then I stepped back. And then you just heard this nine-mil cock back. 

[Neville clicks his tongue, imitating the sound.] You go ice cold. Ice. Cold. 

Reginald was that side of the bakkie. He said something to them. And then this 

guy stuck the gun in my face. And then when he went like that, and he makes 

that clicking sound, Reginald took off. [Neville snaps his knuckles to indicate a 

person taking the gap.] And I thought, oh my God. 

I was mad! How could he leave me there? I can’t run! But it made them 

move off quicker because they knew he was gonna go and get help. But the thing 

is, they ran in the same direction he went when they took off. So I ran the other 

direction into the bushes. I just went. I didn’t even think on snakes, or anything. I 

just went into this deep bush. It was deep bush. I didn’t even think on thorns or 

nothing.  

Neville starts laughing, remembering the absurdity of him, a large disabled man, 
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attempting to run through deep bush, and Terri-Ann cackles appreciatively.  

Then I hear Reginald shouting ‘Chappy! Chappy!’ And I thought, ‘Stuff that, you 

ran away from me and now they got you, I’m not saying fuck all’. [We all laugh 

now.] Really, that’s what I was thinking. And then I heard the bakkie doors. But 

they had already slashed the tyres. All four. And I heard the bakkie start. So I 

move to see, and it’s just him in the bakkie. And that’s when I came out. I 

stopped him. Then I climb in that bakkie and we drove just on the rims. Out of 

there. 

Terri-Ann interjects urgently. “Listen,” she commands, “what did you say to him first? 

did you ask him, ‘Why the hell did you run?’”  

No, I didn’t even think on that. We need help. 

“OK. So when did you confront him, then?” 

My fukken – oh, sorry – my gun was gone and I know I can get into shit for that. 

Now I hit a panic. I said, ‘We must get hold of the police’. We drove out until we 

couldn’t drive anymore – the wheels were coming off the rims. So we tried to 

stop cars down. One guy said, no, he will phone for the police. Cause my 

cellphone was also gone. Man, I don’t know how they got there that quick. 

Really, the police were quick on their toes that day. The policeman jumped out 

with a dog, they got some trail, and there they let the dog go. [He makes that 

snap again with his knuckles.] I said, ‘Oh please God let them catch these guys’. 

And they saw the guys. Still running on top. It was a looong hill stretch and they 

were riiiight on top. 

But the dogs lost the scent after the attackers crossed the highway, and Neville and his 

friend-in-fate spent the rest of the afternoon making statements. Eventually the police took 
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Neville home.  

Then I felt I was going to have a heart attack and I had to see a doctor. Then, 

exactly a month after that, the police say they’ve arrested two guys and this gun 

matches up with my licence. I must come and identify. And I’m off. It was Fleet 

Street police station. I see, no, that’s my gun. And my cellphone. And Reg’s 

cellphone. So I said, ‘Where are these guys?’ No, they’re at Cambridge police 

station. I said ‘OK’. They took me to this burglar gate and they bring me guys. Gill, 

I don't know what happened. I was calm. I still had crutches. I was prepared to 

go there and just say ja, these were the guys. And when I saw they were the 

guys, I went off. I wanted to ruk those bars apart, and donder them. The 

policeman had to pull me away. Then they saw, well, I’d identified the guys. 

More shit again. Nothing goes easy. The policeman was bribing us. And I 

reported him. Some special unit in PE, like the Scorpions, come through. I've 

never seen such big guns! 

And so Neville gave a further statement, outlining how the police inspector had tried to 

draw him and Reginald into deeds of corruption, and then gave evidence in a police 

disciplinary court. According to Neville, when the inspector saw him and other witnesses in 

court, he admitted he was guilty of bribery. But he wasn’t fined.  

He’s still there today. 

I ask what happened to his attackers. 

Three months community service. How’s that.  

Neville thinks the armed robbery was in 2001 but Terri-Ann isn’t sure. She leaves the 

room to consult her library of diaries.  

Returning to join us, she says, “You were ambushed in 2000, Chappy, not 2001. Martin 
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was shot in 2001.” She suddenly starts laughing and Zilla and Neville join her. Soon all three 

Belings are hosing themselves. Because this event, the one in which Martin gets shot, is 

viewed as hilarious by all Belings present, it is not on this list of disasters. It is further on, in 

the catalogue of incidents counted as humourous. 

… 

The strokes started diminishing Mr Beling in the mid-80s and, initially, therapy helped 

him recover. The family then spent the following years “moving around” various farms, flats, 

and houses. Finally, when Zilla was retrenched from Johnson & Johnson, her severance 

package secured the deposit on a sound house in Saxelby, an area of Amalinda. 

“And then we had the floods,” says Zilla. She and Neville relate the night of the flood, 

and how they fought to rebuild a life with what remained of their devastated old one. The 

telling of this story is not coherent; son and mother jostle for airtime, interrupting each other 

to spill their nearest thought with no regard for chronology. Then begins a call-and-response 

litany. 

“Lounge suites, beds, TV.” Zilla starts to catalogue their loss. 

“Our stove?” Neville interjects. 

“Our stove was full of water,” she confirms.                              

“It was buggered. It was unfixable. We had no insurance.” 

“We had no insurance. But our house was insured through the bank.” 

“The house itself was insured. But nothing inside was insured.” 

“Nothing inside.” 

“So we had lost everything – furniture, beds, TVs, stove, cupboards, wardrobes.” 

“Because when this wood gets wet, it swells.” 

“Our cars were under water. You know, life just-” 

Zilla cuts in. “And you saved us that night,” she says with some strength.  
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She explains how Terri-Ann was out with Martin, and Neville was looking after Jody. 

Zilla and Mr Beling lived away from the house, in a granny flat which Zilla’s sister had built 

when she came to live with the family as an invalid (also the victim of strokes). On cue, 

Neville assumes narration of yet another story that disregards the regular movement of time. 

You must know there’s no sea here in Amalinda. But this wave came and just 

picked us up and hit us against the house wall, and that’s when the back wall 

burst. We managed to get in the house and close the door but the water level 

was just rising, rising, rising. And that’s when we got hold of Martin and he came 

along with the breakdown and assisted us out. The next day we saw the 

damages. The fridges were lying over, all the meat that was in there was 

buggered. The mud on the carpets throughout the house was nearly a foot deep 

of mud. Apparently, the wall of a dam on a smallholding burst because of the 

heavy rain and that’s what came down and hit us. So…. 

According to The Daily Dispatch, the flood which hit East London before dawn on 16 

August 2002 was the city’s worst natural disaster since floods in 1971. At least three people 

died and many were missing. About 3 000 were left homeless.  

… 

Neville had just started driving again. 

I had an automatic Granada. I don’t know where we were going, but my nurse 

was helping me in the car. Next minute these shots went off. [He clicks finger 

and thumb to imitate rapid fire.] Bullets went flying past me, hit the wall behind 

the car and just missed my cousin. I hit a panic. I tried to get out the car again 

cause I knew we were being shot at now.  

A neighbour told the police one of the bullets had shot a tile off his roof.  
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The police went up on the roof, brought it down, and I saw – we all saw – it was 

a bullet. 

They told the Belings the bullet would be sent in for ballistics.  

They came back to us and said no, it wasn’t a bullet, it was a piece of lead.  

For years – my father was that type of person – the dogs would be going mad 

through the night or whatever and he would take a gun out and fire a few shots 

in the ground – not in the sky – but in the ground. If we were in the yard, playing 

around, he’d fire a shot in the ground, like try scare us. He used to do things like 

that.  

And I don’t know how they got to hear this but they tried to put the blame 

onto my father. They said it was my father that fired the shots. Cause he used to 

like shooting. But it was not my father. As much as we don’t get on, it was not 

him. And he wouldn’t just fire shots towards – at – people. I think the case is still 

open. Attempted murder. 

… 

About five years after Neville was shot at the Highgate, his cousin, Steven Rudolph, 

was shot. 

“Ah, Steven was such a good boy,” says Terri-Ann. “He would never even harm a fly. 

He was good at heart. That is why we were so upset when he was shot dead. I mean, why 

him?”  

He was all alone too in the location. There was nobody there and he was shot. 

They didn’t even steal a cent from him. We think these blacks had a grudge on 

his father, who was supposed to go that morning to take chickens. We surmise it 

was aimed for Steven’s father. He was in the papers the one time. He caught a 
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black stealing on his farm and he hung the guy up in his workshop for a whole 

weekend, and he hit him with sjamboks, got his workers in to hit this guy. There 

was big court cases about it. But the innocent ones get shot.  

It's like a tragedy of shooting in our family. Starting, you can say, with me. 

Then it was Steven. Then it was Gary. 

“But there was another one,” prods Terri-Ann. “Lynne. She was shot in both her arms. 

She went to bank money and they attacked her. So you see how many in the family are 

affected by crime. OK, Chappy’s was political. But all shooting.” 

… 

Less than a year after the Highgate attack, on 28 March 1994, Terri-Ann Beling, who 

still worked at Da Gama Textiles, was involved in the shoot-out in the factory carpark. 

“I come to work one morning. I’m looking at these guys and they all lying on their 

stomachs but facing the bush. I recognised them, they were Da Gama employees. Here I saw 

Victor, he’s the bus driver, standing in the middle of the road and he’s showing the Da Gama 

employees to go in. I drove in through the gate, I stopped another guy to ask what is going 

on. Now he’s trying to explain to me and all of a sudden I hear gunshots. So I just psh! put 

my foot down and go into the parking lot. And I’m like, ‘now what is going on?’ When I 

thought it was safe, I got out my car – but not standing straight – on my haunches there. The 

security guard walked with me to the weaving department where I worked and that’s when I 

phoned my mom. Then she was in a state thinking it could’ve been another child shot.” 

Zilla emerges from her private place on the sofa. “The Da Gama switchboard phoned 

me and they said ‘Is your daughter on the bus?’ and I said ‘No why?’ They said there’s a 

terrorist shooting at Da Gama.” She breaks down, then says quietly, “I got such a fright. I 

thought my other child woulda been shot.” She cries, fights for breath.  

On the morning of 28 March 1994, APLA operatives attacked a bus ferrying Da Gama 
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employees to work. Security officers accompanying the bus returned fire. A policeman and 

two gunmen died. During their amnesty hearing in 1998, APLA members Zukile Mbambo 

and Dumisani Ncamazana explained that, even though APLA had formally suspended its year 

of armed struggle in January 1994, they executed the attack on employees of Da Gama 

Textiles (and other attacks that week) because they had not received official communication 

from APLA leadership that the armed struggle had been suspended. They said they took 

media reports of such a suspension to be propaganda disseminated by the government of the 

day. Ncamazana told the Amnesty Committee he was sorry for his part in this and other 

attacks on white people, and that he asked victims’ families for forgiveness. Amnesty was 

granted.  

Ncamazana was also involved in the grenade attack on the Highgate Hotel in late 

March 1994. This attack, in which a rifle grenade was aimed at the glass door of the bar, is 

frequently confused with the Highgate attack of 1 May 1993. The grenade, fired by 

Ncamazana from a moving vehicle, missed the target and hit a wall. No-one was injured. The 

TRC itself conflated the two Highgate attacks which is one reason why state investigation of 

the first shooting, the one in which five people died and Neville and six others were 

permanently injured, stalled. Very softly now, Neville speaks. 

The Highgate was hit again. But they were unexperienced people because they 

didn’t do something to release the pin of the grenade. So it hit but it didn’t 

explode. And the bomb squad had to come out and explode it in the parking lot. 

So, when it comes to the TRC hearings and amnesty hearings, you hear of the 

Highgate amnesty hearing, and people get so confused. When the Highgate 

attack comes up it’s always to do with the grenade. Even the newspapers, they 

get confused. We were the Highgate massacre. And then you got the Highgate 

attack. We are the Highgate massacre. It was a massacre. It wasn’t a Highgate 
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attack. 

I listen to this story several times. And every time, because it was Dumisani Ncamazana 

who featured in both the Da Gama bus attack and the second of the two Highgate attacks, the 

story takes a familiar turn. Because the press, the TRC, basically everyone, failed to separate 

the two Highgate attacks, survivors of the first Highgate attack feel alone and ignored.  

Meanwhile, narratively speaking, we have abandoned Terri-Ann at Da Gama, where 

gunfire has been exchanged, and three people have died. 

… 

On Mothers’ Day the one year, 1991, we were having a braai and we were 

running out of wood. So my uncle decides, okay, he’s gonna go and get wood. So 

I went with. And on the way back, on the Summerpride road – they were 

building this new road – my uncle, that used to race stock cars, he said to me, 

let’s go on this new road, see how we can push the car. I said, no fine – I’m game 

for that stuff, you know. My father’s car was sent in to be worked on so they’d 

given him a garage car. Now it was this car that we were in. It was an old 

Granada. Now we gonna push that car. As we came around this bend – we know 

they working on this road, so there’s gonna be no cars – we came around this 

bend and here’s this car, crossing, and there’s kids in it! And my uncle slammed 

on brakes. He swerved, and we started to drift. And we took these drums out 

that was there. We flipped the car and we rolled it about two or three times 

down this embankment. I landed up in hospital – on Mothers’ Day. That’s why 

when people ask me to go out, I’m not interested. I know if I do go out, I’m 

gonna land up in shit somewhere. 

I start laughing. Later, listening to the recording, I hear the laughter of a person on the 
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edge of hysteria. Neville is laughing alongside me, a little, but it sounds polite. “Oh, I’m 

sorry,” I say. Silence. Very quietly, he says: 

That’s how it is.  

Then he clears his throat loudly. 

… 

“And then he goes to a meeting at the Highgate.” Terri-Ann starts seriously enough but 

she dissolves into giggles so quickly that Neville has to take over. 

Many years after the shooting, I attended a meeting – you know Clientele Life? 

Funeral policies and savings. You could work for Clientele, get some people in 

and make some money. I was invited to this meeting at the Highgate. OK, so we 

go there, my mother’s with me and we go into the women’s bar – you know, 

where the women were shot. They’d patched this floor up with thin ceiling 

board. Now, I walk over this – and I go right through the floor. Here I’m stuck 

halfway in the floor, my legs are dangling and I had to have I dunno how many 

people to pull me out of the floor. My mother has hysterics.  

He imitates Zilla’s carry-on and Terri-Ann is helpless with laughter once more. But 

Neville, unmoved, continues.  

It woulda happened to me. Cause how many people are at the meeting, no one 

falls. I come along and fall through there. 

Terri-Ann is barely upright on her chair. 

I’ve just had a lot of hell in my life.  

Terri-Ann, suddenly sober, says, “Ja.” 

And I’m still here to tell it. 

… 
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When I started coming home from hospital, I would be at home two or three 

days and things would go wrong – septicaemia and all that. The ambulance 

would come and fetch me and I must go back to hospital. So, I was at home for 

two, three days, the ambulance fetches me, and, in the Highgate road, all of a 

sudden the doors shoot open. I’m lying on the stretcher and all I could see – I 

don’t know if you saw that Leon Schuster movie, where that guy takes off from 

the ambulance with the stretcher and there he’s going down the road – that’s 

what I could see. Slide out the door. I nearly shat myself. I knew that with me, 

that would happen. 

I hear this story twice, once with Zilla smoking on her couch and again at Terri-Ann’s 

house. The second time, Terri-Ann cackles with delight and Neville plays to his crowd. 

I could see the cars behind us! I mean, the door was open – I’m holding on. 

Everyone laughs now, including Neville who stops abruptly to whistle through his teeth 

in wonder.  

I hit a panic – I didn’t know if those wheels were hooked in. Now I’m gonna take 

off – how’s the guy going to stop me? I could just see the headlines in the paper: 

‘Man gets killed, stretcher flying out of ambulance’. No, crumbs. All the shit I 

went through and then I must die that way? No thank you. 

… 

One of the few stories I heard only once comes from Zilla. “When he was a little baby, 

he was circumcised but it didn’t want to heal. So they cut off more, and then they put this 

paraffin gauze on. Ah shame but he only battled. Cut three times. His whole life from a baby 

to now, has been a big battle.”  

You name it, Gill, I’ve been through the wars. That’s why I’m scared to go to 
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places – I know the shit’s gonna fly and I’m gonna be involved somehow. 

Ja.  I’ve had a weird life.  

I’m glad he says it so that I don’t have to. And I’m glad a lot of the weird shit is so 

funny. If you’re a Beling.  

 

::: 
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Humour 

When the Belings start laughing – as they do, hysterically and surprisingly often – I am 

made child again. Adults are being crazy, the world is inexplicable. But Neville does have an 

explanation. “At the time it was definitely not funny,” he agrees. “But it’s the truth. That’s 

what makes it so funny.” Seeking stability of a sort, I start another list. It’s the only way I 

have to show you the Belings’ funny bone. 

 

The time Martin was shot 

Martin van Zummeren, Jody’s father and Terri-Ann’s partner at the time, was shot in 

2001. 

“By a friend,” Neville says sardonically. 

“Are they still friends?” I ask.   

“No,” splutters Terri-Ann. “By a co-worker!” 

“With a shotgun,” says Neville helpfully.  

“His own shotgun too!” This detail escalates the hilarity and all three Belings guffaw. 

One of them tries to speak, fails, and the fruitless attempt renews the gusts of laughter.  

Terri-Ann recovers enough to continue. “It wasn’t just normal bullets. It was these rat-

shot bullets – you can actually feel the little balls in his arm. It was a Friday night. I don’t 

know if there was an intruder in the yard, or what it was. So Martin gets a couple of shotguns, 

I dunno if was two or whatever. So he’s got a shotgun but he gives it to somebody, a reliable 

person, I can’t remember who. This guy in turn gives it to Pieter11 – he actually still works 

for Martin today – so when Pieter saw movement, he just shoots. And he goes and shoots 

Martin, in the arm. Imagine if it was in the chest, or in the face! I mean those bullets just 

spray.” Here, disconcertingly, she makes a spraying motion with graphic sound effects.  

                                                       
11 Not their real name. 
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“He was very, very lucky. He could’ve been killed, I’m telling you. Anyway, you know 

those buckets with holes, that just spray water all over? He said that’s what his arm looked 

like. There was blood coming out all over the show. He took his shirt off, he wrapped his shirt 

around his arm, straight to hospital.”  

 

The time the guy’s pants flew off 

“Martin,” Neville announces, gearing up to enjoy another cracking good memory, “he 

had this habit. You know acetylene? 

“Every Guy Fawkes, Martin would take a dirtbox bag and fill it with oxygen and 

acetylene, tie it up, and then put it in the yard with paper, and light it. Now when that goes 

off, the whole of Summerpride rocks. That’s how big that explosion is. I dunno what year it 

was – before he got shot – they filling up this oxygen and acetylene in the dirtbox there, 

Martin and some guy. Now, nobody had a cigarette or nothing. But this thing exploded. In the 

workshop, before they got it outside. It blew windows. It blew everything to smithereens. It 

blew their eardrums. The blood was running out of Martin’s ears. It blew this guy’s pants 

right off.”  

Neville says seriously, “Now you must know how that explosion was, to have your 

pants blown off.” 

Finally, finally, we all crack, guffaws exploding out of every one of us. Transcribing the 

recording in the dark of an early morning, I burst out laughing again, startling the cats. The 

guy had his pants blown off. 

 

The times things turned funny in hospital 

“I had lots of ministers coming there. It didn’t matter if I belonged to that church or not, 

they’d come and talk to me. But this one minister! He’d have a chat, and then he’d pray. But 
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he’s one of those ministers that drag a prayer out, that after a while you don’t know if he’s 

finished praying or he’s talking. You have to look now and again to still see if he’s praying or 

not.” Neville demonstrates by opening one eye in my direction. “I used to hate it. Cause you 

don’t want him to think that you sleeping. So you have to see, now is he talking to you?” We 

laugh at the side-effects of longwinded theology and Neville gets deeper into his clerical 

character. “Have a short prayer! He used to go nearly half an hour. Praying! And you’d look.” 

He closes one eye again, fixing me with his other, a mischievous child in chapel. “The nurse 

would say, '’here’s a minister here for you’. And I’d say, ‘No, just tell him I’m sleeping’.  

“Not that I’ve got anything against prayers,” he adds. 

 

The time a doctor’s appointment turned into slapstick comedy 

“I went to the doctor cause I can’t breathe, like an asthma attack. I go in, I sit on the 

bed, now they getting the nebuliser ready. Next minute this nurse drops a gas bottle. It hits the 

whole front off and explodes. And you just hear gas – shshshshsh – anaesthetic gas. It’ll kill 

you if you overdose with that shit. I thought ‘stuff that’ and I’m out that door. I nearly 

flattened one doctor, I just ran. I could feel already I’m nearly – you know?  

“But it was oxygen. But your brain! I ran right out there where the people are in the 

waiting room. Those people must have thought, ‘What the hell is going on? This guy walks in 

with crutches, he runs out like this’.” 

Terri-Ann guffaws at the memory of her swift exit behind him, clutching the crutches of 

her disabled brother speeding away. 

“When you discovered it was oxygen, did you need your crutches again?” I ask. 

Quick as a flash, Neville says, “I didn’t need the nebuliser!”  

“One woman said she’s never seen a person come in there with crutches and run out 

without crutches.” Terri-Ann and Zilla laugh themselves helpless.  
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“But it was fright,” says Neville. “And those beds are high, how I jumped off there I 

dunno. You see how this shit happens – it won’t happen to anybody else. For years no-one’s 

dropped those things, but let me go sit there, they drop a gas bottle, and it’s full. Headline: 

People killed in surgery gas explosion!” 

Suddenly silence falls. Ash teeters on the end of Terri-Ann’s cigarette, she runs a finger 

over and over her lower lip. 

 

::: 
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 Frere  

Neville’s mother is speaking.  

It had taken me and Neville a while to cajole Zilla into leaving her computer game to 

talk to us. Now she is once more in her place on the couch, fiddling with her box of 

cigarettes. She ploughs her memories, disregarding Neville’s interruptions for clarity. 

“We had a very hard time at the Frere, the hospital he was taken to in the ambulance.”  

Frere Hospital is the state health facility for East London. It is named after Sir Henry 

Bartle Frere, sent by the British government to govern the Cape colony and orchestrate a 

confederation of southern African states. However, he read local circumstances poorly and, 

disregarding opportunities for negotiation, opted for war. After the 9th Frontier War, the 

Anglo-Zulu War and the first Anglo-Boer War, Frere was called home to face charges of 

misconduct. But things must have turned out okay for him in the end because he was buried 

in St Paul’s Cathedral. In 2007, Frere Hospital became the centre of national attention 

following newspaper reports about unprecedented numbers of babies dying in its maternity 

ward.  

“Oh, it was difficult there,” Zilla is saying. “There wasn’t many nurses– 

And there was black staff. At the time, I couldn’t take blacks.  And there, the 

majority was black. Black sisters, black nurses. 

“–and you had drips and drains all over and doctor says that if they don’t empty those 

drains, it would be pumped back in. The first part of the shooting, they had to weigh the stuff 

that was being pumped out. Thereafter they were just leaving him and I– 

There was a little bottle and it had a little pump on it, like a little motor: mmp-

mp-mp. They start pumping the stuff out. And if that thing got full, it would start 

pumping the stuff back into you again. And they didn’t care. They’d leave me 

lying there. My mother sat nights to watch that thing. 
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“I sat in with him all the time. Emptying those things all the time. The pain he went 

through. Oh, it was terrible. I mean, he’s my baby you know. That was very hard. Coming 

into the hospital we could hear him shout. Orhh, and I wanted to run right down the road. I 

couldn’t take his shouting. 

“They would take the sheets and they would turn him. And he would scream. And 

scream with the pain. I used to run. I used to absolutely run out that hospital. I couldn’t stand 

any more of his screaming like that.”  

I can tell you exactly how far she ran.  

The day I get to Frere Hospital there is a cluster of activity outside Casualty where, on 

the night Neville was admitted, blood was pouring and pillows were put down for stepping 

stones. At the main entrance, I attach myself to the edge of a family, slip through double 

doors and start counting steps. I am looking for Ward C6, Neville’s home for so long. I pass 

the staff tearoom, the x-ray department, and patients on trolleys holding their own drips. I 

stop at a junction (kitchen, C3, C4) to write in my notebook. 80 steps. “It’s a moer of a long 

passageway,” Neville had said. I arrive at Ward C5 and make a note. 30 steps. C6 is one floor 

up. I stop counting stairs to help a woman looking for the radiography department. At the top 

of the flight, I turn right. C6: Neuro surgical. 

It’s bright enough, filled with the sound of quiet efficiency. Suddenly I feel 

conspicuous. I don’t know exactly where Neville lay for dreadful months. Courage now 

deserts me. I secrete my notebook and turn to leave. I want to run the full flight of stairs and 

110 steps. For Zilla. 

::: 
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Zilla 

Zilla Beling is a small woman. She dresses simply, wears no jewellery, and keeps her 

short hair the pale honey colour it was when she was younger. In her own home, she likes to 

sit at one end of a huge emerald green couch. Tucked into its plump corner, she looks very 

fragile. She smokes her ciggies quietly. She doesn’t often speak, is reluctant to be drawn into 

conversations, and she seldom disagrees.  

When Neville and I ask her to recount what happened on the first of May, she sets the 

scene with a lot of detail, pinning down what can be pinned down before unimagined hell 

breaks loose and nothing can fit into any sentence you try to say. 

“That night we were sitting in the lounge, Terri-Ann and myself. We were watching a 

show on TV. And the phone rang. Terri-Ann answered. Man, and I heard her asking 

questions. But I didn’t realise what was going on. And then she came and she sat down and 

she says, 'Mommy' – I had my pyjamas on – ” 

Neville interjects. “But weren’t you standing?” 

“No, I wasn’t standing,” she says reasonably. 

“Well, she said you collapsed.” If the pieces aren’t in the right place the story isn’t 

right.  

But Zilla knows she’s right about this piece. “Ja, but when she came, she sat down and 

said to me, ‘Go and put your pyjama – go and put...’.” The story stumbles over the need to 

get dressed. 

“She helped me up and she says, ‘Come, let’s go and get dressed’. So I said, ‘For what 

Terri-Ann?’” Irritation rises in her voice. “She says to me, ‘Mommy, Chappy was shot, we 

must get to hospital’. Well, I didn’t know any more after that.” 
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Neville notices this detail, appears satisfied that his mother’s collapse is in the right 

place. “I came around and I was crying and she was helping put on a pair of pants, a top, and 

off we went.” It was time to break the news to Neville’s father. 

“We went down the road to fetch him,” she flicks a glance at her husband sitting now 

on a chair to her left. “He didn’t know what was wrong. He saw Terri, myself, and he 

climbed in. ‘Where we going to now?’ Terri-Ann said, ‘Dad, Chappy’s been shot, we don’t 

know how bad, but he’s been shot, we must go to the Frere.’ And then he carried on. He’s 

sure it’s blacks. 

“When we got close to the hospital, the ambulances was just coming in. Traffic cops, 

police, you name it, all in front of the hospital. We parked the car, we went in. Now we are 

running – we not walking, we’re running in. We get there.  

“I saw my sister and her husband, and Roland. He was so shocked. He’s just swearing 

all the time. He’s trying to talk but it’s just swearing words coming out of his mouth. I said, 

‘Roly, what is the matter?’ He says ‘Come! come! let’s go to Chappy’. So we go into a little 

room and there’s Chappy lying, blood on the floor – I couldn’t get near to him there was so 

much blood. And Chappy’s just complaining about his back. All the time.  

“The nurse says we must all go, that they want to work with him now. So we went to 

the waiting room. While we were there other people came in, like the Harrises. Every time 

they heard an ambulance come in, they would get up to check if it was their son. They would 

come sit down again.” Zilla starts crumbling now. “Then a minister and a doctor walked in 

and said they would like to speak to the Harrises and they got up and they was walking 

towards them and the minister said their son had passed away. He had died in the shooting.” 

Alone on the large green couch, Zilla Beling cries quietly. “We were all crying. We didn’t 

know if he was going to make it. They weren’t there long and they went home. And then he 

was taken into theatre, we stayed in the waiting room. It felt like hours and hours and hours.” 
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But Neville wants to keep the story on track. He was not witness to the Harris family’s 

grief. He cannot know how one mother’s son can strike the heart of another mother. “But you 

remember them wheeling me through to theatre,” Neville prompts. 

“Yes,” says Zilla. “We walked with you as far as the door. And then we waited and we 

waited. Quarter to five the morning, the doctors came through. They said that they tried to 

save his life. 

“Dr Comfort. He came and spoke to us. He says all they tried to do was to save his life. 

There’s still plenty of operations to come. But all they did was try to save his life. We asked 

if we could go and see him in intensive care and they said no, they are busy with him there, 

but tomorrow we can come and see him. It was terrible to leave that hospital. Well, we cried 

all night the three of us. Terri-Ann went and phoned all my sisters to tell them that he was 

shot.”  

Zilla Beling weeps quietly at the end of her couch. 

… 

Zilla Beling stayed next to Neville, night-day-night-day-night. She has lived for him. 

Part of her died for him. 

“You look at The Video,” Terri-Ann says. “She looked so young then.”  

I do this, I look at The Video, the one Mr Beling recorded in multiple episodes after the 

attack. I look at two substantial women in conversation, one of them a nurse in blue uniform, 

the other a woman of substance. A woman who makes an impression, even in pixels. I watch 

these minutes of The Video repeatedly because I could not see what I was seeing. I hit 

‘pause’ to search for clues. In the frozen moment I suddenly can see Zilla because she’s in a 

characteristic stance: her hands held politely in front of her abdomen, standing erect, 

balanced and poised. She always stood like that, as though waiting for something. When The 

Video moves again, so does Zilla – to stroke her boy’s forearm, the only skin accessible to 
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her without drips and bandages. She strokes and she strokes and she strokes that tiny patch of 

arm.  

… 

Terri-Ann, recollecting those early hospital months, says, “I used to tell my mother, 

‘You can’t carry on like this’. There were times in the beginning when my mom didn’t sleep 

at all. She’d come home, go straight to the hospital, spend the whole night there, come home, 

get showered, go to work. And that was an on-going thing. ‘No,’ she’d say, ‘it’s my child’.” 

“I just carried on,” Zilla agrees. “It got worse actually. Sometimes they told me I 

mustn’t come in, I must just stay home.” She is still, the room is very quiet. “They were very 

kind to me,” she says, close to a whisper. 

When I feel Zilla going quiet and small, and Neville becoming larger with brooding, 

and Terri-Ann struggling to articulate, I just wait for this family to fight through their 

separate ways, and to see which voice wins. Almost always it’s Zilla who gets smaller and 

quieter, and eventually completely silent. Sometimes she smokes one ciggy after another. 

Once or twice, she’s lain down on the couch, and slept. This time, however, she manages to 

say more. “You become like a zombie. You weren’t thinking what you were doing. You were 

just doing. I had to clean his bags when he first came home cause he couldn’t move. But I did 

it. If I look back, I don’t know how I did it. I’ve blocked out a lot. I know I’ve blocked a lot.  

“I was always with him. I never did anything. I only saw to him. Not one person ever 

brought a thing.” She immediately corrects herself. “One brought me a savoury tart.”  

Then into our silence she says, “Those bullets could have hit anybody’s son.”  

… 

Today Zilla is crying. She is telling her story, and she is crying. 

“I’m such a cry-baby.” 

“But,” says Neville, and he says this for both of them, “this is the story.” 
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“It’s a crying type of story,” I say, and I say it for all three of us. 

After a while, Zilla can continue. “He had drips and drains and you name it, every pipe 

pumping out of him. He had a big hole in his stomach. That’s the first thing he said: ‘Ma look 

there what is that’.” 

“Was I conscious when you came in?” 

“Yes, you were conscious. You were conscious, you said to me, ‘What is here?’ You 

can see something but you don’t know what it is and I said ‘Hah! my God! there’s a big hole 

in your stomach’. 

We sit in silence for a length of time unmeasured.  

“Every hour I sat by his bed, and I was crying inside.  

“I used to put my head on the bed like this (she rests that head lightly on the sofa arm) 

and if he just moved, I was awake. It was like having a new born baby again.”  

 “My mother’s not the same person,” Neville said afterwards, when he and I were 

alone. “I sometimes blame myself for what she’s going though.” 

… 

Zilla occupies her tiny corner of the large couch. She smokes her Kent Milds quietly 

and thoughtfully. Without warning she flings herself into our conversation about forklift 

trucks, the driving of them. 

She enters by acting, sits up straight, raises the palm of her left hand in greeting as her 

right hand guides an imaginary steering wheel. Her face is alight, she looks friendly and 

purposeful. Now her left hand communicates directions to an unseen stevedore: higher, 

higher, her upturned hand indicates. She is speaking with her body of her son’s delirium.  

Even in my die-lair-ious stage, it just showed how my mind was focused on my 

work. I was lying in the bed and driving Hyster. I mean, I was focused on my work. 

“He was in his work state of mind,” Zilla concurs. 
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I like the way Neville says delirious as die-lair-ious. It’s an accurate description of a 

fevered body vacating its pain. He would never drive a Hyster ever again, but for two weeks 

at his bedside, his mother watched him believe he was back in the driving seat, the only 

person in the factory who did this well enough to get a distinction.  

I’d just come from the Hyster course where I got my Schedule One or something 

they called it. And I passed that with flying colours. I actually put Da Gama on 

the map because of being, well, I got the most highest marks. Forever! I had the 

big shot of Da Gama, Mr Birtwhistle, wanting to see me. Now everybody’s like 

looking. The only time Birtwhistle wants you, you are in big shit. When he walks 

in, everybody jumps to tune. Now my heart’s pumping now. What did I do 

wrong, you know? And there by one of the managers’ offices in the factory, he’s 

with a whole lot of other people and they’ve got these forms in the hand. I say, 

yes sir, I believe you want to see me. ‘Ja, we’ve come to congratulate you.’ Now 

they came to the factory to congratulate me and give me my certificate for the 

Hyster course, for getting such high marks, that I didn’t even get the original. 

The original was kept for them to put in their offices. I was given like a 

photocopy of the certificate. 

Zilla retracts, small and quiet once more. She’s left the conversation, again. 

… 

There were five Erasmus sisters: Stella, Lorna, Zilla, Pamela, Glenda. 

Now that I’ve typed this line of names, I see so plainly where she is. In the middle. 

“I only got Standard 6,” Zilla says. “My parents had no money, there were still two 

other sisters so I had to leave.” Stella, the eldest, also left school with Standard 6. But one 
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came away with Standard 8, and one got Standard 10 and became a nurse. “She went to sister 

with epaulettes,” Zilla says. 

One day when Zilla’s not nearby, I ask Glenda about her sister. “She was beautiful,” 

Glenda says. “She was the prettiest out of all us sisters.” 

… 

Zilla sits at the computer in the corner of the Belings’ sitting room. She is playing 

Solitaire. (“God, I love that game,” she once said.) From time to time, I hear her teeth 

cracking into freshly baked flaky pastry. She is otherwise silent as cards cascade down the 

screen and efficiently answers the only question Neville throws her way that day. Later, I 

drive her to an appointment. She is small in the passenger seat, and quiet. What’s it like, I 

ask, to sit in the corner listening to Neville telling his story? 

“It brings all the memories,” she says softly. This is the first time I’ve been alone with 

Zilla, just the two of us. I wait for more without responding. “Neville wrote to the Disabled 

Board for a permit to fish at the port. You know, just so he can take a stool and fish there. 

The board director petitioned everyone – port captain, the lot. But nothing.”  

I drive on, wait for more. “It can relieve stress a lot, you know, just to be able to see 

water.”  

She advises me to change lanes, guides me through a turning circle. We arrive at her 

destination but she seems reluctant to leave. Her face has hardened a little. We talk on a little 

longer before she turns to open the car door.  

I drive off, intending to do more research while I’m in East London. But the car turns 

away from the city, towards the seafront. I sit at Orient Beach, where a strong breeze is 

whipping the sea, and stare straight ahead. Even a choppy ocean can relieve stress, you know. 

… 
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In 1989, Frank Chikane, who was head of the South African Council of Churches, 

visited the United States. While there he collapsed and almost died because his underwear 

had been impregnated with poison. This attempted assassination was part of an orchestrated 

plan to kill opponents of the Apartheid regime.  

In 1989 Adriaan Vlok was Minister of Law and Order. In 1999 Adriaan Vlok applied to 

the TRC for amnesty, and it was granted. Vlok had admitted to some of the criminal acts he 

was responsible for but not all of them and one of the acts he omitted was trying to have 

Frank Chikane killed. In 2006, Adriaan Vlok was charged with murder and, in 2007, he 

admitted his guilt and received a suspended sentence. 

Soon after this verdict was known, I was back in East London, thrust into yet another 

intense debate about forgiveness, this time provoked by the view that Vlok had been treated 

very lightly by justice. Neville and other survivors had been hoping that an Apartheid official 

as high-ranking as Vlok might be shamed into admitting knowledge of the Highgate attack 

and they viewed Vlok’s suspended sentence with dismay. 

Soon the conversation shifts its focus to the former president, FW de Klerk, and the 

tone changes. “He was the president of the time. He must have known,” Neville thunders. 

Zilla emerges from the protective slump of her shoulders. “When his ex-wife was murdered, 

we felt for him,” she said.  

What am I trying to tell you by telling you this? I am trying to explain that this woman, 

this shattered mother, immobilised when the crosscurrents of history reveal the great forces 

ranged against her, had fortitude undimmed. I am saying that Zilla coped with the inhuman 

by humanising it. 

It worked for her when she met Letlapha Mphahlele, who she approached as a monster 

but found was a person because she felt for him as he unfolded his story, and this enabled her 

to forgive him. Now she is being forced to consider the possibility that she will meet an even 
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bigger man, for Neville has a radical idea that Highgate survivors should confront De Klerk 

as the man ultimately responsible for the country he led in 1993. As leader he was therefore 

to be obeyed, it is impossible to think of him as villain. Yet this is what her son is pushing her 

to confront when he proposes a mediation with the former president. “We know he might 

deny it but, even if he lies, let the past come back to haunt him. When he walks out, maybe 

think about what they seen.” But Zilla needs to make a human connection with De Klerk: 

“When his ex-wife was murdered, we felt for him.”  

Neville snaps, “That’s got nothing to do with it.”  

She doesn’t hesitate to defend herself. “No, but still. We felt.”  

Everybody has feelings, even killers. She knows that now. 

… 

“And my husband used to start fighting with us,” she says. 

Neville is roused. “He says we are Satanists. He’s so clever, he’ll accuse you of 

something you not and he’ll make you want to believe you are that. Except for me, I’m a 

fighter. I stand my ground. My mother tells me, ‘Go to your room, calm down, let him say 

what he wants to say’. How can you hear someone run your mother down that she’s a whore? 

I know my mother’s not a whore. She’s had two kids. He’s hurting me by hurting my 

mother.” 

It is 24 November 2017 when Zilla dies and Neville is forced to survey life without her. 

He is an orphan now. 

As cancer things go, she wasn’t ill for long. She declined all treatment and stayed 

home. Hospice showed Neville how to administer morphine, but her tiny body wouldn’t have 

taken the suggested dose, he says, so he gave her 3ml – enough to calm her but no more 

because he couldn’t let her go. But eventually he had to, he could see that, and he did so with 
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a fib. He promised her he would be fine without her. Now he worries that the last thing he did 

for his mother was lie to her. 

… 

He’s still my baby. 

She is referring to Neville.  

Silence follows.  

Although…there’s my other baby now, my grandchild – he’s my baby.  

Silence follows this too. 

Next time, her voice is low and quiet. 

No, I’ve only had the two children.  

Well, actually, I wanted to give them what I could. 

 

::: 
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Pain 

There was days I felt so much pain that I wished you could just touch somebody 

so that pain could go through you – so they could get a feel of just what you 

going through. Because that pain is not just with you an hour, or ten hours. It’s 

24-seven, day in and day out, week in and week out, month in and month out, 

year in and year out. The pain I’m talking about is not a ten-minute pain, or a 

fifteen-minute pain. It’s like there’s no stopping. Just carrying on. And the scary 

part is no-one really knows what you going through. You alone, all alone. I can’t 

explain any more. 

But Neville does keep trying to explain. He searches again and again for the words that 

will unlock my understanding. Many writers have discussed how pain resides outside the 

reach of language. Virginia Woolf sketched the patient’s frustration with language. Hannah 

Arendt claimed that nothing is less communicable than what goes on within the confines of 

the body, Elaine Scarry proposed that such resistance to language is not simply an incidental 

or accidental attribute but is essential to what pain is – its “utter rigidity”. To help patients out 

of this communication abyss, professionals constructed a pain scale with stations from zero 

(no pain) to 10 (unspeakable). For Neville, whose daily pain is beyond words, much of the 

conventional scale is no help. 

Pain scale: 1 – Pain is very mild, barely noticeable. Most of the time you don’t think 

about it. 

Pain scale: 2 – Minor pain. Annoying and may have occasional stronger twinges. 

Pain scale: 3 – Pain is noticeable and distracting, however, you can get used to it and 

adapt. 

Pain scale: 4 – Moderate pain. If you are deeply involved in an activity, it can be 

ignored for a period of time, but is still distracting. 
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Insisting on resisting the indifference of language, Neville gropes his way around a 

cave of broken sentences. Repetition is his handhold. 

It’s not just lying in hospital and recovering and recuperating. It was not 

anything like that. If it was lying for two years and recuperating, I would have 

loved it. But it wasn’t. It was hell. A lot of hell. That you wish… I always said, I 

wish I could die in theatre, under anaesthetic. Because it’s painless, you’re not 

gonna know what’s going on cos you gonna die under anaesthetic. And I wished 

for it at the end. You know, please, just let me die in theatre. No pain, no 

suffering, you just – die. And I wished it. 

There is another silence and into it I say the obvious. Because I can’t help myself. 

Because I’m the blustering journalist. Because one of us is locked in an unreachable land. 

Because we both are trying to reach across the abyss. So I say it. But you woke up, I say.  

And I woke up. And then there’s the pain again. How much more must you take? 

How much more can a human being, a human body, tolerate pain? How much of 

it can a person tolerate? I still don’t know cause I’ve been to such high peaks of 

pain, I don’t know if you could get even worse than that. 

I.  

Don’t.  

Know.  

I wouldn’t like to know or want to know. When I mean pain, I mean if you had 

a gun you wouldn’t think twice just picking it up and blowing your brains out. I 

promise you. And then people think you’re making such a big deal of it. That’s 

when I don’t want to talk to people, they must just leave me alone. If you don’t 

know what you talking about, don’t come talk nonsense.  
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I was told in hospital: that it’s all in my head, the pain is in my head. That’s 

when they didn’t even know that my hip was shattered. When they would turn 

me, I was screaming. Now Frere Hospital is a huge, big hospital. You walk into the 

main entrance, go down this moer of a long passageway, climb in the lift and you 

go to C6. And when they turned me, I would be screaming so loud – how far 

would you say that is, Ma? 

I would say, by the bridge. If not, further than the bridge to where we are 

now.  

He is referencing the road bridge at the edge of their suburb beyond the eucalyptus 

trees, beyond the DKW in the long grass. 

That my parents, when they come into Frere Hospital, they would hear me 

screaming–  

Zilla: I would run! 

–with the pain. When my parents get there, they say it’s all in his head. As if I 

was mad, I was going off my head. That they would come in there, I would fight 

them. Cos now you must know drips leak and all that, the bed gets wet. I 

understand they doing their job, you must be moved. You get bed sores, I mean 

especially if you lying in wet sheets, your sheets must be changed. But I would 

beg them. I was in so much pain I’d say please, I will lie in this wet bed, just don’t 

move me. That they’d come in there, about 10 of them, well I’m gonna fight 

them cos I’m in pain. And then they hold you down and they just turn you. Now 

you must know what pain you in. They didn’t know my hip was shattered. They 

turn you that your hip stays behind but you going over. That you would scream 

and they just take your legs like… 
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That I said, no more, I can’t take it anymore. Just get another doctor, these 

doctors know F-all. I wasn’t a person that swore. But I was put in a predicament 

that I didn’t care a damn what I say to people because they are now attacking 

me. I am in pain. And if you can’t realise that, I will have to express it in some 

other way and vloek the moer out of you. 

Terri-Ann speaks. “The physiotherapist would turn him, or move him, and he would 

scream a deathly scream. That was terrible. To hear a big man scream.”  

Pain scale: 9 – Excruciating. Unable to converse, crying out uncontrollably. 

I send Neville an Emily Dickinson poem, seeing she has summarised all that Neville 

has been telling me. He concedes the poet has got some of it right. 

Pain has an element of blank: 

It cannot recollect 

When it began, or if there were 

A day when it was not. 

 

It has no future but itself, 

Its infinite realms contain 

its past, enlightened to perceive 

New periods of pain. 

It's true what she says. But she’s missing something. There are a hundred and 

one ways to describe pain. But then there are a hundred and one more. What 

she doesn’t say is that pain makes you into a terrible person. You know, a person 

can read you wrong through pain.  

Neville hates to be put in a position where he is forced to be something he isn’t, to be 

seen as rude when he was raised to be deferential, to vloek when he doesn’t want to, say 
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things and blurt truths which the cautious respectability of health normally conceals. It is a 

sign of pain’s triumph, says Elaine Scarry, that it brings about this absolute split between 

one’s sense of one’s own reality and the reality of other persons. The estrangement is most 

real when the medical community perceives the voice of the patient to be an ‘unreliable 

narrator’ of bodily events and so they bypass the voice to get as quickly as possible to the 

physical event. But if there is no external sign of a physical event (in Neville’s case an X-ray, 

say, of his shattered hip) then to bypass his voice is to bypass his shattered hip – to bypass 

Neville himself. But a body in pain can find its own way to be heard. Like ripping the doors 

off a wardrobe, for example, which is something he once said he’d done. 

I gave the physios hell. The first physio I hit right over the bed. She never came 

back again. 

You hit her? 

I hit her. She just didn’t understand what situation I was in. It was the first time I 

was in ICU. She walks in: Hi Mr Beling, doctor said we must get you sitting. I said: 

I can’t sit. They didn't know what condition my hip was in then. But I know I’m in 

so much pain, where the hell am I going to sit? So she says, no no no, we just 

going to get your legs over the bed and sit you up. And she grabbed my legs. 

Well before I could get my words out, my hand was quicker than my words, and I 

hit her. And she walked out.  

Pain scale: 7 – Severe. Pain that dominates your senses and significantly limits your 

ability to maintain social relationships. 

Another day in East London, another chapter of pain. 

They took me to theatre, it was a hell of a op. They had to cut from the groin into 

the pelvis and work in. Came out of theatre – you know, came round – they took 

me to the ward. It was the first time a surgeon – I mean he is a qualified 
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specialist surgeon – came to my ward and he still took the chair and he sat here, 

right here next to me. He says to me, Mr Beling, I want to apologise. And I look at 

him and I say, what for? He says, we had to really work in deep. They had to 

really open me up. Right into the pelvis, they had to find where this rotten bone 

is coming from. And they just worked up and up and up until they found this 

cavity where there was rotten bone. It was rotting, you know, inside, and they 

had to flush it out. He said they not too sure if they got everything out. But they 

cannot close me up. In the groin. That’s going right up into the pelvis. It has to 

close on its own, in time. So they haven’t stitched me up or anything, it’s all 

bare, it’s open. And it has to stay like that. But what they’ve done is they’ve 

plugged me with a lot of gauze for a while and then it’ll have to be taken out. OK, 

it felt like a normal op, when you in pain and all that, but I couldn’t feel, because 

they’d stuffed me with all the gauze so I couldn’t feel what they’ve done to me. 

And they had it in for three days. And then he said to the nurses to remove the 

gauze. Gill, I’m telling you now. That was – it’s worse than giving birth. I – I – I 

can’t explain it. They sat there, the sisters, with a dish. I’m lying on the bed, now 

they must remove the gauze. And they start pulling this gauze out. And they 

putting it in the dish and they pulling it and they pull. And the more I’m thinking, 

oh my god when are they going to finish, and they pulling and the deeper it’s 

now getting, I can now feel pain. It’s now really getting unbearable. And then 

you say, wo! wo! please! You know, they must stop now. Now, now, it’s really 

getting sore cause they getting to the rawness of the inside. And you must know, 

although they’ve put like paraffin – I don’t know, whatever – on there – Vaseline 

or I dunno what – it’s still sticking to the meat. Inside. I start now screaming with 
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the pain. So they stop, the sister goes and phones the doctor. He says, ok, so 

many mills of morphine. Not Pethidine or Sosegon or these mild things. 

Morphine. So many mills of that. So they come. Now I’m lying there, half of the 

stuff they’ve pulled out of me is still lying there, they can’t stop, the doctor 

wants it out. So, we wait a while, and you can feel the morphine’s starting to 

work. So then they start. They work, work, work. And this little coloured sister, 

she said, jirra Meneer Beling, hoeveel goed is hierin jou ingedruk? Now I could 

see the expression on the sisters’ faces – what they can see. I can’t see what’s 

going on. But I’m looking on their faces, it’s like, what the hell is going on, you 

know? And they just pulling and the stuff is coming out. And then the pain kicks 

in again. And it’s terri- it's unbearable pain. I mean, it was a hole in my groin. Half 

my bum cheek was cut away. And I stop, I can’t take the pain, the sweat’s now 

running off me. And I – I just can’t take the pain. They phone the doctor. He says 

more mills of morphine. They come. I went four to five morphine injections, I’m 

not telling a word of a lie. By the time they got to the last bit of gauze, and it felt 

like it had wrapped around my hip socket, inside. When they pulled that last, you 

could actually feel it pulling off the meat – that schleeuww. [He makes a sucking 

sound of something sticking fast.] You know, that last bit. And I sat with a big 

hole. And then I could feel the hollowness inside of me, after the gauze was 

taken out, that hollow. They wanted to give me a mirror, but I never wanted to 

look. You could see right in. 

Pain scale: 10 – Unspeakable pain. Bedridden and possibly delirious. Very few people 

will ever experience this level of pain. 

Eventually, Zilla speaks. “We used to take a catheter and flush him out with Milton, 
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clean him out all the time. And also the leg. He had a very big hole. Very deep into his leg. 

They would dig the catheter as far as he could say, OK stop. To clean him out.” 

I snap back. I’ve been out of my body. Suddenly I register my legs, how tense they are, 

rigid even. All the way through today’s story, I have not been here, sitting on this beige sofa, 

holding this notebook. I have been in an infinite realm. But my legs remained, bracing and 

bracing against an invisible weight, their feet hard pressing the floor, standing on a 

subconscious brake. But it’s fruitless work. I am unequal to stopping the pressure of this pain. 

Yet these feet press on, resisting the invisible precipice. 

Neville shifts his enormous bulk in his chair constantly, his body reiterating the 

discomfort of old. His eyes are hooded. He is exhausted.  

Pain scale: 5 – Moderately strong pain. It can’t be ignored for more than a few minutes, 

but with effort you still can manage to work or participate in some social activities. 

He is exhausted but on he goes, excavating with the doggedness of a gravedigger at 

work on frozen ground. 

You must know you in a private ward, not in a general ward where there’s people 

around you. I hadn’t seen a tree or a flower or a piece of grass for months. One 

day I just broke down. I was crying, all day. There was nobody. And I was going to 

theatre that afternoon. Sister Meyer came in and I tried to turn over, put the 

pillow over my face so she couldn’t see. But she could sense. She saw 

straightaway. She wouldn’t leave there till I was open with her. I said, is it worth 

going through this? Isn’t it best to die in theatre? Well, she sat with me the 

whole afternoon. What a wonderful woman.  I can’t explain the loneliness. 

Because no-one realises what you are going through. You are in another world, a 

painful hell. Your dignity is taken away until you felt like a animal. No matter 

who’s around. You. Are. Alone. 
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I mean, a lot of times there’s no-one there to help you. Who was there? You 

have to fight and fend for yourself. The trauma you went through in the shooting 

was bad on its own. But, afterwards, it’s even worse than the initial shooting. 

There’s times you don’t sleep at night, when you think, why wasn’t I just shot 

dead at the Highgate? Why can’t I go to theatre and just die under anaesthetic? 

You know, it’s like, what am I here for? Is there a purpose for me to still be alive? 

You know, is God punishing me? 

He flushes a little now.  

Pain scale: 6 - Distressing. Moderately strong pain that interferes with normal daily 

activities. Difficulty concentrating. 

You know, so much goes through your mind. What is the purpose? For a 

human being to go through all this and at the end of the day you still disabled, 

you’ve gone through tremendous pain. Tremendous pain. Can a person 

understand the meaning of those four letters – pain? What that really means?  

Now he is exhausted. Spent. 

Zilla continues her remembering. “I couldn’t stand any more of his screaming like that. 

They said it was in his brain. I said, ‘There’s something wrong with his leg’. How many 

times didn’t I say ‘Doctor, there’s something wrong with this child’s leg’.”  

Finally, the Belings were heard. They asked for a second opinion, and orthopaedic 

surgeon Kerry Allerton took up Neville’s case. “When he walked in,” Zilla remembers with 

satisfaction, “he said ‘This child’s leg is out’.”  

I had to go into theatre so they can put pins in and try and get the leg so the 

bone can grow back. Somehow. When I came out of theatre, I had pins drilled 

through my leg, they look like sosatie skewers, with hooks on the side, and they 
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put me on traction. I had to lay like that for six weeks, upside down. These holes 

over here, [he bends forward to indicate the small circles of livid scar tissue 

either side of his left knee], these are where they drilled holes through the bone. 

I still got the pins here – I must show you – a pin through with hooks on it. With 

weights. They kept the leg pulled out to give the hip enough time to knit, to grow 

back.  

And I had hell with it the whole of the six weeks. Cause my head was down 

and my legs were up. And every time they had to turn me, they had to take the 

weights off. And they were very rough with it. Sometimes they would let the 

weights drop. And actually ruk your leg. And the pain I was in! I mean, I would 

swear them. Big words would come out. I remember even the cleaning staff 

would not go near that room. They were too scared. You get the black women 

that come in there, sweep-sweep-sweep, and then bump those weights. Now 

you must know it’s like a shock going through your whole body. Your hip is pulled 

out the socket and they hitting those weights which is rukking onto your leg. So 

you’d go off your head. Then when they walk in there I told them straight to eff 

off, get out, just get out my room. Just stay away from my bed, you know? Don’t 

come near my bed. I was so terrified they were going to bump those weights 

cause I knew what pain I would go through.  

I mean when people would come and visit me, I was more worried about 

them to get away from where the weights are than the visiting part. I’d beg my 

mother: ‘Just watch them there! Get away from the weights!’ You know? ‘Don’t 

bump it.’ Cause it’s a shock that goes right through your whole body. You know, 

the pain.  
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I was becoming a terrible person. People couldn’t take me near the end of 

Frere. I mean, I would swear you in your moer. I didn’t want people around me. I 

couldn’t take it anymore. How much more of this shit must I go through? 

It was a loooooong six weeks. It felt like six years. For that whole ordeal. And 

every time they turned you, how many times a day, they would have to take the 

weights off your leg, put it back in. You know, oghh… 

Neville subsides again and Zilla steps in. “He would make as if he was fast asleep, not 

to be turned,” she says. 

After six weeks of vloeking the moer out of people, Neville looked up from his inverted 

position to see one of his doctors walk in.  

He got a drill in his hand. I didn’t think much about it. So he says, ‘Oh, Mr 

Beling, we gonna remove your pin today’ – the one that's through my leg, you 

know these holes here. [He shows me again the two circles either side of his left 

knee.] I said, ‘Oh OK. So when am I going to theatre today?’ He says, ‘No, you’re 

not going to theatre. We gonna do it here, in the bed’. OK, I said, so are you 

gonna put me out here in the bed? ‘No, no, no, no. It’s not necessary, we just 

gonna drill it out, and that’ll be fine'. I said OK, are you gonna give me something 

for pain? ‘No, no, it’s not necessary’. 

Neville pauses a moment.  

Gill? Really, I don't know.  

I would love to know if anybody could’ve gone through what I went through. 

I’ve met a lot of people that went through bad things. But not what I have gone 

through. They connect their drill up and I'm now watching. And I think oh my 

god, you know, you don’t know what to expect, because they gonna be drilling it 
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right out of you which is through your bone, through the marrow, and the pin’s 

got thread on it, like a screw, where it screws into your bone. And there he starts 

drilling. That you can actually see like smoke coming out of the holes of your leg, 

where it’s grinding through your bone, coming out. I can't explain what I went 

through. I can’t. It’s impossible. 

Silence falls, then he slowly packs up that bundle of recollections.  

That was Frere. That wasn’t even St Dominic’s, or even getting to St 

Dominic’s. That was Frere. 

His voice is small and distant. Like a sheaf of papers being tapped against a desktop to 

square off their edges, these memories are stacked together, ready to be put away once more. 

But there is a stray thought resisting the return to silence. 

On top of it you still had the pressure of the black staff, ill-treating you because I 

was being bad to them. I wasn’t a pleasant person to be around. But, you know, 

when you bed-ridden, they can do what they want to do to you, they can really 

treat you, like, you know, like nothing. So they will take it out on you in many 

ways.  

So.  

Eventually, his voice trails off. I leave.  

A fortnight later, back to East London. 

Michelle was one of the first nurses to nurse me at home. She nursed me at my 

worst. My mother was working at Johnson & Johnson, who helped with swabs 

and nappies. I needed nappies under me to catch the pus that would run out my 

legs. I remember getting out of bed and just walking to the lounge . . . this poor 

nurse. You know, if you were there, you really would’ve said this guy’s not going 
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to make it. I would stand with my legs open and out my groins the pus would just 

run from inside. That she held a nappy, that that nappy was just full – you know, 

we getting to the gory parts – was full of pus. Rotten, rotten pus that was just 

coming from me. 

He rolls the r, the pouring pus is rrrrrrotten. Neville is twisting language to embody his 

decay.  

Zilla inserts herself. “How many times didn’t I walk behind you …” But, overtaken by 

her memory, she is unable to finish. 

Ja. And it’s embarrassing. I mean, just walking from my room to the lounge. That 

was like telling somebody to walk from here to the beachfront. You know, that’s 

how it felt. It was a hell of a mission. And the pus would just run from me. You 

sitting in the lounge and you get visitors. Now, I have to get to my room for 

dressings to be done and all that. And you have to now stand up when there’s 

visitors in the lounge. You can’t tell them please just stand outside now. And it’s 

so embarrassing: you stand up, and you feel this pus just run. That’s what I went 

through. There’s no dignity, nothing whatsoever. 

And that’s how it would run from me. For days, for weeks. And the doctors 

couldn’t figure out where this infection is coming from. They’d explain, there’s so 

much bone that shattered and travelling all over the body that the septicaemia 

can be anywhere. They would take catheters and stick it in the holes and push it 

up as far as they can and pump like a dye in, so when they take x-rays they can 

see where the cavities are. And they still couldn’t pick up where. It was months. I 

just had this pus running and running from me. And I gave up. I thought, now I’m 

really rotting from the inside out. Just a matter of time now to die.  
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A few times a day Sister Michelle or her colleagues flushed the cavity with Milton and 

twice every night Zilla did it. 

The pus would just run. And run. They couldn’t figure out. I don’t know how 

many ops I went for where they cut up towards the hip – deep – no, they can’t 

find where this septicaemia is coming from. And then after the op, they flushed 

it out, there it heals beautiful. They’d clip it like staples. And it heals beautiful. 

And all a sudden you see a lump starting, like a abscess. And it’ll get bigger and 

bigger until it bursts open, and there’s another cavity. And the doctors, they 

battled. I was in so much pain that I was running a temp with the septicaemia. 

And Dr Bows was on duty. He says, I must take you to theatre. And I just thought, 

oh god, not again.  

Neville drops his voice, as if in prayer.  

Please, you know. There I went off to theatre again. And he operated on my hip. 

All the doctors were working up, because the pus is coming from the hip cavity. 

Thank god, for some reason, he decided to cut down the leg. And he cut down, 

down, down – about fifteen centimetres lower than anyone had before – and 

there they found this rotting bone. And they removed it. And that’s what 

stopped the septicaemia on the hip side. 

Roused by this semblance of a happy ending, Zilla says: “After that, he just got better 

and better.” 

I need to make sure I’ve understood. “So it was a piece of bone that had been shattered 

in the shooting and it travelled around your lower body?” Neville confirms: a piece of bone 

travelled and wherever it halted, its rotting led to septicaemia. To pus. To pain. 

“Roughly how long was that period, from the shooting to Dr Bows finding this piece of 
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bone?” 

Zilla and Neville confer briefly. They agree on three years. 

“So all this flushing with catheters of Milton and nappies of pus took three years? How 

many operations did you undergo in that time?” Neville spends only a heartbeat trying and 

then failing to count the number of times he was wheeled into theatre.  

Dunno. But it was a shitload. 

Pain scale: 8 – Intense. Physical activity is severely limited. Conversing requires great 

effort. 

The scary part is no-one really knows what you going through. You alone, all 

alone. 

I can’t explain any more. 

But I want him to explain. I need him to explain. Even though this compulsion of mine 

has no scale. I am trying to grasp as a coherent narrative that which can never cohere. Neville 

keeps twisting the language, forcing it to work for him, and I keep listening – even though we 

both now know that a language barrier separates us. Yet we keep trying, one of us trying to 

speak, one of us trying to listen, neither of us willing to relinquish this almighty and futile 

task. 

When you hear of people, well, they cut a finger, they make such a big thing of a 

small thing like that, do they really know what, what, what pain really is. I mean, 

even I’ve seen people cut their arms that the blood pumps. You won’t die. I 

know you won’t die. Because it takes a lot of blood to pump out of you and I've 

seen it. How much blood must pump out of the human body before you can say, 

look, they gonna die? There’s a lot of blood in a person. By cutting your finger, 

you not gonna be dead, I guarantee you – really I guarantee it. I’ve seen blood. 

His face, already ashen, sets into a grim rigor, and the next silence falls. There was so 
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much blood in casualty that night that relatives had to walk on a path of pillows to reach 

Neville’s bedside. 

I s’pose we here for that – pain.  

It’s a very short name for a such a long ordeal. 

 

::: 
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God 

Everything happens for a reason. All this wouldn’t have happened if there’s 

gonna be nothing. God doesn’t work like that. He doesn’t work half. If he does 

something he does it properly. There’s always something gonna lead 

somewhere. 

His family agrees. They all believe Neville survived the Highgate attack for a reason, 

and that the endurance test which followed has a divine purpose. For confirmation of this, for 

solace and for enlightenment they watch daytime television they call “God Channel”. It is 

here they learn about Satan and his whereabouts, and his doings right under their noses. 

Generally, though, when it comes to the point of his life, Neville finds God frustratingly 

obtuse and His intentions opaque. Sometimes Neville wonders if he’s the one at fault.  

Terri-Ann tries to help. “I think what you have realised since the Highgate shooting is 

you could have died, then and there, and you haven’t, so God has put you on this earth for a 

reason. And you have realised that. Because it even came out of your mouth. And how many 

ministers haven’t told you that?”  

I don’t know why life has thrown me a lot of obstacles. I was so happy at Da 

Gama. And what happened? I go and get shot at the Highgate. I’ve asked God 

too – you know, is He trying to show me something? What is happening? Why 

am I thrown all this in my life? Am I being punished for something I’ve done? If 

He can just tell me what I’ve done that I’m being punished for. Is He trying to 

show me something? Teach me something? I’d like to know. Cause at this stage I 

can’t see where all this is leading to. 

Holocaust writers and scholars have pointed out that survivors tend to believe it is the 

good who die. To have survived becomes the punishment for survival. But Neville is unaware 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



202 
 

 

of this view and broods alone on the purpose of his survival. Assuming he is paying a hefty 

price for something, Neville believes he must have done something terrible to deserve what’s 

happened to him.  

What are salvation’s terms? This is a question writer David Ulin asks after re-reading 

Hiroshima, John Hersey’s lean and unforgettable reportage of that devastation. Is salvation 

simply a matter of breathing, of going through the motions, or is it a function of humanity? 

What I understand him to be saying is this: as a survived human being, should Neville settle 

for continued survival or is he doing what he must when he seeks meaning in his suffering? 

As for the rest of us, other human beings alive in the world which attacked Neville, what 

salvation are we permitted to seek?  

David Ulin is the person who once walked me and other writers through downtown Los 

Angeles, his hometown, discoursing all the while on writing and such. “Pull a thread,” he 

said to us. “Pull a thread and see where it leads. What’s the thread that, when you pull it, 

takes you in a direction you weren’t expecting to go?”  

I pulled a thread that took me to Neville, whereupon it began to unravel, knotting with 

the threads of Neville’s life that had already unravelled to become the mass of threads that 

bound me until finally I picked a thread, this one I now hold, waiting to see where it leads 

me. One possibility is that simply holding the thread is my purpose, and Neville’s too, and 

the purpose of these paragraphs. Together we weave our possibilities, weaving our 

possibilities together. And these knitted rectangles of words may never let us out but they can 

let us in, and what they let us into might be salvation of a sort.  

 

::: 
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Language 

Because we dwell in language, we dwell in a house that is a torture house. Philosopher 

Slavoj Žižek said this, and he could have been thinking of Neville who, for a few years after 

meeting Letlapa Mphahlele, went to conferences to tell his story and every time felt his 

telling wasn’t adequate. He was invited to various university platforms as a survivor – one, 

that is, who had survived encountering his supposed perpetrator. He was invited to tell his 

story, the before-and-after one, the one audiences like to hear but which for Neville isn’t 

really there so can never be truly told.  

And yet survivors like Neville must keep trying to tell because, according to 

philosopher Giorgio Agamben, “Language is the power we wield against death, the only 

possible space for reconciliation.” Neville survives academic gatherings by wielding his own 

version of power. 

In Cape Town, it really worried me. I’m not intellectual. And there I’m standing 

with how many hundreds of people, and these are professors, doctorates. It’s 

not just an ordinary person here, these are learned people. You know, it’s like, 

degrees. And I must stand there and I’m a nothing. For me to just get that 

strength to get through it, I think back on what I went through before this. Can it 

be any worse than the worst days of the shooting? No. That gives me the 

strength and the courage to get through that conference. 

Neville Beling, survivor. Finding language lost to him in the face of death. Seeking his 

own possible space for reconciliation. 

 

::: 
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Loss 

The life Neville Beling hoped for – had started to taste, in fact – disappeared in a flash 

and a sip of beer. Living with unresolved duality such as this – alive / unlived – means 

Neville lives with ambiguous loss, what psychologist Pauline Boss names as the continuous 

presence of absence.  

Ambiguous loss refers to something we had and which has not gone exactly but is now 

not available to us. A child who has disappeared and remains unaccounted for, for instance. A 

soldier who goes to war and does not return home. A relative with dementia. Or, I am saying, 

a life you are living which is not the life you volunteered for because the one you thought 

possible has been removed by three bullets. 

The loss Neville carries is doubly ambiguous for he has questions – the two in 

particular – and while he knows the answers must exist and are available to certain people, he 

also knows he may never, despite his herculean efforts, have those answers for himself. He 

endures this psychic friction while the body he now inhabits reminds him every day of 

material loss. 

What have I lost out? What have I missed? My whole young life was taken away. 

Why at 20? Jirra, that's young. All of my twenties was taken away. That’s where 

important choices gets made in life. I never had that. I had a taste of it, just a 

taste. And it can never come back. 

If I was working, how would I be living today? Like I am now? Or would I have 

my own house, my own car, money in the bank, able to go on holiday? 

All I want is to live comfortably till the day I close my eyes. I want to be able to 

pay accounts, not say, wheres money for bread? If your car packs up, be able to 

take it to a garage. If your tyres are smooth, you don’t worry about being pulled 

over. 
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I didn’t put myself here – try to commit suicide and it all went wrong and now 

I'm disabled. Or land up in a accident cos of drunken driving. This is not self-

inflicted. This was done unto me. So why must I go through somebody else’s 

stupidity and lead a life I shouldn’t be having? 

Neville’s ability to immerse himself in his overwhelming loss – the ways in which he 

rails and resists, bargains and bewails – can overwhelm me, unaccustomed as I am to 

grieving loss or, sometimes, even noting that I have lost. 

… 

For all the years following my first encounter with Neville Beling, I failed to realise 

how lost I was. In the beginning, I lost myself in Neville’s fate and in his ardent pursuit of 

truth, then I got lost in ignorance. Ignoring my presence in Neville’s story, I typed 90 000 

words that tried, as a reporter might, to make a linear tale out of shattered fragments. Not one 

of these 90 000 words acknowledged I was lost. Unsurprisingly, therefore, I left no space 

between their lines for me to find a way out.   

Eventually, on my knees narratively but refusing to relinquish my undertaking to 

Neville, I stopped typing and started writing. Which is to say, I started out already lost. And 

there I remain; for lostness is all there is, both within Neville’s story and without.  

Now that I have finally come to write my way towards understanding the hold Neville’s 

life story has on me, I find myself writing towards loss. Writing back from that loss will, I 

hope, deliver me to a truth of some sort. Some insight, at least. So far, this writing towards 

loss shows me that lostness is both the view and the route to the view, and that there may not 

be a path back worth taking. I try now to be lost as well as possible, fulfilling Ruth Behar’s 

view that innocence lost should be productively lost. She writes: 

Mourning is not replacing the dead but making a place for something else to be 

in relation to the past…. we bring the past to the present, we allow ourselves to 
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experience what we have lost, and also what we are – that we are – despite this loss. 

Neville already does this and has done ever since that 1993 night. A list of things 

Neville has lost: 

o his body, as it once was 

o his livelihood, also called economic independence 

o his future, as it once was  

o his home, in a flood 

o his material security, therefore 

o his selfhood, in a gun mugging 

o his psychic security, therefore 

o his autonomy 

It is possible, said Czeslaw Milosz, that there is no other memory than the memory of 

wounds. Yet, in the face of so much loss, how else to predicate oneself but with memories?  

 

::: 
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Silence, please 

In her memoir, Jeanette Winterson writes: 

When we tell a story we exercise control, but in such a way as to 

leave a gap, an opening. It is a version, but never the final one. And 

perhaps we hope that the silences will be heard by someone else, and 

the story can continue, can be retold. 

When we write we offer the silence as much as the story. Words 

are the part of silence that can be spoken. 

Because Jeanette Winterson wrote this, I could see what Neville was doing when he 

said he wanted a book. It wasn’t the artefact he wanted so much as what it represented to 

him: the handing on of the terrible weight, the memory to endure by leaping into the mind of 

another who might read it. He wanted the silences in his story to be heard by someone other 

than him. 

He also wanted a measure of narrative coherence, enough to make his story act like a 

story, with a beginning, a middle and – the most ardent of his desires – an end. In the 

beginning, I matched him in this. Decades of telling stories via journalistic template misled 

me into assuming that if I was given a story, however muddled, I could order it into a 

narrative. I started by responding earnestly to Neville’s big narrative question: where does the 

story begin? I sat with him for days at a time. I attended every meeting of the support group 

he established. I talked to him on the telephone for hours. And I read. Soon the layers of his 

stories, along with the views of various narrative and trauma theorists, dissolved our joint 

lunacy. As Molly Andrews explains, traumatic testimony is marked by what is not there: 

coherence, structure, meaning, comprehensibility. Obviously, I needed to abandon the 

reporter’s trusty template. But I couldn’t.  

Psychiatrist Bessel van der Kolk explains that traumatic memories are unassimilated 
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scraps of overwhelming experiences which need to be integrated into existing mental 

schemes and be transformed into narrative language (those are my italics). That’s what 

humans do: we make sense of non-sense (aka life) by telling a story about it. As Joan Didion 

pointed out, we tell ourselves stories in order to live. Or, as Isak Dinesen said, any pain can 

be borne if we tell a story about it. In other words, we live with the memory of our trauma by 

integrating it via narrative language. 

But trauma defies language. We can’t say the unsayable. And if we try, historian 

Michael Roth points out, we risk trivialising the trauma to the level of our regular life by 

using the language of regular life to convey an experience far beyond regular. In this way, 

trauma is robbed of its uniqueness, its aura destroyed. But if we don’t turn it into story, 

integration will always be out of reach. We might go crazy. Sometimes Neville went a little 

crazy trying to corral his parents’ zigzag memories for my benefit. 

Neville: Gill came here this morning wanting time frames. But today we have 

jumped. End, middle, here– 

Zilla: You know, for 13 years, er… how long it is– 

Neville: I know. But Gill doesn’t know the story. Now when she puts the book 

together, where are you talking from? 

Zilla: Oh Gill, when he came out of hospital, I cried plenty of nights. Oh! 

Neville: Remember Gill is putting a book together and she doesn’t know– 

Zilla: Shame. You gonna have a battle my child. Ohhh, I don’t know how you 

gonna do it. 

Gillian: With your help I’ll do it. That’s one of the reasons why it’s a long 

project. 

Neville: Very long, the way this is going.  

… 
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A book must be the axe which smashes the frozen sea within us. Franz Kafka said that. 

According to Google, he was talking about books he read. But I am thinking about books 

people make. For Neville, a book that tells his story could float him back towards a mainland 

tribe; for me, writing one might thaw a solidified narrative of outsider objectivity. But Neville 

also has a practical motive. It was draining telling and re-telling the story, sizing up the 

narrative appetite of each listener to make an appropriate match, experiencing and re-

experiencing the limitations of language.  

I’d like to do it once and for all. And once the book’s written I can say, here’s the 

book – read it.  

In a way, this is precisely what the leaders of the TRC aimed for when they 

commissioned a team of journalists to write the popular edition of its Final Report which then 

ran to five volumes (once complete, the Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of South Africa contains seven volumes). The Commission wanted an accessible 

boiled-down version, in just one book, of all its work so that to anyone who ever, then or in 

the future, wanted to know what the TRC had achieved, they could say, Here’s the book – 

read it. 

Despite these pristine intentions that never happened. At least, not in South Africa. I 

and one other writer on the TRC team of writers stayed on and we did write a book, obstinate 

in our refusal to renege on what we saw as a commitment, via the TRC, to the people of this 

country. It was published in Germany, translated into German, for German readers. And then 

no-one ever spoke of the project again. I had failed to help midwife a popular edition for 

South African readers. Of course, the failure was not my doing. Out of the Shadows was the 

victim of political and economic forces washing through a turbulent time. But I carried that 

failure with me even though I also recognised the selfish motive compelling me to join the 

TRC team of writers. It was to have been my go at restitution of a sort, of tucking myself into 
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a pocket of history, and it felt to me that history – or fate – had up-ended my attempt.  

This aborted yearning motivated my second TRC project, helping produce the Victims’ 

Volume, but that, too, ended prematurely. I carried the weight of doubled failure into 

Neville’s project, seeing in his desire for a book another opportunity to midwife another story 

out of silence and into a collective history. For Neville, making a book may have felt like a 

way of transforming traumatic memory, and that he could out-source the transformation. I 

took on the task with relish. I did not then know that if people need to overcome trauma, we 

need, as Van der Kolk explains, to find ways of bypassing the tyranny of language. And we 

need to make peace with the story’s silences. Not realising the essence of the assignment, I 

took off into linguistic wilderness to hunt among 26 vulnerable characters for words robust 

enough to convey an unreportable truth. I wrote a faithfully objective reportage, dragging 

Neville through my narrative desert of 90 000 useless words. All this time, his own purpose 

was clear.  

What happened to me could have happened to anybody. Sitting at the Highgate, 

having a drink. It can relate to anybody reading it – it could’ve been me. That 

type of thing. 

The first story I wrote about Neville Beling had 90 000 words but said nothing. It was 

faithful but not completely true. It reported Neville’s story as he told it to me but was silent 

on much else. Such as, for instance, the fact that I had tried to conceal myself in another 

person’s story like some literary freeloader. I was aware that by telling me his story Neville 

was trying to assert some control over a life’s disorder. But I wasn’t willing to admit that 

those first 90 000 words obscured my own chaos. Because, compared to Neville’s life, my 

life was peachy. I have two legs, two arms, a colon, a job. Back then I even had two breasts. 

When I gave away my right breast in return for a life without cancer, Neville appointed 

himself my personal pain management coach. Don’t wait for the pain to get bad, Aunty Gill, 
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he counselled. Whenever they offer you painkillers, just take them. Take whatever they’re 

offering! I am here to report that this is wise advice, and that hearing Neville’s level voice in 

my head was a comfort.  

Neville says that looking for answers to his questions (who shot me? why?) is like 

being in a dark room feeling for the light switch. My own dark room was made of those first 

90 000 words. It was while fumbling in their shadow for the real story that I glimpsed 

Kafka’s frozen sea. It could have been me. The first story I wrote was his story and I was just 

its stowaway. That first story was not our story, the one that belongs to both of us. It could 

have been me. It was me. The sound of shifting ice became a summons. I put down Neville’s 

axe, felt around for one that belonged to both of us. I needed to write a book shot through 

with silences, and to take refuge there. Because Neville lived his questions, he has learned to 

live alongside their silence. Answers may come. But they probably won’t. This ambiguity 

stalks him, haunts him, shadows his days. But this is also what feeds him: sure of what he’s 

lost, forever hopeful of what he might gain. 

So it is that Neville and I insert ourselves into the world, just as Hannah Arendt said we 

ought. We insert ourselves as poets of the world advise us to, by living our questions, learning 

to value the questions more than their answers. We insert ourselves, whether or not the world 

listens to the answering silence.  

 

::: 
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Memorial 

It is 1 May 2007, about a quarter to seven in the morning, and autumn temperature 

inversion is pressing cloud low. I am driving my white Opel Astra through the mist and out of 

Grahamstown towards East London. On this morning, which is 14 years to the day after the 

Highgate Hotel massacre, I have company in the car. In the passenger seat is a monk. Behind 

him, on the back seat, is a former APLA cadre. 

Five months earlier, when Highgate survivors had met Letlapa Mphahlele at the 

Kennaway Hotel on East London’s seafront, they had coalesced around two common 

purposes. One was a petition to the National Prosecuting Authority, asking it to re-open the 

Highgate investigation (it did, for a while). The other was a public commemoration of the 

attack, to be hosted by the Highgate Hotel, and finally taking place this day.  

Neville’s experiences with psychologists and mediators had taught him the importance 

of honouring. “We have to first respect those who lost their lives before we can move on,” he 

often said. Setting aside the excitement of possible progress with the investigation, he 

focused on co-creating a memorial worth remembering. 

Listing the people who died on 1 May 1993 was straightforward. Deciding whose 

names should appear on the list of wounded proved more contentious. To some degree, 

everyone in the building that night suffered irreversible harm. The practical impossibility of 

constructing a list that inclusive prompted some members of the group to propose listing only 

the deceased, like a war memorial. “Where do they come now with this war memorial?” 

Neville blasts me in private. “We weren’t in a war. We were innocent people!”  

Vamik Volkan explains that victimisation can encourage a sense of helplessness, 

leading easily to an inability to be assertive. Because these psychological conditions persist 

even after traumatising conditions are removed, envy and resentment within a victimised 

group are quickly inflamed when some individuals become able to assert themselves.  
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Facilitator Theresa Edlmann deftly guided the Highgate survivors towards a solution 

for their memorial. The plaque would name the five people who died that night and the seven 

who were permanently disabled, a resolution that accords with historical record – the TRC 

Final Report, for instance, does just this. There would also be a carefully worded sentence 

recognising the unseen but deeply felt scars of every person affected by the attack. 

Apparently mollified, most survivors accepted this compromise. Reluctant to risk 

remembrance being lost too, Neville dreams of turning the entire hotel building into a civic 

memorial, something sacred and public and lasting. “I wouldn’t like to see the Highgate sold 

and some guy breaking it down to build a supermarket or an ultra-city or whatever,” he says.  

In fact, the Highgate Hotel has since been sold. The memorial plaque has been removed 

from the reception area. Once again, the meaning of 1 May 1993 has shrunk in public 

memory. 

But there are multiple ways to memorialise. Before Neville sat his own memorialising 

body in the front row on 1 May 2007, he had created another memorial for the occasion – a 

DVD tribute to the five people who died. It is the length of two songs – Sarah McLachlan’s 

“Angel” and Sarah Brightman’s “Time to say goodbye” – and plays photographs of the five 

deceased. “In the past few days I’ve relived that night a few times,” he says in our last phone 

call before the memorial service. “But it’s nothing I’ve not been through.” It’s late at night, as 

usual, and Neville is recounting his past days at a computer. “Something told me to play this 

song, “Angel” – it’s got the whole Highgate in it. Angels take you up, it’s even got the hotel 

room, pull you out of the wreckage – everything that happened that night. Listening to it was 

like scary stuff.” Early the following morning I and the two passengers drove towards this 

memorial. 

… 

My notes are sketchier than I remember making them. The event was real enough (I’ve 
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watched the recording of the day) but its place within me holds deep silence, with space 

around it the way some shrines have. All I can now retrieve are these snapshots.  

Outside the hotel, Neville grabs a last smoke in silence. A hymn starts playing on the 

sound system, it’s the signal to go in. Neville grinds his ciggy, reaches for Jody. The young 

boy slides his shoulder under Neville’s right hand, supports his uncle up the tiled steps.  

Seated in front are 13 of the survivors. Karl Weber. Neville Beling. Alfred Gontshi. 

Billy Baling. Keith Baling. Charles Bodington. Fran Wheeler. Bernice Whitfield. Neville 

Harris. Lyndene Page. Ian Hacking. Roland Parker. Doreen Rosseau. Neville looks desolate. 

The Highgate Hotel’s ginger cat tiptoes through the silence to lie in the sun.  

Television journalists and their cameras and lights, their preposterously trendy garments 

and their heavy feet.  

While survivors speak, the silence of the totally attentive; more than merely listening, 

hundreds of people hearing unconditionally, with every pore of their bodies.  

Between survivors’ speeches, silence.  

“I’m glad that we have come together as a group and that after 14 years we have broken 

the silence,” Karl says into the microphone. “We will carry on. We will try and find out what 

the truth was.” Neville nods. Tears run freely down his cheeks. The first time I have seen 

Neville cry.  

In the sun, Letlapa’s bodyguard paces.  

Letlapa says: “My name is Letlapa Mphahlele. Fourteen years ago, the Highgate Hotel 

was attacked. Lives were lost and limbs were broken. Dreams were shattered and faith tested. 

Loose gates of tears were flung open and wounds both bodily and emotional were inflicted. 

Who did it? Why? On whose behalf? And in whose interests? So many questions yet not a 

single answer. It seems those in power are withholding the truth in the name of state interests. 

Yet the responsibility to disclose the truth is not a monopoly of the state. Those who took part 
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in the attack have a solemn responsibility to come forward and say, ‘We did it’. They have 

plenty to gain from the founts of human spirit. This will be an act of unparalleled heroism.” 

Daryl Els wipes his face.  

The survivors have asked Glynis Martin, a psychologist at Fort Hare University who 

supports Highgate survivors, to unveil the plaque. She says: “This is from survivors to all of 

South Africa, to put this memory amongst the living so that we carry on living knowing what 

happened at the Highgate.” 

Inside, five candles burn under the mirrored disco balls. “The gentle healer came to 

town today,” a preacher says, and declares this room cleansed of evil. Of the five men who 

died that night, four of them died in here. 

The monk I gave a lift to brings a shaft of peace to the room with his calm bearing and 

his white robes. After prayers for each of the five, one of the television guys heaves his 

camera aside, wipes his eyes. 

Then Neville’s memory DVD is screened, and no-one moves. 

… 

Lyndene phoned me out of the blue last night. It’s as if we now a close family, 

not a group. We were having a full-on chat. She was nine months pregnant when 

her brother was shot, they told her she wasn’t allowed to cry. She said it feels 

like her brother’s gone on a holiday and she was waiting for him to come back. 

It's as if she's now had the opportunity to release her brother, and that's how it 

felt for me too. Walking up the stairs it felt we were going to those five funerals. 

I’ve never had the opportunity to go to any funeral because months afterwards I 

was still in hospital. So that was like my opportunity to be present to those 

funerals. 
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They must have played the DVD over about ten times. I know one lady sat and 

watched it three times. It could’ve been her shot. She's an old regular at the 

Highgate, she was always there and they used to call her ma. I knew her 

daughter well, Emmie. She was married to Stewie. They used to come and see 

me in hospital a lot. 

… 

Months pass. The Highgate survivors attract considerable media attention, both local 

and national. “The Highgate group were sitting in a crucible,” Theresa Edlmann says, “still 

living old history but trying to create new history.” Heeding the survivors’ petition drawn up 

at the Kennaway mediation, the NPA had re-opened the Highgate investigation but no new 

information came to light and the National Prosecuting Authority appeared to lose interest in 

the case. (More recently, however, efforts by various stakeholders, including Neville, 

compelled the NPA to return the Highgate case to its list of active investigations. Now, in 

2025, and 32 years of waiting are over: an inquest has begun in the East London High Court 

with a team of pro bono advocates representing the Highgate survivors in a case brought by 

the Foundation for Human Rights.12) But, in 2007, obscurity was threatening. The support 

group fractured as alliances shifted. Neville tried to keep his tribe together even as he railed 

against what he saw as personal rejection. The quest for answers was all he had to keep him 

going. Now the backs turning against him seemed to be turning against this enormous effort 

to just stay alive.  

At least there’s the memorial to remember. The DVD recording of the service, now 

enshrined in Neville’s reliquary with the bullet and The Video, is as close to the event as a 

valuation certificate is to the actual value of a family treasure. For no mechanism has been 

                                                       
12 At the time of writing, the inquest has been adjourned to August 2025. Courtroom footage is available at 
https://www.youtube.com/@foundationforhumanrights3675 (accessed: 10 April 2025). 
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invented to capture what was in the air that day, those tender threads that caught and kept us 

and bore us aloft for as long as we needed to be held. 

 

 

Memorial: A codicil 

There is one more thing. I have left out the part where I nearly killed the monk and the 

APLA veteran a little before 7am.  

Immediately after settling into the passenger seat, Brother Timothy started asking about 

Neville, the attack, my role in Neville’s life, what today meant to the survivors and to the 

country, and all manner of incisive queries to help him, an American who loves South Africa, 

to grasp the import of the day ahead. As we crossed the plateau to the east of Grahamstown, 

the sun started to rise dead ahead of us. Straight into my eyes. The dense layer of seasonal 

cloud caused by temperature inversion thickened. I was driving far too fast for the absence of 

visibility. And I was talking to Brother Timothy far more than I wanted to. I could see very 

little and was mindful about even less. I wanted to be in East London. I did not register 

Brother Timothy’s warning.  

He may then have cleared his throat politely. As I accelerated towards the stop street, 

Brother Timothy shouted, but gently. The guy in the back yelled. The stop sign we passed 

was doing about 80km/h. I did a few things simultaneously, all of them instinctual but none 

of them can I now name. This, plus superior brake engineering and a bit of breath holding, 

brought us to a halt just off the tarmac and just in front of a fence. Perhaps it was Brother 

Timothy’s prayers that delivered us to the Highgate Hotel two hours later, at exactly the same 

time as Neville turned his red Opel Astra into the parking area on Voortrekker Road. 

To this day, whenever the Brothers are mentioned, or the memorial, or racing, Neville 

cackles with gusto and asks me to tell him again how I nearly killed Brother Timothy. Then 
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he says, between wheezes of hilarity, and he says this every time we relive the story, “And 

then the monk looked for another lift home!” Which is true; Brother Timothy returned to 

Grahamstown after the memorial in another vehicle. The former cadre also found another 

way home. I blame neither of them. 

I still don’t understand what Neville finds so funny. My skin still goes cold every time I 

think of it. But I’m secretly glad I could make him laugh that day. 

 

::: 
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Third Force 

The 33rd day after masked gunmen attacked the Highgate was 3 June 1993, named by 

Mandela as “a landmark in South African history”. It was the day South Africa’s multi-party 

forum set a date for the country’s first democratic election. The talks leading to this 

announcement had frequently faltered but finally reconvened shortly before the Highgate 

attack, in April 1993. This time the dissenting parties – Inkatha, the PAC and the 

Conservative Party – joined the table. On Mandela’s landmark day, it was decided that every 

South African over the age of 18 would vote on 27 April 1994 to elect their leaders. Every 

South African.  

An interim constitution was being drafted, but the Conservative Party denounced its 

progress on the grounds that the resolutions were hostile to Afrikaner interests. The Afrikaner 

Volksfront was then formed to unite conservative white organisations around the idea of a 

volkstaat. Its leader? General Constand Viljoen, soon to be seen at Neville’s bedside. The day 

after the landmark vote, on 4 June 1993, he was saying to the bewildered 20-year-old in Frere 

Hospital, “We are glad you’re alive and we are proud of you.”  

I am mentioning these events because the timing of the Highgate shooting sets it in 

history – and endows it with its ongoing mystery. 

While Viljoen was in East London misleading the maimed, the AWB held a protest 

rally through the city streets. Its starting point: the Highgate Hotel. Also there: Mr Beling and 

his video camera. His footage shows a small crowd gathering in the hotel car park. Many 

people carry the old South African flag. Some wear stickers on their chests: “Remember the 

Highgate massacre.” Some carry posters criticising the week’s political news: “Is De Klerk 

too weak to lead?” Men near big motorbikes wear khaki balaclavas, eyes showing through a 

narrow slit.  

The rally ended at the Orient Theatre, where Viljoen spoke and Eugene Terre’Blanche, 
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in full cry and signature fatigues, rode the wave of crowd feeling. “They are just a bunch of 

criminals! Killers! Van Waterberg tot Tafelberg steek Oos Londen Suid Afrika vanaand aan 

die brand! As die regering kapituleer, dan vat ons met geweld Suid Afrika!” (From Waterberg 

to Table Mountain, East London will set South Africa alight tonight! If the government 

capitulates, then we will take South Africa by force!) 

A few years later, members of right-wing groups made a total of 107 applications to the 

TRC for amnesty. Most of these were from people belonging to the AWB (71 percent) and 

some (10 percent) were from members of Viljoen’s Conservative Party. The TRC Final 

Report found:  

In the period leading to the holding of the first democratic elections, right-wing 

supporters embarked on a campaign to destabilise the country and to prevent the 

holding of elections. In terms of the leadership of the right wing, the Commission 

specifically held Generals Constand Viljoen and Peter Groenewald and Mr Eugene 

Terre’Blanche accountable for the reign of terror carried out by the various groups 

and their individual supporters. 

The Commission also found:  

Amnesty applications confirm that, in a number of incidents, covert units within 

the security structures assisted in arming right-wing groups. The testimonies of the 

applicants were tantamount to confessions that the right wing embarked on a 

campaign of terror and violence designed to destabilise the country at an extremely 

sensitive time. 

And the Commission also found:  

There was no nobility or morality to their cause. 

At the time of this terror and violence, President FW de Klerk commissioned General 

Pierre Steyn to investigate criminal activity by security personnel. Steyn has said that he was 
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constantly surveilled and harassed during the period of the Steyn Commission’s work. 

Dozens of South African Defence Force personnel were suspended or compelled to retire as a 

result of Steyn’s findings. But the contents of the Commission’s report only became public 

years later. President Nelson Mandela judged its contents to be so explosive that they risked 

jeopardising South Africa’s post-election transition, and they became public only in 1997 

when submitted to the TRC.  

The Steyn Commission report asserts that nearly all the alleged ‘third force’ abuses 

attributable to the military fell within the umbrella of a covert operation called Project 

Pastoor. There is also information about support being lent to right-wing organisations. 

According to the report, Pastoor derailed from its (unspecified) original objectives and 

became something of a rogue venture, operating outside the control of and accountability to 

top political and military command. 

So far, so official. And context enough to render Letlapa Mphahlele’s proposal (that the 

Highgate attackers belonged to a ‘third force’) a potentially reasonable one. On the day of 

Mphahlele’s mediation at the Kennaway Hotel, in front of Highgate survivors, this view had 

been corroborated by the former police detective leading the investigation into the attack. On 

that day, Daryl Els had told survivors that the camouflage tactics and the skilled 

marksmanship pointed to the work of security force members, either defence force or police. 

It seems bizarre, though (doesn’t it?), for white people to shoot other white people. 

That’s not how a racist would act… is it? Well, maybe, if it’s a means to a bigger end. Daryl 

Els believed it possible. He also believed it was a mistake, that the attackers had actually 

aimed to hit a hotel where AWB members socialised.13 Els advanced the view that the 

attackers would have hoped for a response from members of the AWB – to “get the people to 

                                                       
13  The façade of the Highgate Hotel was painted a pale shade of orange, leading to it being called (by some) 
‘the Orange’. It is conceivable, therefore, that there was an absence of clarity over which orange hotel was being 
targeted. 
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stand up and fight against the freedom fighters”.  

“Yes,” agreed Letlapa as he sat in the circle of survivors at the Kennaway. “That’s the 

work of agents provocateur. At that time, we – the leftists in APLA, and the rightists in armed 

forces – had shared fears that this thing [peace and democracy in South Africa] was not going 

to work. So instead of promoting friendship, let us promote enmity. I think, by doing that, 

they actually thought that they would derail the negotiations and strengthen the hand of the 

securocrats – you know, those generals in the army and in the police who did not want to hear 

anything about a new dispensation.” 

Letlapa continued: “If you can follow Eugene de Kock’s story, that they used to attack 

white neighbourhoods with petrol bombs etcetera, in the belief that the whites would hit back 

at the blacks. Because if people who are white are singled out for attack, obviously we 

conclude that people who are doing it are from the opposite racial group.” In other words, 

yes, it is conceivable that a racist white person might attack other white people for the sake of 

an end result. Some would call it collateral damage. 

Evidence emerging after 1994 confirms that a Third Force did indeed exist and that it 

was integrated into the policy of the National Party over a long period via a substantial, 

organised group of security officials or former officials intent on perpetrating violence in the 

service of a counter-revolutionary strategy. The term ‘third force’ came to describe a group of 

semi-independent operators who sought to sabotage negotiations through the escalation of 

violence. By the end of 1992, however, it no longer existed in a formal way. But covert action 

that was opportunistic or politically intentional certainly continued, with servicemen released 

from their posts in national security operations taking their training and skills with them into 

a convulsing society. 

In other words, members of the disbanded Third Force must have gone somewhere. 

Journalist Louise Flanagan, who also worked as a researcher for the TRC, spent years of her 



223 
 

 

reporting career investigating askari activities in the Eastern Cape. As a result of her deep 

contextual knowledge as a researcher, she also was at the Kennaway Hotel the day Highgate 

survivors met Letlapa Mphahlele. At that mediation, she said that her research findings 

pointed to the possibility that the Highgate attack had been conducted by security force 

operatives using askaris – former guerrillas who were ‘turned’ and worked for the Apartheid 

police. Until the day before attackers hit the Highgate, Flanagan said, askaris had been 

stationed at a base on the outskirts of East London. 

She explained to survivors: “The askari unit nationally was the unit based at Vlakplaas 

in Pretoria. It was a covert police unit. They were off the books – paid by the police but they 

were not official police members.” The East London unit was operating at the same time. 

“I’ve been able to confirm that it did exist in East London, that there were people based there 

for several years. What I don’t know is what they were linked to, what operations they did 

while they were here. I’m assuming they did something because they were here for several 

years, and they were being paid. And when the askaris were paid off at the end of April ’93, 

the day before the Highgate attack, there were askaris from East London who also received 

payoff.” 

English historian Stephen Ellis followed similar lines of research. He writes: “As the 

government grew weaker, the armed forces emerged as the single most powerful bloc in the 

country. Covert warfare units existed inside the SADF, and related networks existed in the 

SAP and among white extremists and their allies generally. For instance, Eugene de Kock, 

who resigned from the Police in April 1993, continued to supply arms to Inkatha. 

“The Third Force broke up into smaller units which were increasingly independent of 

any central line of command, although individuals were able to communicate with each other 

via informal channels. 

“In effect, the Third Force, which had been legitimated by the ruling party at least up to 
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1989, gradually organised itself into a privatised operation. 

“Middle-ranking officers (like Eugene de Kock but he was far from alone in this) had 

been brought up to believe that to fight for volk and vaderland was their highest duty, so high 

a calling that not even disbandment of their unit was taken as a signal to disarm.” 

Ellis continues: “Substantial numbers of white extremists who wanted to stop 

negotiations at all costs were to be found more on the civilian extreme right than in the ranks 

of Army or Police. They were to be found in the AWB and similar groups.” 

He points out that politics and crime are inter-connected – but also reluctant to conform 

to straightforward analysis. For these reasons, it is worth recalling that the AWB was quick to 

capitalise on the Highgate attack, that there is nothing straightforward about the Highgate 

attack – nor, it turns out, about right-wing agendas. 

Flanagan again, talking to survivors: “The motive I think is clear, and realistic. The 

Eastern Cape in the run-up to the ’94 election was regarded with absolute terror by the 

security forces in the South African government. It has for years been known as the heartland 

of opposition to Apartheid. It’s always been a crucial base for both ANC and PAC.  

“I remember writing about the Highgate attack shortly after it happened, saying this 

seemed too organised to be APLA and was possibly somebody else. I got a very bad backlash 

about that.” Flanagan told the Kennaway meeting how expendable askaris were, and how few 

have been successfully re-integrated into society. Then, to illuminate her hypothesis, she 

turned to Daryl Els, the police investigator who had started taking statements from survivors 

four days after the Highgate Hotel was attacked. But who never did bring a perpetrator to 

justice.  

Before the Kennaway mediation began, while I was eavesdropping at the top of the 

stairs and people were rearranging the chairs inside, I noticed a man shaking as he waited. I 

heard him say very softly to someone, “I’ll never forgive. They must go down.” I watched 
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him chain-smoking, his shoulders hunched, and I watched how he kept his back to the wall. 

This was Daryl Els, former lead investigator. But it was Louise Flanagan who led the 

evidence that day. 

Flanagan:  How many attackers were there at the Highgate? 

Els:   Well, it varies between five and eight. 

Flanagan:  Five and eight is quite a big group of people to keep a secret. I think 

you’re probably looking at an incident maybe with two or three white commanders, and a 

group of more expendable people like askaris. It’s now 13 years on. There’s a very good 

chance that a number of people involved in that attack are dead, particularly if they were 

askaris. I think the askaris’ survival rate is extremely low. How many askaris do you know 

who’ve been re-integrated? 

Els:   None. 

Flanagan:  Exactly. They didn’t survive. And nobody’s asking. If you took a group 

of, say, three military personnel and, say, five askaris, carried out the job and over the next 

month you killed the askaris, who’s going to know?  

After the Kennaway mediation, when facilitator Theresa Edlmann looked back on the 

survivors’ encounter with Mphahlele, Els and Flanagan, she said, “It is very difficult to refute 

three such diverse and individually reliable sources.”  

In the absence of alternative information and despite their shock at the advent of the 

Third Force possibility, most survivors came to understand it as the missing link in the story. 

“It could’ve been one of our friends,” said one. “I always think of it that way. It could’ve 

been one of our friends.”  

Back in Summerpride, Neville was confronting that idea. 

When I heard ‘Third Force’ for the first time, I didn’t know what they were 

talking about. I thought they were swearing at me. It was scary stuff – 
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intellectual words, jaw-breaking words. You need a dictionary to know what they 

were saying. 

It was a shock to hear for the first time that there was a possibility that APLA 

was not involved and that it could be a Third Force, to know that it was my own 

people that done this to me. Third Force was new to me. What the hell is a Third 

Force? I wanted to know more.  

He found what South Africa had heard years earlier, that the government he had 

assumed was acting in his interests was in reality a refuge for designers of orchestrated 

destruction. The fifth volume of the TRC’s Final Report records the finding that a network of 

security and ex-security force operatives fomented, initiated, facilitated and engaged in 

violence which resulted in gross violations of human rights, including random and targeted 

killings; that the sanction of illegal activities by security force operatives during the 1980s 

provided the basis for their continuation in the 1990s; that the network of operatives 

sometimes functioned with the active collusion of senior security force personnel, and that 

the success of “third force” attempts to generate violence was at least in part a consequence 

of extremely high levels of political intolerance. 

I could have sat back and said it was APLA and done nothing. What can you do to 

them? Nothing. You can do nothing. You know, I coulda sat back. In a way it’s 

better that it’s not APLA. Because things can go further. It’s better being a Third 

Force than being APLA because then there’s grounds for legal action. 

I don’t know what it’ll take for me to give up. They can put a gun against my 

head. Not even the government can stop me. I’m ready to take whatever comes. 

I just hope I’ve got the strength to go all the way. 

After their mediation with Mphahlele, survivors created the Highgate United Group as 
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a rallying point and as a source of support. Daryl Els attended every meeting. Usually when I 

arrived, he was already there, in an outside area, smoking and watching. Neville recalled a 

conversation with him during one smoke break. 

What he knows that he’s not telling us, I don’t know. But he was very confident 

we gonna get them. The feeling I got was he already knows who they are. Just a 

feeling I got, I could be wrong, and I’m not gonna put hopes up but I just got that 

feeling. He already knows who they are – he was that confident.  

Many years have passed since that smoke break chat. Neville has not for a day stopped 

seeking the answer to his question. Daryl Els often said that the attack on the Highgate Hotel 

on 1 May 1993 is the only case he failed to solve. Every time he said this, he also said this is 

what haunted him. But Neville stopped hoping Daryl Els might help him when Daryl stopped 

communicating. Later, Neville came to believe that the silence was because the NPA had 

silenced Daryl.  

He still said to me, ‘Don’t worry boet, we will get them’. Because we still gonna 

be surprised at who they really are. Now why did he say that? 

After a while, Neville discovered that he would never know. Daryl Els had died. 

 

::: 
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“   ” 

There was days I laid on that bed cause I couldn’t even get on my knees, and I 

would ask God to take me. What am I doing here? Dignity, independence, 

pride – taken away. You like a nothing to society. But who put us here? It was 

society! It wasn’t self-inflicted. I used to think, ‘If I can come out of this 

hospital alive and can walk, I will get these people’. Well, I’ve got to this stage 

and I realise there’s a 98% chance we won’t. But they gonna pay for it. 

There’s gonna be a judgement. People make up a lot of bull, but God knows 

what happened that night. 

 

“   ” 
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PART FOUR: 

TOGETHER 

 

 

 

And together we’ll love through all space and time 

(Prince: “7”) 
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Commissioning Reconciliation 

Who shot the people drinking at the Highgate Hotel that night? Why did they shoot? As 

a source of answers to these abiding questions, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

failed the Highgate survivors who testified at either of the Commission’s two East London 

hearings. However, on a different occasion, the TRC did leave an impression on Neville’s 

life.  

As soon as the first five volumes of the Commission’s Final Report were published, 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu gave a set to President Nelson Mandela in a symbolic handover in 

Pretoria. The event was even more momentous than initially anticipated. Not only did it 

herald the close of the Human Rights Violations Committee’s public excavation of South 

Africa’s recent past, the ceremony also signalled the justice of truth over political 

manoeuvring – senior staff and legal teams had been up most of the previous night 

responding to the sudden attempt by FW de Klerk to muzzle sections of the Final Report. 

With just hours to go before the morning ceremony started (and only days after certain ANC 

leaders had already attempted to halt publication), the court overturned the National Party 

president’s interdict and ruled that the handover should go ahead.  

Taking his place at the Pretoria ceremony – the first victim in the first row of victims – 

was Neville Beling. Did he have any idea of the political significance of this event? Probably 

not. Even now, this self-proclaimed non-political person claims he is unaware of the national 

implications of that day’s events. But in his own life, something big began. “That was the 

start of the opening of my eyes,” he says. 

I hadn’t heard from the TRC since the hearing I was in. I get a phone call near the 

end of ‘98. They wanted to know if I was interested to fly to Pretoria for the 

handing over of the TRC reports to Mandela. So I said yes, I would like to go. I 

thought somebody could go with me but I was the only one allowed. I had never 
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been on an airplane in my whole life before. I’m on crutches, I tell them all my 

problems, they said no, they’ve assigned a person for everybody that’s going 

there. This person will be allocated for assistance from when we get to the 

airport till when we get home. They say it’s a one-day thing. And we supposed to 

have lunch with Mandela.  

So I flew to Pretoria. I was very nervous. From when we left here it was go-go-

go-go, non-stop. There was no time to have a break. As soon as we climbed off 

the airplane at Joburg International, it’s like the movies – this guy standing with 

this big gun out, tells us there’s this bus outside. Get to Pretoria – never been 

there in my whole life. All the trees were blossoming. Went to, I think, the 

Parliament building.  

He spreads arms wide to describe an iconic Pretoria landmark.  

His eyes shine. He smokes with vigour, flicking ash hurriedly. 

Come around the corner in the bus, and just see police vans and vehicles, the 

dog unit, and everybody with guns, and everybody standing on balconies – 

there’s flats around there – watching like a big event. 

Now we all nervous, we don’t know anybody. I’ve got this assistant, and we 

standing there by this pillar, so one or two of us say, no, we gonna have a smoke 

quickly. As we light the smoke the media come rushing to us, so we don’t know 

where to stick the cigarettes. But before the media could even bombard us, we 

get told we must go up these stairs. But I had to go with these policemen and 

this black guy that’s dressed up smartly with chains and gold rings and all that. 

I’m the only one – there goes my group, up the stairs. I must go to a separate 

entrance, the private entrance underground where Mandela will stop with his 
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car and go in. 

I get to the door and here these bodyguards are, standing there in black suits, 

and they’ve got this big machine. I must put my bag through. They take my 

crutches, stick them through the machine, and they bring the crutches back to 

me so I can walk through.  

When we walked in that door, it’s like red carpet. It was the first time I’d 

experienced this. It was like going from one world into another world. Here 

everybody from Parliament stood. I couldn’t believe it. It was that Madam 

Speaker, that Indian lady, she came and greeted me. Then it was Jay Naidoo, he 

came to me, it was all the people you see on TV in Parliament standing over 

there, in this foyer, drinking freshly squeezed juice with crushed ice. Waiters are 

walking around with these trays of cooldrink in champagne glasses, so you take 

one and when you finished it they take it from you and there’s another one 

coming! Then they told us we must go into this room while they getting ready for 

this handing over. It was people from Joburg, Durban, Cape Town, PE, survivors – 

you know, victims. So we go into this room like a Ster-Kinekor with the seats 

going up. So you sit there now with this cooldrink and they’ve got this big screen 

and you see everybody getting ready where we’re going to be going in. When 

they all seated, somebody came through to our side. 

Well, I don’t know how I managed to get to the front of the queue but I was 

the first one to enter there. Gill, it was a hell of a experience. So you standing by 

this door and you know everybody’s inside – a hell of a crowd of people, 

Parliament and everybody – so the door opens and we walk in like behind each 

other, not all together, and I must go in first. Now your nerves! Adrenalin’s 



233 
 

 

running through you now. And as you walk in, everybody stands up. For us to 

walk in! The whole place stands up. And you feel so small.  

He lifts finger and thumb apart, that universal gesture of tiny. 

It’s quite a distance to walk to the row of chairs in the front. And they only sat 

when we sat. And then a black guy said Mandela and Graca Machel is going to 

enter.  

Then Mandela came in and we all stood again. They took their seats with 

Desmond Tutu and everybody. There was a choir, then Desmond Tutu spoke. We 

all got the speeches so we could follow while he’s talking. But that was my first 

confrontation with a conference or speaking. I found it very boring because they 

talk and talk and you think it’s never going to come to an end. Mandela was in 

line with me, right in front of me, and there was a couple of times I dozed off 

while he was talking – there I was catching fish! But I couldn’t help it, it was so 

boring. 

“It was also those tablets you were taking,” Zilla says kindly. 

Ja, I was on strong pain tablets. But they talk that same tone, one page, another 

page, and you think these pages aren’t going to end. After Mandela spoke, they 

handed the books over to him. Then the choir sang again, and Mandela done his 

Madiba dance. He couldn’t stay for lunch with us so he came to greet the 

victims. I’m first in the queue, so he’s walking towards me. Now I’m looking 

round for my crutches. Cause he’s the President – I mean you must stand to 

greet him. But he says ‘no, no, stay seated’. So I sit but I feel a fool now cause 

here’s the President coming to greet me but I’m sitting and he’s like a martyr 

around the world. I shook his hand and I still remember he’s got a very small 



234 
 

 

hand and it was ice cold. Very cold hands. I can’t remember what he all said. It 

was short and sweet whatever it was. But I was so on my nerves because here 

I’m not standing for the President and he’s telling me ‘don’t worry, sit, sit.’ I 

mean . . . yoh! 

Then we had to go for lunch. Tutu was going to have lunch with us. But I 

couldn’t get out that room. We were bombarded with media asking questions so 

I was the last person to go in. 

The layout – yoh! There must have been about 40 tables, six to eight people 

per table, and every table had their own two waiters. Plus the people allocated 

to us. If I want a bread roll cut and buttered, they were there to cut and butter 

for us, or even feed us. I battled to eat cause I was feeling for this one coloured 

woman. Both her arms were blown off, I think from a police bomb. She’s from a 

squatter camp, she didn’t even have decent clothes to come there with. Now 

she’s thin as a rake, sitting with no arms, and sees all this food coming like she’s 

never seen before. I could see from her eyes how excited she was. The woman 

allocated to her had to feed her cause she had no arms. I saw food I never seen 

before! The beans was wrapped with bow ties. You don’t even know how to start 

eating that stuff!   

Stacks of cooldrink. You finish your glass, put it down and they fill it up – they 

don’t even ask if you want or not. After that we got a pudding which I’ve never 

eaten in my life before. OK, it was ice-cream but the stuff they had with it was 

berries I don’t think you get in South Africa, all sorts of berries with a type of 

syrup. 

Then the person allocated to me said, ‘Have you met Desmond Tutu before?’ I 
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said no. By then Desmond Tutu had finished his lunch so they said ‘Come, let’s 

go’. We go to Desmond Tutu. He’s talking now but they asked him so he came 

and spoke to me. Then he had to leave.  

We went to the foyer again, they gave each one of us an envelope for bus fare 

to get to the airport and back again. We managed to have a cigarette. There was 

a white guy there from Durban, he needed a cigarette, so we smoking quickly.  

We’d just eaten, now we back on the buses. This woman allocated to me was 

a black lady and she was wonderful. I know she’s from Transkei – I’d love to 

know where she is today, she was like a mother to me. She flew all the way back 

with me. At Joburg airport she says to me, ‘Don’t you want to phone your 

mommy?’ I said ja, but I don’t have a phone. She said, ‘Give me the number and 

I’ll phone them for you and you tell them.’ She let me use her phone. 

Then I said I need a toilet. They said ok, they’ll wait for me outside. Gill! I go 

into Joburg International toilets, when I came out the one toilet I didn’t know 

where I had to go. It was so big, I was lost – in the toilets! I managed to find the 

door and I see the group standing there. By the time I got there we had to board. 

When I climbed on the plane, I remember I still made a joke: I shook the hand 

that shook the world! When we landed in East London, it was already dark.  

And that was my deal. I was finished. Absolutely finished. It was an 

experience I’ll never get again in my life. To meet Madiba, Desmond Tutu, on the 

same day, have lunch with them. We were given the best, it was red carpet all 

the way. I mean having these waiters walking around, you see it on the movies, 

in Hollywood. 

Zilla suddenly has a thought. “How many white people were there?” she asks. 
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“There was a white guy from Durban, he was in a bombing or whatever, it was me, and 

I think a white woman. The majority were black.” 

“How many blacks were there?” she asks. 

He thinks back briefly. “In all, 25, somewhere round there.” 

“Well,” says Zilla with satisfaction, “three out of 25 is fine. That’s fine.” 

“What do you mean, fine?” I ask. 

“You’ve got to divide it,” she replies. She sounds a little impatient. “It can’t just be all 

black. Cause if it was all black, the white people would complain.” 

Neville is still remembering the day he flew to Pretoria. 

That’s the start of where I started seeing things around our country. There’s 

much more of us, from different provinces. 

Even though the Commission had held hearings in public and even though media 

coverage ensured the whole world knew of their content and even though Neville himself had 

participated in a hearing, his transformation began the day the TRC ended and he witnessed a 

tiny woman unable to feed herself. 

To just sit and see her, I felt so bad. It’s not nice to see these things. You enjoying 

yourself but you feel for her too. The expression on her eyes when she saw this 

food. What was going through her mind? I really felt for her. She must have 

flown from somewhere. 

So the state did not wholly abandon Neville. South Africa made an expensive fuss of 

him that day. This he concedes. Almost.  

It’s one of the days I’ll never forget. So maybe that’s one good thing that’s come 

out of the TRC. But otherwise... 

… 

While Neville, doped on painkillers, was sitting in the first seat of the front row, I was 
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standing in the TRC’s Cape Town office, alongside other Commission staffers, watching on 

television this momentous event that almost didn’t happen because both the ANC and the NP 

had sought legal ways of preventing it. The atmosphere in the office was simultaneously 

anxious and triumphant. I was not dozing off. But I was unaware of the man sitting directly in 

front of Mandela who would enter my life, that because of him I would abandon objectivity, 

that from him I would learn what commitment looks like, that alongside him I could learn 

new ways of being South African and white. 

 

::: 
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Ubuntu 

I am because you are. The definition of ubuntu is widely taken to be this. Umuntu 

ngumuntu ngabantu. It is a centuries-old concept of African humanism but became general 

vocabulary once our Parliamentary pioneers seized upon it as a foundational philosophy for 

the Truth Commission and Desmond Tutu espoused it as our salvation.  

Leaning on his characteristic lexicon, he toiled to instigate national unity via national 

humility. After his TRC work ended, Tutu co-wrote The Book of Forgiving with his daughter 

Mpho Tutu. There he wrote, “Ubuntu says that we all have a part in creating a society that 

creates a perpetrator.” Where other people outline abstract notions of entanglement, the Tutus 

bring the theorising right home. 

I spent hours and hours listening to Neville because of a plea pressing to be heard. I 

wanted to believe that, by listening to his story, I might stand as proxy for the nation. That I 

could sit in his prefab house near the N2 and represent South Africa, affording him what the 

TRC, various investigators, his extended family, had denied him. Naïve? Yes. Misguided? 

Probably. But also half right. In ubuntu, if one person is broken we all are broken. So then: If 

one person listens, don’t we all listen? But there’s also this: In a country of perpetrators, we 

both were perpetrators.  

And there’s this: It takes a victim of a broken country to shoot bullets into a pub on a 

Saturday night. 

If we all are bonded to each other, then I can’t tell you which of us gets to ask for 

forgiveness, which of us gives it. I can tell you only that, now that I have spent years listening 

to Neville, I see we all are in need of it.  

According to Tutu, it is our only hope for freedom and wholeness. According to Tutu, 

we get to forgiveness with ubuntu. “We take care of our world by taking care of each other – 

it is as simple and as difficult as that.”  
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Neville has done a difficult thing and I have witnessed him making it look simple. 

Neville, taking care of our world. 

 

::: 
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Home 

I don’t know why I get impatient with people who choose to emigrate but who frame 

their departure as forced upon them. I don’t know why other people’s choices bother me so. It 

might be because I lack imagination. I have no idea where else to live. Nor any desire. I am 

compelled to live here. It’s as simple and as difficult as that. This place has got me bonded, a 

bit like certain parents – sacrifices were made and now I must perform my gratitude. Only, in 

this relationship, I perform happily. As a child, mutinous resentment swamped me, the sense 

that I was bait at the end of a line blown about by history’s unpredictable winds. For instance, 

what if my mother had married that other boyfriend she sometimes named – which half of me 

would I now recognise and which half would be swopped out? Would I even know that other 

me on the back seat of the family station wagon? The alternative was almost too much for a 

child to bear – that I could so easily and with zero impact have been cancelled – and its shock 

carried terror and relief equally. So it is with the land of my birth. What if I’d been born in 

Hawaii or Tasmania – this same helix of DNA but under another sun, my feet in other soil? 

Would I be this conflicted, the same hopelessly hopeful person? 

Pointless questions. So far, this is what I know: I am writing about Neville Beling’s life 

to discover why or how South Africa matters to me. I am writing about a ruptured life as a 

way of discovering my own South African life. I am writing about Neville because I am too 

afraid to write about myself. I am writing about Neville’s South African life because my own 

South African life lacks story. I am writing because I am preoccupied with my place in this 

land, in its history, with its people. I am writing because other people are also talking and 

everyone talks about the same thing: the earth of our birth, and us. 

When the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was set up in 1996 to start the delicate 

work of lancing wounds to cleanse them, I was one of the South Africans who hoped the 

Commission would equalise the unequal. Many of us wanted the TRC to resolve 350 years of 
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oppression on our behalf. We hoped the same on 27 April 1994 when the first democratic 

election gave us permission to think we had been delivered, that we were now in a land made 

for all of us. Since then, it has become a habit to construct institutions with symbolic power 

(the Springbok rugby team, for instance) that we imagine can do the nation-building work for 

us when in reality the thing that requires resolution will not be resolved. Possibly should not 

be resolved.  

In the late 1990s, reconciliation was another word for resolution. Resolution looked like 

going to the TRC to tell your story, hoping another South African would tell their story to 

flesh out the spaces in yours. But in the terrain of the big – nation big, historically big – our 

personal narratives are more complex than 1+1=R. There is no equation big enough to solve 

four centuries of inequity. In which case my task is to keep my place here unresolved, not out 

of cussedness but because symbols cannot be my proxy. I must do my own labour. Which, for 

now, is to confess to not knowing what to think or say, to keep typing towards non-resolution. 

Because we cannot afford to forget. I want to never forget that this is where I am. That I am 

here by grace. That this is my mystery. 

 

::: 
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For Giving / For Getting 

There’s some radical stuff written about forgiveness and some startling acts of 

forgiveness are on the record. A lot of the writing and much of the forgiving is the result of 

Christian philosophy. Considering the originating human who embodied forgiveness, we can 

be forgiven for believing forgiveness is beyond our reach because we aren’t even close to the 

hem of Jesus Christ and most of us aren’t bishops or martyrs or saints.  

Why would a person forgive? I know some of the theoretical answers to this – to divest 

oneself of a moral weight, to contribute to the well-being of society, to set someone free, to 

set oneself free, to do the right (or the expected, the ordained, the progressive, the 

transgressive) thing. I know that forgiving is an act of kindness beginning, as Pumla Gobodo-

Madikizela tells, not with the act but with the person. An act of forgiveness is “a response not 

to the deed but to the doer of the deed,” she writes. It is an act of will and conscious desire, an 

act of compassion as well as of pragmatic wisdom.  

I know also, therefore, that forgiveness is within our personal power and for this reason, 

in my view, it isn’t available for out-sourcing. In other words, forgiving is not the work of an 

authority – God, say, or a cleric. Attempting this mad impossible thing is our work. To guide 

use, a definition of forgiveness could be helpful here. But there isn’t one – nor can there be 

one because forgiveness is not a thing. Forgiveness is a process, and like all processes it 

unfolds at its own pace. “We do it as we can,” counsels theologian Carter Heyward, “when 

we are ready, and we need to support one another in being wherever we are in the process.” I 

have observed this from witnessing Neville’s process, and from watching myself witness. I 

have also learned that forgiveness is not as simple a process as some people make it appear. 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu, for instance, who founded The Forgiveness Project with his 

daughter, Mpho, also an Anglican priest. Together they wrote The Book of Forgiving. Not 

once in that book do they reference Christianity or their mutual profession. They do claim, 
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though, that there is nothing that cannot be forgiven, and that there is no one undeserving of 

forgiveness – “two simple truths”, they say. I think they mean simple as in clear because this 

sort of truth, however clear, is not simple to adopt or to enact. Although, for those at the point 

of being able to forgive, perhaps it is that simple. I cannot say as I am not at that point. 

Intellectually, I would like to be able to forgive those who came before me. My forebears, for 

instance, who liked to take whatever they wanted and one of the things they took from others 

was this place where I was born. My mother, for instance, who liked to hit things: glasses of 

wine against my father’s head, birthday presents against the wall, daughters’ heads against 

each other. Myself, for instance, for witnessing in silence these tableaux of violence. But my 

process has not yet reached the point of simple truth. I am still at the point where forgiving 

these people for these things feels mad and impossible.  

It is some relief, then, to find that French philosopher Jacques Derrida, who visited 

South Africa during the life of the Commission, claimed that forgiveness is not normal and 

should not be seen as normal. This fundamental contradiction of the TRC ethos appeared in 

an essay he wrote in 2001, soon after the TRC closed. South Africa’s narrative ground had 

been freshly tilled and the atmosphere at Commission hearings – which fostered the hope that 

victims would do their best to forgive – was still alive. For instance, here’s what one 

Commissioner said while wrapping up the Highgate hearing where Neville testified:  

I would hope that … by God’s grace perhaps it is possible for those who have 

experienced extreme pain and continue to suffer … find the grace to say for the 

sake of the future of this country ‘we are prepared to forgive’.  

The Commissioner was Bongani Finca, a priest. He was pursuing the line that 

collective benefit supercedes the cost to individual, an aim thoroughly at odds with Derrida’s 

view that forgiveness is a type of fiction. 

A year after that Highgate hearing, when I joined the Commission’s writing team to 
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help make the Popular Edition, it was the forgiveness stories everyone wanted to highlight. 

There weren’t a lot at that stage (there still aren’t a lot) and not all of them are forgiveness 

stories. Some of them are amnesty stories, some are reconciliation stories. On this, Derrida is 

very clear: forgiveness is neither of those things. He goes further: There can be no such thing 

as forgiveness because it is always overlaid with something along such lines. He writes: 

If I grant forgiveness on condition that the other confess, that the other begin to 

redeem himself, to transfigure his fault, to dissociate himself from it in order to 

ask me for forgiveness, then my forgiveness begins to let itself be contaminated 

by an economy, a calculation that corrupts it. 

 As soon as a wronged party thanks a petitioner for their act of speech or self-denial, or 

grants the desired forgiveness, a transaction has taken place and there has been no gift – no 

forgiveness. Where there is transaction, there is no “pure forgiveness”. Consequently, he 

advises, there must be a break with economy – that cycle of give-and-take-and-give back. 

This creates an awkward bind for the act of self-forgiveness. Forgiving oneself in order to 

shift from resentment to healing is a transaction conducted with a clear goal. Forgiving 

another to benefit the welfare of a collective (or one’s own well-being) is equally 

transactional and therefore not “pure forgiveness”. How to proceed, then, for an individual 

seeking to forgive themselves for reasons of personal health? 

One answer might be in Derrida’s own language, which is French, and which wraps the 

gift in linguistic packaging. Literally, pardon translates to by giving (involving the verb 

donnée, given). A gift asks to be given. A gift that is given begs to be received – not 

reciprocated. Even a ‘thank you’ turns gifts into transactions. For Highgate survivors, as long 

as their case remains unresolved, gifts and etymologies and possible transactions remain 

abstract concepts. Despite the wishes of archbishops and Commissioners, the forgiveness 

process will always be diffuse. For Neville it can never be simple.  
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When I scour my folders of transcripts and notes, I find he has said little about 

forgiveness. There is a copy of a speech Neville gave at a UCT conference soon after his first 

mediation with Letlapa, with this final paragraph: 

Looking back on the Highgate shooting, the pain, horror, suffering and sleepless 

nights, wondering why such things happen and what drives people to do the 

things they do. What situations and circumstances in their lives motivated them 

to do these terrible things. Our dear LORD alone knows. One is left with 

conflicting emotions and after they settle, there is a silence that I have finally 

come to terms with. Feeling of hate, have faded away and the perpetrators of 

this evil deed are forgiven. This I believe could only have been with the help of 

GOD, and it is my every hope that folk elsewhere in the world with similar 

experiences will look towards forgiveness, to those who have harmed us. 

And there is this, spoken from his large chair soon after the East London mediation 

with Letlapa and Highgate survivors: 

I have forgiven them. But I want justice. Can you understand that? By forgiving 

them I’m not gonna let them go scot-free and say, well, let them go. Spiritually 

I’ve forgiven what they’ve done. But they must pay for what they’ve done. 

If there was still a death penalty, and the magistrate said, well, they must be 

hung, I would agree with him. Now there’s no death penalty, the magistrate says 

they must be put away for the rest of their lives, or whatever, I would accept it. 

Either way. But they must pay in some way. And not just the poor guy that was 

given the command to do it, but the top dogs. Whoever was behind it must be 

brought to justice. 

Apart from these two moments, one of them vociferously seeking a transaction, Neville 
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is mostly silent on the matter of forgiveness – according to my notes. It’s possible I felt out of 

my interviewing depth on so complex a topic. It’s possible his focus on what he might get 

more than on what he could give threw me off. 

… 

When Jacques Derrida’s 2001 essay advanced his thoughts on the impossibility of pure 

forgiving, it was in a context of global repentance and forgiveness-seeking. His views, 

entitled On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, appeared in translation as a book in 2005 – 

the year Neville was preparing to encounter the man widely supposed to have been the 

architect of the Highgate attack. He believed he was meeting the perpetrator who had made 

him a victim. Despite the prevailing climate of confession, repentance and possible 

forgiveness, Neville wasn’t concerned primarily with forgiving Letlapa Mphahlele, and he 

had no thought for historical context. He just wanted to hear who exactly had shot him, and 

why. 

For the Neville entering the guest house room that day in 2005, forgiveness was a one-

way transaction. It had never occurred to him that possibly he should seek to understand a 

broader view of his presence in a bar that night. He was unaware of his inherited privilege, 

including even the banal expectation that the beer Nkosinathi Alfred Gontshi brought to him 

would be cold. He did not understand that understanding can be a form of absolution. But by 

the end of those two days, after both men had enacted the empathy and humility and deep 

listening that characterise forgiveness processes, Neville’s personal process had begun. I do 

not mean the process of forgiving his faceless nameless attackers – however desirable this 

might be. Nor do I mean the process of contributing to the well-being of this country by 

forgiving unknown others – however beautiful this altruism. I mean the process of self-

forgiveness. 

Because I think Neville stays on the Highgate case as a way of forgiving himself for 
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being there, for having driven 56 kilometres to get there, for having been so determined to go 

out that night that he walked into the Highgate pub just in time to get shot there. I think he is 

on a process of self-absolution, and I think it is pure. 

 

::: 
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“   ” 

Hi gill we made front page again. Neville 

17/06/08 07:44 

 

Gill im feeling gr8. But I know ppl are going 2 talk. But stuf them. Its what I believe in. 

17/06/08 07:48 

 

“   ” 
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PART FIVE: 

PEACE 

 

 

 

Words of compassion, words of peace 

(Prince: “7”) 
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Party / 1 

It’s twenty past seven on a Saturday night in December and Neville is calling me. 

Neville never calls me. So I pick up fast, trying not to think of disaster. 

Gill! I hope I’m not interrupting anything. 

“Neville? Shall I call you back?” 

No, this won’t take long. I want your advice. Mondi just phoned me. 

“Mondi?” 

Letlapa’s man. He calls me now. He says it’s Letlapa’s birthday celebration at this 

place in Quigney and they want me to go – now! Lyndene says she’ll go with but I 

dunno, I’m not going in shorts again, I must get properly dressed this time, 

Lyndene said she’d come but Gill I dunno, I haven’t prepped, I dunno how many 

people there are, who’s there apart from Letlapa, it’ll all be black people, we’ll 

be the only two whites there, it’s in Quigney where cars get stolen, some 

restaurant I’ve never even heard of, this is my worst thing, I’m so on my nerves, 

Lyndene said she’d come with but Gill what I want to know is, do you think I 

should go or not go? You know how I like to plan and prepare and know exactly 

where I’m going. I’ve never even heard of this place. Lyndene said she’d come. If 

I’m going I’d better stop talking and get ready. But Aunty Gill! Do you think I 

should go? I don’t want Letlapa to think I’m rude, like slapping him in the face. 

What should I do? 

Ever since he and Letlapa Mpahlele got to know each other, Neville has been acutely 

aware of possible repercussions. Since their first tense encounter in Cape Town, Letlapa has 

become the president of the PAC, there are people who disagree with his views, bodyguards 

are never distant. If Neville volunteers to spend an evening exposing himself to unknown 
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political danger, he might also be volunteering for a replay of the worst night of his life. 

“Neville, I’m not making this decision for you. You are. Do you want to go?” 

I do and I don’t. 

He makes another circuit of his confusion: fear of the unknown, affection for Letlapa, 

an unwillingness to appear rude. He ends with the same question.  

Gill, what should I do? 

I refuse to tell him what to do, but I do offer him some thoughts. Given Neville’s 

experiences, his fears and concerns are understandable. Everyone, including the PAC, would 

understand if Neville declined the invitation. I think it unlikely that Letlapa, who is deeply 

compassionate and who cares about Neville, would want to be the agent of any discomfort for 

him. Many cars park in Quigney and do not get stolen. And Lyndene can be with him.  

I hear Neville drawing on his cigarette. “There’s one other thing, Neville. Not many 

people are offered the opportunity to participate in history. You were born for this.” 

Suddenly his tone changes.  

It’s already half an hour since Mondi phoned and they waiting for us. If I’m going 

I’d better call Lyndene and get ready. 

Our call ends. The following morning, Sunday, a text message. 

09/12/2007 10:34 

Hi gill I will let u know when im at home just going out for a wile. But u wont 

believe what happened last night. Wow. It was a shock of my life man. 

Hours later, my signal comes, its formal courtesy a characteristic of our 

communications. 

09/12/2007 17:17 

Hi gill im at home . Neville 

I call him, notebook open. Neville is animated, so eager to relate what happened the 
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words come too fast to transcribe. He told me Thabo Mbeki’s cousin was there (“Lyndene 

nearly choked on her cigarette”); that Letlapa had turned 47 (“but Gill, he’s never in his life 

had a birthday party and when they lit the candles of his cake he didn’t know how to blow it 

out”); that Letlapa made a long speech (“most of it focused on Highgate and Third Force”); 

that he said there were seven people close to him and the three most important were present 

at his party (“when it came to the second person, he speaks about me – I was shocked!”). 

Then the food came: butternut soup starters, then a lady asked us are we 

vegetarian or meat, after that it was malva pudding. And Letlapa’s birthday cake.  

It was a larney restaurant. There were chandeliers. And I had the kakkest red 

car parked outside. I had only one hour to get ready. There was no time to plan – 

nothing. 

There were very chosen people there, not every tom dick and harry. And I’ve 

never been interested in politics – I know nothing.  

But Letlapa and them, they amaze me each time. Either I get caught with 

shorts on or I’m properly dressed and I must make a speech. 

I can’t tell you the pain in my chest. Since the shooting this was my worst 

challenge head-on. If I had my chance again I’d never say yes. When I stood up, I 

couldn’t think on one word to say. 

I’ve never done that in my life. Uh uh, never, never, never. Uh uh. 

There was applause afterwards but I dunno what they clapping cos I dunno 

what I said.  

Mondi said if I need anything – even if I get a puncture with these East 

London potholes – I must just phone him and he gave me his number. Amazing. 

But I’d never phone him for a puncture. What a bloody cheek. 
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Today I’m thinking, did I go for a drive and have a dream? 

Another one of Neville’s questions, another with no answer.  

He talks and talks, painting such a vivid picture of his previous night that I feel part of 

the dream. In his customary way, he goes over and over the details, painting into the outline 

until the picture feels like a movie. Then he says something I haven’t heard him say before. 

But you can’t refuse it. 

What I hear is, it’s as simple and as difficult as that. 

 

::: 
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Party / 2 

It is early on 17 June, the day after 16 June, anniversary of the Soweto student uprising. 

It’s also the day after Neville Beling joined the Pan Africanist Congress and he is 

corresponding via SMS messages because in 2008 that was still the most efficient text 

message service, especially if you saved character spaces by abbreviating your spelling. 

The page one news that day reported on the swearing in of four new members to the 

PAC. They are Neville Beling, Karl Weber whose arm was blown off in the Highgate 

massacre, and Thora Kristafor, Karl’s partner. Neville’s mother, Zilla Beling, also joined but 

she did not attend the Youth Day rally. 

In a phone call afterwards, Neville supplied some of the detail missing from the news 

report.  

We were escorted by five bodyguards from the Mdantsane turn-off. We walk to 

the main table on a high platform. The chanting was very scary. They initiated us 

with words into PAC and they all went wild. I’m telling you! 

According to The Daily Dispatch, a “cheering Mdantsane crowd packed into the Indoor 

Sport Centre as former enemies became official allies”.  

You not allowed to call anybody black and white. Everyone is maAfrika people. 

And everybody accepts us – welcoming us, shaking hands. 

He sang Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika until his arm got tired. The newspaper report quotes from 

a typically gracious speech by Neville. “I would like to thank president Letlapa and the PAC 

for having us here today,” he said, “and also thank the PAC for having us as members.” On 

the phone to me the following day, he also says: 

It’s my own mind I’ve made up. I feel it’s just the right thing to do. This is more 

of a – what’s that word – by doing what I’m doing. I’m making a promise, not 

just by words but by putting it on paper. 
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A few days after this event, The Dispatch returned to the story with a backgrounder 

investigating the new members’ motivations. In that report, Neville and Karl explain that the 

PAC was the only political party to support survivors throughout the ordeal of discovering 

and then processing the veiled identity of their armed attackers. The PAC was also the only 

political party to attend the Highgate memorial in 2007. “Not even the mayor showed up,” 

Neville told the newspaper. “Now we are being questioned for joining the very same people 

that have been with us all this time, and giving us support and encouragement.” 

… 

A month later, on 20 July, we are chatting on the phone once more. He tells me he had 

been waiting for Zilla on the road outside the Checkers centre because there was no parking 

inside.  

I see this black guy, looks familiar, I just couldn’t place him. He comes over, says 

‘Don’t you remember me?’ I say ‘Man, I know your face but I just can’t place 

you’. He says no, he was one of the PAC bodyguards who escorted us from the 

Mdantsane turnoff. This guy tells me the PAC want me to stand as councillor for 

Buffalo City. This guy’s a councillor. Now I don’t know what the stuff a councillor 

does. It just gets more weird.  

But weird by then was the new normal and Neville did stand in the next local election, 

his face on poles all around his area of East London. And he did withstand vilification from 

within his community (neighbours attacked him in his own driveway, family friends from 

decades back no longer even greet him, and one person even told Zilla to her face they were 

“disgusted” with Neville for “joining the blacks”) as relatives and friends failed to 

comprehend this (to them) inexplicable turn of heart. But he went through with the ritual that 

is electioneering, a proud member of the party he chose as his. 

I used to wonder if he found in the PAC’s warmth towards him a new home. I thought 
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he was transferring the shreds of his Da Gama dreams to the PAC, there to find his real tribe. 

I thought this because in the months before he was sworn in as a member of the PAC on 16 

June 2008, he’d say things like this: 

White people a useless bunch 

Black people the way they stick together, help each other 

I got a lot of respect for black people 

You get your rubbish black, also you get your rubbish white 

But now I cringe at my crass and simplistic interpretation. He joined the PAC because 

he felt accepted – and supported – by them. He stood for the PAC because he had a point to 

make. 

Neville lost the municipal election, not because he wouldn’t be a good councillor but 

because history had aligned him with a party unable to overcome its deep fissures. Yet again, 

he was delivered to a tribe whose roots failed to find new routes through a changing society. 

Meeting violence with violence was a foundational PAC creed but it was a position of its 

time. Mphahlele, in 2008 a man with a presidential agenda, is also a man of acute instinct. 

“PAC will never again be called a racist organisation that intends to drive the white people 

back to the sea,” he told The Dispatch that day in Mdantsane. Embracing white party 

members, once upon a time a philosophically counter-strategic move, was not after all as 

surreal as it seemed. 

PAC philosophy pivots on land, its forced removal from its African people and its 

perpetuated occupation by the removers. Neville’s fate at the hands of gunmen has put him 

not too far from the category of South African made landless by force. In the wake of the 

discoveries Neville was compelled to face regarding who shot him, his responses look to me 

as sane as any reverse coupling. The PAC was destined to belong to Neville, and he to it. 

I feel like a hook and sinker sometimes, always thrown in the deep end. 
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On he reels, though, always reeling towards a shore. 

 

::: 
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Walking 

Zilla sighs as Neville starts this story.  

Starting to learn to walk. That was the worst time of my life. Besides the 

shooting. To learn to walk. I laid on my back but your brain tells you, when it’s 

time to get up, you can get up and walk – no problem. I mean, to walk – you 

know you can walk.  

They used to prepare me before I even sat up for the first time. It was months 

after the shooting. They had to give me injections in the stomach for blood clots. 

Because what they were worried about was that for lying so long when they sit 

you up, they get your feet over, sometimes when your feet touch the floor, 

actually you can have a heart attack, with the shock to your system.  

I didn’t know these things. You get scared when you hear these things – now, 

can this happen to you, you know? They prepared me for about three, four, days 

with these injections. It has to be here, around your belly button, with these 

pacific injections. It can’t be anywhere else. I dunno why. And they would inject 

me with these injections. And then the physio would come in and say, ‘Right, we 

gonna start today by sitting you up. See if you can sit up on your own.’ Still, like, 

with a lot of pain and that. But I managed to sit. I never knew about things like 

balance and how important balance is. You take it for granted. No-one realises 

what you really need in life, you know, to be normal. 

Then they would start by getting me to stand. Alongside the bed. And that 

was also difficult because your legs are so weak, you can’t even afford to stand. 

You know it feels like you just gonna collapse. I wasn’t as big as what I am now 

but I was a big person. 



259 
 

 

The first thing you think on is: if you gonna fall, how these little nurses gonna 

be picking you up? That’s your fear. And then your hip. You know, you’re worried 

about all this. Until I started to strengthen. And then they wanted me to start 

walking. Now that was even worse than ever. 

I notice Neville’s references to “your” hip, “your” fear that “you” might fall. Is he 

attempting to dispossess his hip, his anxiety? Or is he attempting to have me share his pain? I 

need some detail to tether me. “How long after the first of May was this? I’m trying to work 

out how long you’d been on your back.”  

He whistles, a sound of fathomless wonder. He calculates.  

Six months? Eight months? May … June… six months. Before they started to try 

get me mobile. For me to walk from the bed to where the basin was– 

–was like me telling you to walk from here to King William’s Town. That’s how I 

felt it was. A moer of a distance. Just from my bed to where the basin was, just 

further than your bag. 

My bag is at the end of the couch where I sit, perhaps five steps from his chair. 

I never wanted to get far from my bed. That was where I was the safest. I would 

be terrified to move away from that space. And there was lots of times I would 

go at them. I mean, they’ve taken me too far now – now I start to panic. There’s 

times I’m walking and next minute you feel you going backwards, you’ve got no 

control of your balance. And it’s always these little nurses. Or the nurses don’t 

have time to help so it’s the physio. Now you even more panicky because how is 

she going to help when you go too far and you gonna hit the deck? There was 

days I would beg them, please, just not today, just don’t get me to walk. 

Tomorrow I’ll walk but please not today. 
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For me to be able to walk I have to have pain injections. Because, for months, 

even after I got home, I couldn’t stand or put any weight on my left leg. It felt like my 

hip would just go all the way in, that there was no strength. So I was like walking on 

one leg. Still today, if I’m standing in a crowd of people and we talking, you can see 

I’m only standing on one leg. I can’t stand on both legs because the one leg’s shorter 

than the other.  

That was a long process. Weeks just walking in the room to the basin and back, 

to the basin and back. 

How long would that take, to walk from the bed to the basin and back? I glance at my 

bag. 

A long time. The whole session. She was there for an hour. Then I’m finished. I’m 

out of breath. I’m in pain, I can’t take any more. I need to lie down again. And 

that would be the session. For that day.  

And it would be every day. And I would dread it. I would know exactly what 

time it is, you know, that they gonna be walking in there. I would totally dread it. 

And then I would tell them, look, I’m disabled, that’s it. Just leave me. I can’t 

walk. I’m telling you I can’t walk. I’ve given up. You know, I… and that’s how I 

would be. I mean… it’s so easy to give up. And then they push and they push 

you, and there’s ways and means they, like, break you, you know. 

And then they wanted to get me out the room, to walk down the passage. I! 

No ways! I’m not going out this room. No ways. 

Neville keeps trying to take me to places that are indescribable. He reformulates his 

points for clarity, for accuracy, to help me see. I know now that this is because language is 

too inadequate a vehicle to transport us where he wants to take me but I think he also gets 
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frustrated at my passivity. I think he wants me to register shock or horror or outrage, or all 

three, as signs that his stories have power, that his experience counts for something. I work on 

impassive professionalism while he needs me to react.  

For a long time – many, many months – I do not tell him that I do react to what he is 

telling me. That his stories keep me awake, dominate my conscious moments, prevent me 

from sitting still. That all he says, and especially what he does not and cannot say, compel me 

to prolonged and ceaseless movement. His stories are like motors on my feet. Whenever I 

have been with him, once I’m home I can’t keep still. I start walking. 

I walked the neighbourhood several times a day and frequently at night. Sometimes just 

a couple of suburban blocks would assuage the compulsion; sometimes I had no idea how 

long I’d been out or what route I’d taken. The silent darkness of empty streets was a comfort 

I returned to again and again, until I became exhausted enough to lie down and stay down. I 

walked like a lost person. But poet Emily Dickenson knew what was up. “I am out with 

lanterns, looking for myself,” she once wrote in a letter, and maybe she was writing about 

Neville too. 

Because, almost 10 years after we met, which was about 20 years after he was shot, 

Neville started walking.  

… 

It is late 2016 when I drive to East London to discuss a conference paper with Neville 

and explain which part of his story I’d like to tell the professors and jawbreakers this time. 

Inside the prefab house, walls are freshly painted and the furniture’s been rearranged. Zilla 

offers me tea before I even sit down. Later there is lunch: soft rolls packed with sharp 

cheddar, fresh tomato and onions Neville has pickled. It is the first time in all these years they 

have offered me food in their own home. Son and mother have stopped smoking. For the first 

time I see Neville’s remarkable cheekbones, his entire arresting bone structure. Three 
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mornings a week, sometimes four, Neville has been driving them both to the biggest mall in 

East London at 5am. Before shoppers and workers arrive, there is no-one to ogle Neville. 

There is only a spacious flat surface and the reassuring presence of security guards. At first, 

Neville couldn’t walk the length of the ground floor. But then he could, measuring his 

progress by counting storefronts. The length of three shops, at the beginning, and then resting 

on the public seating. Eventually he reached the stairs, but he could manage only a few. 

Zilla, sprightly as ever, jumps up from her seat across from me. “Remember how 

Neville used to walk up stairs?” she asks, pantomiming one halting step at a time.  

“Well, now he walks like this.” And she strides across the room, her small shoulders 

suddenly military and her head very erect.  

By the time I join them for that lunch in 2016, Neville is driving to the mall with his 

mother on three or four mornings every week to walk the full length of its two floors. And all 

the stairs. They don’t go on Fridays or Saturdays or Sundays when parking costs money, but 

on other days parking is free for one-and-a-half hours. “I’m not going to pay R10 to bloody 

walk,” he says. 

Later that year, Neville messages me. 

 

Neville continued to walk. His size continued to diminish. He dropped 95 kg over about 
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two years. His power grew along with the handsome bone structure. Then Zilla got sick. 

Dying of lung cancer, she declined all treatment except for the care of her boy. Guided by 

drop-in hospice staff, Neville nursed his mother to her end. Often in those weeks he would 

say, “Gill, I never woulda been able to do this for my mother if I was still big,” and we both 

would marvel at the timing of things.  

Dropping so much weight also allowed for surgery to replace the hip that overwhelmed 

surgeons had put together in 1993. For this he travelled to Groote Schuur hospital in Cape 

Town where the country’s top specialists worked on his shattered bones. Neville estimates it 

was his 35th op, or maybe 37th. Five days later he left hospital and the following week flew 

home.  

 

::: 
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Entanglement 

Entanglement enables the work of desegregation. 

In the beginning was the compulsion, the heedless attraction to a story so different from 

anything I knew that I needed to know more. Guided for years by the mistaken view that 

honouring his story meant keeping away from it, I worked so hard at maintaining my remove 

from Neville that I failed to notice the stealth of his past and his present gathering me up, 

stitching me in. The bind is now fast. Can words unpick enough to lay bare which threads 

have been caught up? Can I see enough to pick a way towards more conscious choices? 

I live in two entanglements. One is superficial, the circling of reporter and subject, each 

needing the other for purposes both visible and invisible. The other, the truly madly deeply 

entangled knot, is my own, the one where various selves wrestle each other to the surface yet 

resist the surfacing. 

Even though I concede belatedly that Neville and I may be more alike than different, I 

also persist with the irrelevant view that we may be each other’s other. There are things about 

my lifestyle, for instance, which I do not say to him for fear they might activate his old 

resentment, remind him I have access to more than he does. I fear he will close down on me 

if I disclose too much of my privilege. So I never talk of pleasures that cost money, I play 

down a change of car, say nothing of travel. This is distasteful but I persist. On the one 

occasion Neville and other survivors came to my house all I could think about was the 

number of books in evidence, and this self-conscious absorption removed me from their 

gleeful pleasure in their Steers takeaways. 

I do not lie exactly but I do hold my tongue even though Neville, one of the most 

tolerant people I know, tolerates me evenly with his hospitable spirit. Doubting my own 

trustworthiness surely makes me a dubious storyteller. How dare I regard myself as a reliable 

narrator? 
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This is not Neville’s doing. I have since childhood withheld certain aspects of my life 

for fear of activating either wrath or worry, both responses designed to provoke guilt in the 

child. I quickly learnt the most efficient way of avoiding guilt was to give away as little as 

possible. A child forced to carry the adult’s disappointment will grow a disappointed child. 

Now I am grown, with a story I want to tell, but also a fear of disappointing the keeper 

of that story. This is my predicament. 

In South Africa, according to scholar Sarah Nuttall,14 entanglement is a historical and 

political phenomenon. I am taking the characteristics she enumerates, recognising in them the 

entanglement of my white middle class concerns with the stories I choose to concern myself 

with. Doing so coarsens a complex idea but it does afford a shoulder to step on, helping me 

reach towards understandings of the entanglements that are mine. 

 

Entanglement signals largely unexplored terrains of mutuality, wrought from  

a common, though often coercive and confrontational, experience. 

According to psychiatrist Vamik Volkan, trauma and severe loss on a personal level 

may become stepping stones to understanding the impact of massive traumas and shared 

losses have on the larger society. The TRC aligned itself with this view, calling on us to 

assume responsibility for the other in the name of a generalised ‘foldedness in human being’. 

“Remembering suffering awakens us from the slumber of indifference,” Volkan writes. Well, 

as I realised one day in Cape Town, that idea might work better for those of us who have not 

been profoundly wronged. At the UCT conference on reconciliation, alongside Neville and 

other Highgate survivors, we listened to a moving presentation by victims of the Northern 

Ireland conflict who now work together for peace. At the end I could think of nothing to say. I 

                                                       
14 Text appearing in italics is taken from Sarah Nuttall’s Entanglement: literary and cultural reflections on post-
apartheid published by Wits University Press (2009). 
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was barely even thinking. I knew I was alive because my heart was beating. This response 

helped me understand the silence which the previous day had met our own presentation. We 

were stirring from our slumbers. Not, however, the Highgate victims. “That was boring,” they 

declared, giving me a smack in the assumptions.  

… 

The problem for every survivor of trauma is, as theorists Michael Bernard-Donals and 

Richard Glejzer put it, that a language of testimony omits more than it reveals. For Neville, 

this has been awkward and frustrating. But it is also awkward and frustrating for me as 

receiver of his testimony. Not having endured what he has, and because I live my story at a 

remove from his, his story can only ever be hypothetical for me. 

Even though we each have the same 26 letters in our alphabet, we remain unable to 

order those characters into lines that represent his experience or even that make any sense. He 

wants his story “to be right” but neither of us can midwife that accuracy into the world. This 

parallelled duel binds us, separately and together, and I do not think I am exaggerating when I 

say it binds our souls. 

… 

What am I doing? Here, lining up these words, what do I think I am doing? Writer 

Sarah Einstein says I am busy with “the self-ish genre”. The presence of the other not only 

calls me into being, she writes, but it does so by obligating me to answer myself. Conversely, 

it is in the act of giving an account of oneself that one experiences oneself as a self. Also, we 

call the other (the one we address our account to) into being through the act of giving that 

account. Anthropologist Ruth Behar: You come to know others by knowing yourself. And 

you come to know yourself by knowing others. So, then, here we are. Me, you, Neville. 

… 

 



267 
 

 

Dear Neville,  

I am not only calling you into being. Through this account I have 

wanted to call your life story into being. So that we both may live now.  

Yours in entanglement,  

Aunty Gill 

 

Entanglement speaks of an intimacy gained,  

even if it was resisted, or ignored or uninvited. 

Neville invites me to place a hand on his knee while he flexes it. We are in our digs in 

Cape Town, at the retreat centre where the Healing of Memories weekend workshop is 

taking place. It’s been a long and confronting day and there’ll be another one tomorrow. I 

can’t refuse. My hand reaches to his knee. I feel anxious. Can you hear that? he asks. No, I 

don’t hear much. But I can feel a crunchiness beneath his skin. I can’t hear much because 

my brain is over-heating. What made him do this? He is usually private and reserved in my 

company; for him to solicit a hand on his knee strikes me as telling. Was this a mark of our 

bonding on this two-day experience healing memories? Was he seeking contact, reaching 

out from isolation as he felt the workshop’s process de-solidifying that isolation? Was he 

looking for a way of signalling how arduous he found the weekend? Sealed in my 

detachment and activated by my own response to the Healing of Memories process, I had no 

way of asking him these things. I only sat there, my hand on his crunchy knee as he worked 

it, flexing and folding it. 

 

Entanglement is a relationship that is complicated, ensnaring, in a tangle,  

but which also implies a human foldedness. 

Like Neville, Zilla appears to have handed me her trust along with a level of affection 
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that is able to pass unspoken between women sometimes. It didn’t happen as immediately as 

Neville’s handover of trust (and so not as terrifyingly) but I value it more. I have the sense 

that I’ve earned it in some way known only to her. The result of both these allegiances is that 

I cannot countenance letting them down. And son and mother are so bound together that 

hurting one would be hurting both. 

 

Entanglement brings with it other ways of being, modes  

of identity-making and of material life. 

Theresa Edlmann drove me to East London to meet Neville for the first time. It was 

early summer, 2006. On the way there, she told me what she thought I needed to know. She 

said: This is Neville Beling’s story but it’s also about us as a country. She said this country 

has brought out the best and the worst of humanity. She said that the notion of victimhood 

was much broader than black victims. I don’t know if it was any of these things that set me 

up to say yes to this story. I don’t know if entanglement is so stealthy that I was already 

snared in the web of Neville’s story, possibly before I had even heard of him, or if 

entanglement is so cunning that the web of my life unravelled just enough to permit Neville’s 

story access. All I know is I never gave Theresa’s proposal any thought at all. I just said yes 

and got into her blue Toyota bakkie and went to meet Neville. It was October 2006. It is now 

early in 2025. I think we can safely say that my entanglement in this story is total. 

 

Entanglement is a condition of being twisted together or entwined, involved with. 

Dear Neville 

I tried to write your story soon after I met you but then I got divorced. 

Lack of money and ragged emotions made writing hard. 

I tried to write your book and also get ahead in my day job by studying 
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for a masters degree. Lack of money and ragged emotions and feeling 

academically inadequate made writing hard. 

I tried to write your story and get a masters degree but then my sister 

got cancer and I wrote through that instead and then cancer got me and 

I understood for the first time in half a century what love is and this all 

took so much money and emotion that things got really ragged and that 

made writing impossible. 

Then my sister was dying and I did not know how to tell you that this 

terrified me despite its pure beauty and that made writing your story 

hard. Two years after that my brother died and he went so fast there 

was no time to write him away. 

Now I am here. You are here. We may be ragged but I don’t feel so. 

Writing your story is still hard though. That’s because your story is 

hard, and writing is hard. And because it’s hard writing stories that 

need to be lived. 

 

Entanglement enables a complex temporality of past, present and future. 

Dear Zilla 

When you and Neville both started calling me Aunty Gill I was 

secretly pleased. It signalled something about my place in your home 

that I valued but it messed with my journalistic ideology. For a long 

time I ignored the person you and Neville could see. 

 Now, however, what I can say is:  

Aunty Gill, c’est moi. 

… 
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Dear Neville 

I can see now that submerging myself in your story saved me from 

losing myself in mine. I misinterpreted my immersion, saying the 

violence in your life exceeded any violence in mine. But it was a false 

equivalence and I felt guilty comparing bullets from masked gunmen 

and permanent disfigurement with domestic items being chucked 

around and smiling on demand. Even so, disappearing into your story 

was the excuse I needed to disregard the respectable violence of the 

middle class. 

 

Entanglement works with difference and sameness but also with their limits,  

their predicaments, their moments of complication. 

A character is made up wholly of sentences, says Elaine Scarry in Resisting 

Representation. Add pain here. Pain, too, can be represented only by sentences. By yowls, 

yells and yelps, certainly, but here on the page, only by sentences. This defeats me. But it 

does not defeat Neville. Scarry says: “Where events do take place outside language and do 

need to be brought in, it may – once we are inside the writer’s sentences – again be the 

extraordinary resourcefulness, the expansive ingenuity of the human voice that we hear.” 

Neville is not defeated for he possesses extraordinary resourcefulness of voice. Unlike me, 

owing to birth the one more likely to possess voice. One more difference between us. 

… 

Dear Neville 

I cannot write your story after all. I am so sorry I can’t help you. Did 

you even want help? I didn’t stop to ask. 

But did you look at me and see a fixer? Did you think I’d say the 
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words you could not? Did you hope that your story would find its 

home in me so that you no longer had to house it? 

I spent too long unable to tell us apart, trying to assume the burden of 

your story. I behaved like a narcissistic martyr when all the time, 

secretly, I was relieved that your life was not my life. I was relieved 

that your burden was yours alone, that your story was not my story. It’s 

taken this long (so many years I am too embarrassed to count them) to 

own the shame of that relief. 

Except that your story is my story, because it is everyone’s. What 

matters now, the thing that stands between us, is our separation, the 

awful wonder of the fact that we are separate – and we must separate if 

we are to inherit one story.  

I have always said I cannot let this project die, that I owe you this 

book, that I said I’d do it – this part feels like a vow – and I will. At 

least, I will try. I need to say that less to you now and more to myself. I 

owe my spirit this story. I was always projecting towards you, onto 

you, especially when I fancied I knew better than you. 

I assumed I could help you, therefore you must need help, therefore I 

will help you. But it has been you who helped me. 

Like a torch beam in the night, the light I shone in my search for you 

put me at one with the night. I held the search lamp but its beam was 

shining outwards, away from me as it searched for you, so that I was 

invisible in its shadow. 

You’ve helped me get this far. With your quiet wisdom and long 

patience, I can now put down the lamp and move within its beam. God 
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knows if I have helped you in any measure whatsoever. But here we 

are, come this far, and there’s only one path out. You. There. Me. Here. 

Between us, the page. 

I am sorry Neville; it has taken so long. 

I am not sorry, Neville, that it took us. 

 

::: 

  



273 
 

 

 

 

 

It’s another day in East London, notebook on lap, recorder on table. Neville is going on about 

not being political, he wasn’t even a member of a political party. Then his whole life changes 

because he, an innocent civilian, gets shot. He expands on a mystery now unfolding for him, 

of a white government that spent so much energy on suppressing black people when the 

country was just about theirs anyway. He falls silent. He’s been talking into the room, and a 

bit towards the ceiling. Then he turns to look right at me. His face registers astonishment, as 

if he’s suddenly clicked something. He asks:  

 

“    ” 

What was all that for? 

 

“   ” 

 

  



274 
 

 

 

 

 

POSTLOGUE: 

DO NOT FEAR 

 

 

 

but do not fear 

For in the distance, twelve souls from now 

You and me will still be here 

(Prince: “7”) 
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At the end of 2006, when I met Neville Beling, he was 34 and had already survived two 

radical ruptures. In the first, he nearly died. You go out for a beer, it’s as simple as that, but 

things don’t go according to the quiet plan so it’s as difficult as that. In the second, he nearly 

lived. You decide to meet your perpetrator but you discover from him something completely 

else. Both these moments led to Neville and me meeting and now our relationship is almost 

20 years old. Neville continues his hunt for a life that fits properly. He wants a life that can be 

his. This means that when he glimpses light, he moves towards it. Shoves, pushes, urges 

towards it, searching for its switch. 

I like that about him. I admire his tenacity, and the dignity with which he gives a 

middle finger to fate. I entered his story while it was still unfolding, and I jumped on like a 

passenger. Journalists do that. We hop onto moving vehicles as they flash by, cling to their 

exteriors in the name of objectivity while rummaging within until the story feels authentic 

enough to tell.  

This is journalism’s great appeal. Living vicariously can feel meaningful: protecting, 

defending, afflicting, etcetera, giving voice to the voiceless, etcetera. But that was all a 

diversion. Honestly, choosing to be a journalist had been a choice for avoidance. Like many 

reporters, I could ride shotgun well enough. But I dreaded having to pay my fare. Being a 

short-term tenant in other lives saved me from living in mine.  

Until I met Neville Beling. Though walking into his Summerpride home in 2006 didn’t 

seem like a radical rupture at the time.  

… 

The truth prevents us from pretending that the things that happened did not happen. 

Desmond Tutu wrote that, with his daughter, Mpho Tutu, in their book on forgiveness, and it 

is one reason Neville tells his story. He tells his story over and over, partly as a way of 

wearing a path through its confusion and partly as a way of saying the things that happened 
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really happened. I have now narrated his story as closely as I could to my story, which is the 

story I tell of his story. One of the stories I tell is that this is our story – Neville’s, mine, 

South Africa’s, ours. And I may have told you that over and over as a way of telling myself. 

Because now I see that all writing is an attempt, not only to document but to make smaller the 

holes in the nets that snag us. Putting lines on a page always was an imperfect way of 

reporting what happened; lining up the words always was our only form of witness. 

Depth journalism can be very like anthropology, so I tend to note what anthropologists 

say about their work. One of them, Ruth Behar, has said: Unless anthropology is able to 

break your heart, it isn’t worth doing any more.  

Perhaps she should have said: Unless stories break your heart, they aren’t worth telling.  

 

 

::: 
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“   ” 

A lot of South Africans, mainly the whites, don’t really know what took place – I didn’t know 

what was happening in the country. I’ve learnt a lot since the shooting and meeting different 

people, especially Letlapa. At one stage I was very racist. I couldn’t take black people, and 

this is what I’m wanting South Africans to see, what was happening in the country at the 

time. What we had to pay for the wrongdoing in this country. And it could’ve been anybody. 

I didn’t ask to be put into this. They must know what we went through.  

Black and white, all suffered. Each one’s got a different story, a unique story, and 

people must know what happened. That’s what I wanna get out to the people.  

There’s still how many people that’s racist? I heard some asking why’s Letlapa coming, 

they said they want to come there and give him a piece of their mind. What for? I just wish 

everybody can see the same picture in this country. 

We all human beings – we really are. No matter the skin colour. OK, we got different 

cultures, but we are all one. We’ve got a wonderful country. A lot of people today still don’t 

know what went on in Apartheid. The blacks think they got all the suffering and not whites, 

but there were whites that suffered. And the whites think they got all the suffering and not 

the blacks. They must realise it’s both ways. We all suffered. We all paid the price. How can I 

say mine is a higher price than somebody else? There’s always somebody worse off than me.  

But I’m trying to tell my story and what took place at the Highgate. I’m not saying what 

took place at the Highgate is worse than the King William’s Town golf club or the St James 

shooting. I wasn’t there. I’m trying to tell the Highgate story. It’s for the people to decide. 

“   ” 
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Codicil: A Postscript 

I don’t know if it’ll ever come that nothing comes of it, when will I decide okay, 

this is now the last of the last of the last try. I wouldn’t know. When I would say, 

okay, now I give up searching. I don’t know how it will come about. 

I don’t care a damn what happens. What can they do to me? What’s the 

worst thing they can do to me? They've done the worst already. How much 

worser can it get? It can’t. To me, it can’t. The Constitution stands for me. I’ve 

got the right to say what I want to say.  

It is now, as I write, March 2025 – 19 years after I met Neville Beling, 32 years after he 

was shot three times – and Neville has now said what he wanted to say and he has said it in 

the High Court of South Africa. A state inquest into the Highgate Hotel massacre has begun 

in the East London High Court. It’s like being in the desert at exactly the moment a once-in-

a-lifetime blossom opens. Neville, Karl, Lyndene, and other Highgate survivors are finally 

and eventually, all these lifetimes later, getting their days in court.  

Their case is being led by a crack team of pro bono advocates. National media are 

documenting the evidence lodged, putting the story on South Africa’s news agenda. These 

are breath-holding thrilling draining intimidating historic days. Throughout them Neville 

looks both grave and knowing. 

Perhaps the wheel of justice would have turned and the case would have opened 

anyway. But I’m sticking to what I believe which is this: none of the compelling evidence we 

are hearing from the witness stand of the East London High Court would have surfaced if 

Neville had not stayed alive to ask who shot me? why? and to ask these questions over and 

over and over and to never give up his quest for answers. He has been an integral member of 

the legal research team, a fund of insights, context, resources, a constant guide. A seeker for 

some truth. 
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Even years after his death, Mr Beling also got his day in court when parts of The Video 

were screened for Judge Denzil Potgieter to see exactly what the Highgate bar looked like 

after that night, to see exactly the route Neville hauled himself towards air and help, to see 

exactly the devastation Roland staggered through over and over looking for his cousin. 

Perhaps it was his police training prompting Mr Beling to record those scenes of early 

aftermath. Perhaps it was the impulse of a parent barracking his wits against chaos, recording 

the granular detail of a killing ground with the devotion of a father filming a child’s baptism, 

bar mitzvah or 21st. But that video footage turned out to be prescient work. The prize item in 

the reliquary shone.  

The bullet also came home that day. Police investigator Captain Vaughan Petersen 

brought it to Neville while he was still in the witness box. He brought it in its sealed plastic 

bag and the entire court held its breath for as long as it took Neville to ascertain that this was 

his bullet. He took his time, thorough and careful and systematic as ever, making sure the 

telltale three parallel scratches he was so familiar with marked the side of the bullet in the 

bag. He had waited 32 years to take the stand; no amount of pressure would deflect his 

attention or squander the moment. After a long silence, he declared to the court that this was 

the right bullet and the inquest into the Highgate Hotel Massacre resumed. 

I am not saying this is a happy ending. I am not even saying it is an ending. The worst 

night of Neville’s life will never end while he is alive. A twitch of movement after 32 years is 

not a resolution, it is simply a long time to wait for something to happen. But something is 

finally happening and I am saying that the Highgate Hotel Massacre came to court because 

Neville Beling has devoted his life to his two questions and to the hunt for answers. He never 

stopped prowling his dark room, feeling for its light switch. 

Perhaps his boyhood set him up for this success. The ambiguity of a father who loved 

so violently, of a racing hobby that taxed every hope for survival and, after these, of a nation 
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that over and over showed itself to be a heedless home. Neville always has lived alongside 

not quite knowing, not for certain sure. All he has known for sure are his questions. Who shot 

me? Why? All the rest is his life. 

 

 

::: 
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DEDICATION 

 

To those who seek truth 

and 

To those who survive it 
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Beatitudes for the Broken 

 

Blessed are the ones who are shot. 

   For they live with us still. 

Blessed are the blasted through. 

   For they continue with rupture. 

Blessed are the fragmented. 

   For they help make us whole. 

Blessed are the forgotten. 

   For they can never forget.  

Blessed are those who survive. 

   For they honour the stay.  

Blessed are workers estranged from work. 

   For they honour persistence. 

Blessed are those on the margins. 

   For they walk on without.   

Blessed are the questioners. 

   For they invite us to see light.  

Blessed are those who are vulnerable. 

   For you break and then enter  

our hearts with your voice. 
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Neville and Zilla at home, March 2016. Photo: Gillian Rennie 

 

 

Testifying at the TRC, June 1997.  

Photo: Private collection of Neville Beling 
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Archbishop Desmond Tutu 

handed over the TRC Final 

Report to President Nelson 

Mandela in a symbolic 

ceremony in Pretoria, October 

1998. Neville, in the checked 

shirt, is directly in front of 

Mandela.  

Photo: https://mg.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/e37ad9a1-00-reparations-still-on-the-back-

foot.jpeg 

 

 

 

 

Neville, Ginn Fourie, Letlapa 

Mphahlele.  

Cape Town mediation, September 

2005.  

Photo: Private collection of Neville Beling 

 

 

 

 

https://mg.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/e37ad9a1-00-reparations-still-on-the-back-foot.jpeg
https://mg.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/e37ad9a1-00-reparations-still-on-the-back-foot.jpeg
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Zilla Beling and her boy, March 2016. Photo: Gillian Rennie 

 

 

Neville Beling at home, September 2019. Photo: Gillian Rennie 



286 
 

 

Author’s Note 

Everything in this book happened. Where I did not witness events myself, I was told of 

them in conversations, or I received reports of them from people who were there when things 

happened. I never concealed my notebook or voice recorder, and people spoke to me 

knowing what I was there for. I was there at Neville’s invitation, to gather information for the 

telling of his story.  

As it is the nature of traumatic testimony to circulate memories on a loop, I have 

redacted much of the direct speech in the interests of narrative momentum while maintaining 

veracity. A few scenes are reconstructions, made from written material on record and first-

hand accounts. To check that I stayed on course, I have shared with Neville everything 

written here (and much that does not appear here). He has been an invaluable fact-checker.  

Narrative researcher Clive Baldwin has cautioned writers like me. “When we are 

invited onto the holy ground of other people’s lives / stories,” he said, “it is important to 

remove our hobnail boots.”  

So it is not enough to say I was true to the story I experienced. Yet there is nothing else 

to say.  

… 

This work is an entirely original creation, crafted without the use of any artificial intelligence 

tools or assistance. However, standard tools such as spell check and synonym suggestions 

were utilised to refine the language. 

 

::: 
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Angels and ancestors, for guidance and safekeeping 

Deborah Seddon, who cares fiercely and abundantly 

Ginn Fourie, bright light  

The Indispensables, being Anthea Garman, Janet Trisk and Linda Schwartz, who question 

and who listen, and who never let go 

Julia Meintjes, at my side for so long 

Kobus Moolman, patient and gentle and kind 

Letlapa Mphahlele, for grace and courage and light 

Libraries, for growing me up 

Neville Beling, always  

Offsprings, all of them 

San Knoetze, the One 

Siblings, being Judy Carey, Brenda Kelly, Paul Rennie and Anthea Wilson, who hold me  

Survivors of the Highgate Hotel Massacre who let me into their stories, especially Karl 
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Theresa Edlmann, who thought of me  

Those who gave time and insight across the years, especially Terri-Ann Beling, Zilla Beling, 
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colleagues at Rhodes University who shared their resources 
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Writing groups and colleagues and coaches at home and online, especially Prolifiko, the 

London Writers’ Salon, and Rachel Connor 
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In Memoriam 

Highgate Hotel Massacre 

1 May 1993  
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Colon 

: 

I agreed to help Neville Beling tell his story because I wanted to shine a light on a 

cobwebbed corner of South African history. I thought, back then, that such a naive intention 

might be possible to achieve. That one person’s story could be told and, as a result, other 

people would have some insight into this complex country. I am no longer embarrassed by 

this idealism. Antjie Krog believes, as she told Duncan Brown, that nonfiction writing is 

about “unearthing a hidden or unacknowledged or unnoticed life” (57) and that it can explore 

“nooks and cellars that we didn’t even know existed” (61). This was the spirit in which I 

began this writing project, free-floating optimism my only compass. 

Many years passed. So did a whole lot of psychotherapy, walking in the dark, and 

whisky. And hours and hours of interviewing and reading, and thousands and thousands of 

words. But story came there none. It resisted its telling for I was not telling it honestly. 

When I consider the length of time I have spent on this project, much of that time 

stalling, I think about whether my extended scrutiny of the subject – those hours of 

interviews, the heap of notebooks crammed with observed detail – amounts to anything 

worthwhile. What am I to make now of the 16 years of attention I have paid to this one 

person because of one moment in his life? Does this extended consideration speak more of 

me than it does of him? Of course it does. This story failed to tell itself because my 

originating motive was wrong. Also, it doesn’t help to clarify and simplify. Life is neither 

clear nor simple. The South African story is long and complex. So is Neville Beling’s story, 

which has no answers. 

: 
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Neville Beling and I were introduced to each other on a bright summer day in 

November 2006. This is the story he told me at that meeting. This version of the story starts 

on the night of 1 May 1993. 

It could have happened to anybody. I was 20 years old. I went out for a couple 

of drinks. And my whole life changed in a split second. I didn’t even say goodbye to 

my parents. I was lying on the floor when I was shot and I was thinking, 'you can’t die 

now, you didn’t say goodbye to your mother.’ It was my worst nightmare coming 

true. 

I can still see them now. Running through the door. And I thought, ‘who the hell 

is joking now?’ Until they start shooting. 

You live in that nightmare every day. Still. If I go into a pub, I’ll never sit in line 

with the door. To go to a pub, I plan a strategy. 

The story ends as abruptly as it began. By this time, 2006, the story was thirteen years 

old but a noticeable amount of it was in the present tense. Suddenly it began again. 

The Highgate shooting really started the day before. My best friend was in the 

army and he had a pass for the weekend – his first pass after three months basics. 

The thirtieth of April was his birthday and I wanted to plan something. So I phoned 

up to make reservations at the Prawn Inn, because my friend loves seafood. I got off 

work early the Friday to plan – he knew nothing, it was a surprise. Come the 

Saturday, I didn’t know his family had also made plans, a picnic on some beach. 

Come 6 o’clock, I still hadn't heard. So I cancelled at the restaurant. And I was a bit a-

huff-and-a-puff. I gave up on everything and went to lie down. And then I thought, 

‘Why must I bugger up my life?’ So at seven, I showered and dressed and phoned my 

cousin. He was in bed but I persuaded him to come out. Got to his house and it was a 
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strange thing. My uncle gave us a speech. He said, ‘You guys be careful tonight’ and 

went on like that. I still asked him, ‘Why you say that to us? Don’t you trust us?’ And I 

asked Roland – my cousin – in the car, ‘Why's your father preaching to us like that?’ 

Anyway, we went to the Conti but then I left my smokes in the car. We went to the 

Dorch. It was closed. Moby Dick. So then I said to my cousin, let’s go to Kentucky. We 

go to Kentucky, and we go to Gonubie Hotel, sat in the parking lot and looked at the 

sea to eat our chicken. We went into the hotel but it was packed. And there was a 

cover charge – just to have fun! So we said ‘No, let’s go to the Highgate’. As we hit 

Cambridge, this Prince song was playing on the tape. 

Neville sings a faltering line.  

All seven and you’ve watched them fall. 

Suddenly the tape jams. It’s my favourite tape. So I say to my cousin, ‘Not a 

damn am I going in there till I have my tape.’ So I stop to take it out in the Highgate 

car park. Then, when we inside, we go to the disco. But first I go to the toilet and 

while I was in the toilet I see guys walk past with coats on. We go to the men’s bar. I 

called Alfred. Ordered two Black Label. I waited for my change. I said to my cousin, 

'’Let’s play snooker.’ He said, ‘No, no, no’. I pick up my beer to take a sip and I hear 

shuffling. 

“Jiss, I see this guy run up the stairs with a balaclava on. There's no time to 

speak. Just to think, ‘Is this a joke?' And they start firing. I hit my cousin off the 

barstool and, by the time I hit the floor, my left arm was dead. 

Finally, Neville pauses. All the way through this version of the story, his right knee has 

jiggled incessantly. 

: 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Any story about any individual life or set of actions is inevitably also about  

the world and times it happens in.  

– Jonny Steinberg15 

 

Introduction: A Grammar of Cartography 

 

Something about Neville’s story made me think that if I understood it, I’d understand 

something about South Africa. I was drawn to Neville’s story because it had everything I – 

citizen, storyteller, South African – valued as a reporter: a story that could only have 

happened in the mad-glad-bad-sad country of my life. But is it honest to say that the personal 

can illuminate the universal? 

What I had to see – and I had to see this or his story wouldn’t be properly told – is the 

fact that the sentence above is upside down. It was not me being drawn to the story. It was 

Neville’s story yanking me by the scruff of my heart and drawing me close enough to see that 

Neville’s story is my story. Anthropologist Ruth Behar describes this as one “who has come 

to know others by knowing herself and who has come to know herself by knowing others” 

(33). 

But! But Neville and I are as different as any two South Africans can be! Neville had to 

explain to me what a doughnut is (for a car driver, not a coffee drinker); I had to tell him what 

inverted commas are and what work they do. Neville never finished high school; I teach at a 

university. He was unable to see himself as a political person; I see everyone born South 

African as a political person.  

                                                       
15 In Nick Mulgrew. ‘Rummaging in Private Worlds’. Rhodes Journalism Review, 2012, 66. 
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Over all our differences hovered my greatest obstacle: I haven’t suffered as Neville has. 

How dare I enter his story? The shadow of this moral cloud repeatedly brought the project to 

a time-consuming standstill. Stuttering to a halt like this bewildered Neville, who found my 

creative process opaque. The more apprehensive I got, the more dismay I sensed in him, 

which further paralysed any writing. However, I kept reading. Here is a news report of The 

Highgate Hotel shooting:16 

 

It features the bleached language of a depersonalised institutional voice which I, too, 

was trained to produce as a junior reporter towards the end of last century. You are not the 

story, I was advised. Stick to the facts, I was taught. In this way I learnt that neither my 

experiences nor my responses to those experiences were valid. They weren’t news so they 

didn’t bear reporting. It appears the Daily Dispatch reporters pursued this line too. We have 

no idea what they thought when they saw that blood, how they felt coaxing useable quotes 

                                                       
16 See www.dispatchlive.co.za/news/2022-09-05-a-look-back-in-history-when-war-came-to-town/  

http://www.dispatchlive.co.za/news/2022-09-05-a-look-back-in-history-when-war-came-to-town/
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from witnesses, whether terrorist was natural terminology for them. If I’d lived in East 

London in 1993 and worked for the city’s morning title and been assigned to cover the 

weekend attack on The Highgate Hotel for the Monday edition, I also would have produced a 

story much like this one. Like these reporters I would have done a fair job with information 

supplied. I would have framed it in the impersonal reported style of my institution: it is 

believed that / witnesses said / a teargas canister was thrown. Then I would have been 

assigned to another story, the weather perhaps, or the economy. 

 

 

 

In 2006 when I met Neville Beling, I still identified as a journalist and still believed that 

the stories I wrote could make a difference somewhere in the world. I had no idea that I 

would faithfully write a book, as Neville desired, but that it would be the wrong book. That 

version, the first attempt, made it onto award shortlists but never won an award. It had a 

publishing contract but never got published (the editor who championed the project left the 

publishing company). Also, there was life: deaths, cancers, break-up, breakdown. In multiple 

ways That Night, This Life failed repeatedly to find its written life. The Quakers call this ‘way 

closing’ and the practical meaning I draw from this spiritual philosophy is this: being lost is 

sometimes exactly what we need to be able to move forward.17 Sometimes we find our way 

not by pursuing the path we envision (in this case, serving the narrative desire of a subject) or 

are kneejerk habituated to (reporting dispassionately on an impassioned matter). Sometimes 

barriers which close off those paths coax us towards the path that is ours to follow. Arrested 

at every turn, unable to see a way ahead, we cannot proceed. Unless we write the only book 

that can be written. 

                                                       
17 See, for instance, Let your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation by Parker Palmer.  
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Except: I was paralysed by the one circumstance no amount of writing could alter. Both 

Neville and I are white. In the South African context, this escalates the complexity of a story. 

 

 

 

That Night, This Life is as complete as I can make it. It isn’t the book either Neville or I 

imagined we’d produce but it’s the book I finally made when only one writing path lay open 

to me. With it comes this document, a chart of some of the ethical terrain I have covered in 

the making of that book. Think of these pages as my upturned palms, revealing some of the 

pebbles retrieved from my walking shoes on the way to this point.  

The metaphor of cartography – and thus, already evident in these paragraphs, of 

journeying – via text is far from original. It has been deployed by myriad writers before me, 

but it is philosopher Giorgio Agamben who specifically inspires the architecture of this 

portion of the doctoral project. Agamben aimed with his work on Auschwitz to erect “some 

signposts allowing future cartographers of the new ethical territory to orientate themselves” 

(13).  

The vocabulary of cartography appears frequently in academic analysis via signposts, 

pointers, routes, mapping of ideas, navigation, exploration, terrain. Not to mention associated 

metaphors which have become commonplace: circuitous circuits, islands of thought, 

movement. With this research I, too, aim to erect some navigational aids for other writers 

traversing the unpredictable terrain of creative nonfiction.  

Because looking back is also a journey, I regard this portion of the project as a folded 

map. After almost two decades of peregrination and lostness, the concept of map as guide has 

become my lodestar for this record of my travels telling Neville’s story.  
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To frame the research presented in the pages which follow, I adopt Molly Andrews’s 

“hard questions” (2007, 44). She asks: What are we doing? And she asks: Why are we 

doing it? To these I add a third question, taken from the classic arsenal18 of reporter’s 

questions: How am I doing it? Being interconnected, embedded as they are in all six 

research discussions of my folded chart, I see my responses to these three primary research 

questions less as separate melodies each telling their own tale, and more as a contrapuntal 

sequence threading their various lines into a network of perspectives. Together, they begin to 

respond to the requirement of practice-based research to contribute knowledge gained by 

means of practice (see Candy, 3, 5). 

 

How to read this exegesis 

The map offers five approaches towards the abovementioned research questions, then 

draws back somewhat to present a philosophical perspective which has been foundational to 

the genesis and emotional-intellectual experience of the entire project. Each of these six 

lenses highlights an angle on the problem, but none volunteers completion. The result is 

something of a literary toposcope: wherever you stand, the view can sketch an outline of the 

landscape but does not get to the bottom of every valley thicket. As Borich puts it,  “Maps 

obscure more than they reveal because their flatness is contrary to the layered experience of 

living.” (7) 

Indeed, living, which can be another verb for writing, is the task of each writer who sets 

out to resolve their own questions of practice via the practice of writing towards answers. The 

signposts erected on the following pages are accompanied by ruminations prompted by the 

experience of making That Night, This Life. These pieces appear as Detours and operate as 

                                                       
18 The five Ws and one H which every reporter learns on Day One of reporting are: Who? What? Where? Why? 
When? and How? 
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view sites do. Adjacent to the road, they offer enrichment to readers who pause there while 

travellers choosing to bypass any view site would still arrive at their destination. 

For ease of access on the road, the map you hold appears in sections. Each one butts up 

alongside every other section, their adjacency collaborating towards a whole. Like all maps, 

this one is partial, covering only aspects of the overall territory. Spotlighting facets of my 

ethical journeying in discrete chapters is intended to mimic the exploded view of a roadmap’s 

detailed magnifications of city centres.19  

Finally, this folded map also hopes to point towards alternative openings – for thought, 

for further research, for future reportage, for readers of the book Neville Beling and I inhabit 

and which is titled That Night, This Life. This map, exegetical and exploratory, is thus titled 

This Life, This Way. 

It opens with this contextual introduction as background to the project, including 

matters pertinent to its conceptualisation, but concerning itself mostly with its primary 

research purpose: the question and its genesis. Such discussion is then followed by chapters 

discussing, respectively, matters of methodology, guiding theoretical frameworks, genre, 

and form. 

The various philosophical aspects of the broad map then unfold with views on some of 

the primary concerns related to the making of creative nonfiction generally and Neville 

Beling’s story specifically. These five trail maps outline some of the ethical questions 

surfaced by this writing project, and essay responses – as opposed to definitive answers – to 

those quandaries. These pages of the map can be called Toward an Ethics of Narrative, 

which tests my reliability as a narrator; Toward an Ethics of Storying, which explores 

which story to tell at the expense of which others; Toward an Ethics of Representation, 

                                                       
19 I borrow the idea of magnified maps from essayist / creative nonfiction writer Barrie Jean Borich’s Body 
Geographic. 



320 
 

 

which explores questions of authority and which aerates my overriding writing concern of 

whether Neville Beling would recognise this version of his story now that I inhabit it; 

Toward an Ethics of Appropriation, which offers thoughts on the over-arching ethical 

dictum to do no harm; and Toward an Ethics of Witnessing, which rehearses the mandate of 

the living which is the imperative to witness.  

Finally, and foundational to the making of this project (and, before that, to the genesis 

of this research), is a chapter discussing the subject position of implicated citizen. This 

chapter draws on the view that victim > < perpetrator are not binary alternatives, that our 

political home address is somewhere on the spectrum between them. This section can be 

called Toward an Ethics of Implication and Shame. 

The exegesis closes with a Conclusion which strives to synthesise points explored in 

this research. It distils illumination surfaced by the writing of this exegesis and looks towards 

ways of negotiating creative nonfiction territory beyond the close of That Night, This Life and 

This Life, This Way. 

An index of Works Cited appears at the end.  

 

Travel advisory 

This exegesis features an iterative tendency to return to certain topics to view them 

from alternative perspectives. This is not the result of inefficient editing. It is the way of this 

writer to keep turning over the stones found while walking the narrative path, examining 

them for flaws and for lessons. Such a feature is also the inescapable outcome of such 

quintessentially South African stories, circling as they do around concerns relating to truth, to 

telling, to listening, to history and hoping. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Writing itself manifests, or can manifest, reflexive thought. 

 – Kate Rossmanith20 

 

Methodology: Finding a Way 

 

This exegesis follows two guiding stars as methodological guides. One is Laurel 

Richardson’s view that “writing is methodology”, which she proposed in 1993 in an article in 

Denzin’s & Lincoln’s Handbook of Qualitative Enquiry. However, for this exegesis, I draw 

more directly from one of Richardson’s later contributions to the topic. It is in ‘Getting 

Personal: Writing-Stories’ (2001) that she calls most clearly to the writer-researcher’s 

conscience by bringing ethics to their attention: 

How different it feels when it is you and your world that you are writing about; how 

humbling and demanding. How up-front and personal in-your-face become the ethical 

questions, the most important of all the questions, I think. (38) 

Attempting to answer the most important of all the questions requires an advanced 

capacity for reflexivity. Consequently, my parallel methodological approach comes from a 

model of reflexive methodology advanced by Alvesson and Sköldberg, which is progressive 

enough to afford hospitality to work emerging from such academically contested terrain as 

creative writing21. Reflexivity is pivotal to ethnography, a discipline closely related to 

journalism which was my first writing and narrative home and the foundational identity I 

                                                       
20 In ‘On Not Asking ‘Should I Insert Myself in the Text?’’ Sydney Review of Books, 10 September 2023. 
https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/essays/on-not-asking-should-i-insert-myself-in-the-text Accessed 22 April 
2025. 
21 For further exploration of such contestation, see Webb & Brien. 

https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/essays/on-not-asking-should-i-insert-myself-in-the-text
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brought to this project. Consequently, I take seriously the counsel of ethnographers, and value 

the insights of auto-ethnographers, in particular, for their deep practice of thinking via 

writing. I return to ethnographic considerations at several points in this exegesis, their 

recurring presence the result of what could be called my ‘auto/ethnographic turn’. Indeed, 

although I would use terms such as ‘creative nonfiction’ or ‘literary journalism’ more readily 

than I would ‘ethnography’, I believe, as does Denzin, that 

Theory, writing, and ethnography are inseparable material practices. Together they 

create the conditions that locate the social inside the text. Hence, those who write 

culture also write theory. Also, those who write theory write culture. (xii) 

For insight and for succour in the making of That Night, This Life I drew, as I do in this 

exegesis, on the work of theorists and practitioners operating in a multitude of disciplines. 

This essaying practice produced the resulting intertextual document, known also as a ‘messy 

text’ (see Denzin 1997). Regarding the making of this exegesis, leaning on three different but 

inter-dependent modes of thinking and doing therefore makes logical sense for this vagabond 

reflexive writer constructing a reflexive document which itself is a messy text. This, 

according to Denzin, “is how it should be because the world we encounter is neither neat nor 

easy to make sense of”. (14) 

Maps, more usually a way of locating sense spatially, are offered here as orientations 

via a series of pages. This allows for the notion that there isn’t one ethic more important than 

another. Additionally, reading sequentially is not a pre-requisite. In fact, cycling in any order 

through the six topics, returning to some or referring back or ahead to others, would be an 

experience of messy reading. This, too, is a fair approximation of sense-making in a world 

where dominant themes intersect and narrative priorities collide, where learning curves 

overlap, and understandings evolve in parallel.  
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Trying to make sense of a confusing world inevitably puts a writer at the centre of her 

text. However, as Denzin clarifies (with italicised emphasis added by me), these texts 

are not just subjective accounts of experience; they attempt to reflexively map the 

multiple discourses that occur in a given social space. Hence, they are always 

multivoiced. No interpretation is privileged. (225) 

Further down, he goes on to say that 

messy texts move back and forth between the description, interpretation and voice. 

These texts erase the dividing line between observer and observed. 

This reality places significant ethical obligations on the maker of such messy texts, 

raising considerations of relationship and the representation of multiple voices. Chapter Eight 

examines the matter of representation further. 

 

 

 

The dual methodology of writing and reflexivity partners a second intertwined pairing, 

this one relating to architecture, or form. This exegesis is not set apart from That Night, This 

Life in the manner of an appendix or academically mandatory afterthought. Rather than an 

additional limb, This Life, This Way operates as an integral extension of the main text, its 

ruminations connecting it more profoundly to the primary project than a side piece could.  

There is one more pairing of meta threads to bear in mind in the apprehension of this 

pair of documents: Neville Beling and Gillian Rennie. Surveying the entanglement of these 

two lives over nearly 20 years, an entanglement which leads to this span of inter-connected 

essays, which feature the twin methods of reflexive writing / writing reflexively, produces an 

image of nesting dolls. But those dolls can only be unpacked or packed up sequentially and 

predictably – and their size diminishes only to a finite point before dilating again – whereas 
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this exegesis aims to expand upon its topics to multiple viewpoints and strives to expand 

them with no delineated horizon in view. 

The doubled and doubled again moebius strip of this research begs to be telescoped into 

containable portions – a folded map, a chart of parts. Consequently, This Life, This Way 

traverses certain areas of creative nonfiction terrain via chapters and it does so despite this 

dire warning from writer Tom McCarthy: 

[A]n essential feature of all maps: namely, that they don’t work, and never have. Pick 

up any textbook on cartography, and the very first paragraph will invariably remind 

you that the Earth is spherical but paper is flat…‘so it is impossible to make a correct 

map on a sheet of paper’. (6) 

In this light, it would be fair to say that transferring onto these few pages my years of 

ambivalence telling Neville Beling’s story is an impossible hope. However many pages I am 

allocated, the project’s intersecting layers of social, political, intellectual, emotional and 

physical demand which were constantly shifting or sticking (and still do), make any review of 

them inadequate. McCarthy continues his provocation, italicising to augment his view:  

All maps carry with them a certain claim: that this one is somehow truer than the 

others with which it competes; that it depicts a territory in a more subtle, penetrative, 

nuanced way. The fantasy that lies behind cartography is that of seeing space deeply, 

totally and really. (8) 

I do not claim to be able to see any more deeply or totally or really than any other 

doctoral candidate writer. But I do believe that, by mapping my experience of writing one 

person’s life story onto the experiences of other creative nonfiction writers, their precedents 

would enable me to direct our gaze towards some of the signposts that matter on the writing 

road. In this pursuit, and to balance McCarthy’s view that my mission is impossible, I lean on 

Richardson and Adams St. Pierre who, believing that “writing as a method of inquiry is a 
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viable way for researchers to learn about themselves and their research topic” (959), promise 

also that, notwithstanding the postmodernist context of doubt, “[H]aving a partial, local, and 

historical knowledge is still knowing”. (961) 

Elsewhere, Richardson (2003) outlines some of the ways which afford entry to this 

method in a range of activities she terms ‘Creative Analytic Writing Practices’ (381-385). In 

one way or another, in the course of making That Night, This Life I practised almost every 

one of her 21 practices.22 In particular, and thanks to the ardent suggestion of my supervisor, I 

followed Creative Analytic Writing Practice #5: 

Keep a journal. In it, write about your feelings about your work. This not only frees 

up your writing, it becomes the “historical record” for the writing of a narrative of the 

Self or a writing-story about the writing process. (382) 

In the course of filling at least five black foolscap notebooks and two pocket-size 

notebooks, my writing journal evolved into an illuminating reading log more than pure 

journal. In writing through thoughts and feelings provoked by my reading, this practice 

yielded a comprehensive historical record of both the evolution of the project and my 

thinking around it. The journals, being low-stakes outputs, permitted me the freedom to 

rehearse ideas for the page and to practise strengthening my voice.  

It is this practice that most vitally bears out Richardson’s (2001) methodological 

position: 

                                                       
22 Some of the advice I adopted from Richardson includes:  
Writing Format Practice #3: Choose a journal article that exemplifies excellence in qualitative research. How 
has the article built upon normative social science writing? How is authority claimed? Where is the author? 
Where are you in the article? Who are the subjects and who are the objects of research? (380)  
I committed to this practice regularly, learning as much from poorly written articles as I did from exemplary 
ones. 
Creative Analytic Writing Practice #1: Join or start a writing group. This could be a writing support group, a 
creative writing group, a poetry group, a dissertation group, or another kind of group. (381)  
I joined a creative writing group, I established and hosted a weekly Shut Up and Write session, and I attended 
academic writing retreats at every opportunity. 
Creative Analytic Writing Practice #2: Work through a creative writing guidebook. (381)  
I work regularly with craft texts by Natalie Goldberg, Julia Cameron, Dinty Moore, Deena Metzger, Sherry Ellis 
and others. 
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Writing is a method of discovery, a way of finding out about yourself and your 

world…. This ‘‘worded world’’ never accurately, precisely, completely captures the 

studied world, yet we persist in trying. Writing as a method of inquiry honors and 

encourages the trying, recognizing it as emblematic of the significance of language. 

I write because I want to find something out. I write in order to learn something 

that I did not know before I wrote it. (35) 

When Richardson says “I write because I want to find something out” she is agreeing 

with the swollen chorus of writers who already know that writing is the most telling 

discovery method towards knowing.23 While the essay form offers an efficient vehicle and 

any number of routes towards such knowing, this exegesis aims also to employ writing to 

move me towards understanding what I meant when I wrote That Night, This Life. Of course, 

any map I draw via such writing will be partial. And – thank you, Tom McCarthy – it may not 

even work for your route.  

But Laurel Richardson is familiar with risk-taking and the map she’s drawn has its own 

version of here be dragons:  

Writing about your life is not without perils. Writing about your life brings you to 

strange places; you might be uncomfortable about what you learn about yourself and 

others. You might find yourself confronting serious ethical issues. (37) 

And yet, and yet: how else to make sense of peril but to write? 

 

 

 

                                                       
23 The fiction writers and poets known for saying this are many, most of them circulating a thought most 
frequently but not completely correctly to E.M. Forster: “How can I know what I think until I see what I say?” 
(Quote Origin, 2019). However, in view of the fact that we dwell here in the house of creative nonfiction, I turn 
to essayist Joan Didion who famously wrote: “I write entirely to find out what I’m thinking, what I’m looking 
at, what I see and what it means.” (1976) 
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The second methodological strand that weaves this exegesis into a whole is reflexivity. 

Alvesson and Sköldberg define reflective research as having two basic characteristics: careful 

interpretation, which “implies that all references – trivial and non-trivial – to empirical data 

are the results of interpretation”; and secondly, reflection, which  

turns attention ‘inwards’ towards the person of the researcher, society as a whole, 

intellectual and cultural traditions, and the central importance, as well as the 

problematic nature of language and narrative (the form of presentation) in the research 

context. (11) 

Reflection can thus be defined, the authors continue, as the interpretation of 

interpretation (their italics), thereby providing an apt account of what this exegesis aims 

towards. They then formulate a composite position they call “reflexive interpretation” with 

which they  

make a demand for reflection in research in conjunction with an interpretation at 

several levels: contact with the empirical material; awareness of the interpretive act; 

clarification of political-ideological contexts; and the handling of the question of 

representation and authority. (321) 

My experiences across the years spent making That Night bear out the usefulness of 

such an approach to reflexion. Regarding the writing project under discussion, some of these 

aspects – representation and authority especially – have become core to this document. 

As a final point here, it is noteworthy that Alvesson and Sköldberg (324) understand 

ethnography as “spending a long time on participant observation in a ‘natural environment’” 

– a focus that aligns with any definition of creative nonfiction or literary journalism – and 

that they regard ethnography as “a somewhat exacting art form”. Depth journalism is also 

demanding but in 30 years none of my reporting assignments tested me the way Neville 

Beling’s story has. Witnessing his life as a participant observer (whether preparing for the 
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Highgate memorial, attending survivor support group meetings, participating alongside them 

in a Healing of Memories retreat, or drinking at stock cars for nine hours) and then returning 

to report artfully yet accurately on my experience of that life has been exacting to say the 

least. Whether walking alone at unsafe hours or baking bread I didn’t need (two responses 

discussed in Chapters Eight and Ten respectively), my body and my psyche have paid the 

cost exacted by my implacable promise that I’d ‘get it right’ for both Neville and the reader. 

Getting it ‘right’ is discussed in Chapter Eleven. 

 

 

 

The ultimate methodological challenge for this research is to weave these two strands – 

writing and reflexivity – tightly enough to offer a viable route towards insight. 

Laurel Richardson (2005) synthesises the multiple threads weaving through her 

academic work into a model she terms ‘creative analytical processes’ or CAP. In particular, 

she outlines this pivotal relationship (of reflexivity and writing) which informs the core of 

this work: 

CAP ethnography displays the writing process and the writing product as deeply 

intertwined; both are privileged. The product cannot be separated from the producer, 

the mode of production, or the method of knowing… readers (and reviewers) want 

and deserve to know how the researchers claim to know. How do the authors position 

the selves [sic] as knowers and tellers? These issues engage intertwined problems of 

subjectivity, authority, authorship, reflexivity, and process, on the one hand, and of 

representational form, on the other. (962) 

Scanning this exegesis (or its table of contents) immediately signals that it is precisely 

these topics that preoccupy this project. Richardson continues: 
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When using creative analytical practices, ethnographers learn about the topics and 

about themselves that which was unknowable and unimaginable using conventional 

analytical procedures, metaphors, and writing formats. (962-963) 

Indeed, as I have mentioned more than once in That Night, This Life, the book I ended 

up writing is not the book I set out to write. In large measure, this is because I set out with 

conventional procedures and formats to write a wholly unconventional life story. I did not at 

that point have any way of knowing that the conventions which had served me well enough 

for decades as a journalist-storyteller held no promise as vehicles for the knowledge I did not 

know I was seeking. 

I could, possibly, have embarked on this quest via certain research steps reliably proven 

by and in the academy. But Richardson points out that the traditional process of triangulating 

research is notably limited (my words, not hers). Conversely, CAP text recognises that there 

are far more than three sides by which to approach the world. According to Richardson, “We 

do not triangulate; we crystallize.” To explain this gnomic assertion, she offers the crystal,  

which combines symmetry and substance with an infinite variety of shapes, 

substances, transmutations, multi-dimensionalities, and angles of approach. Crystals 

grow, change, and are altered, but they are not amorphous. Crystals are prisms that 

reflect externalities and refract within themselves, creating different colors, patterns, 

and arrays casting off in different directions. What we see depends on our angle of 

repose… (963) 

Those are my italics and I include this view, and the paragraph below, to remind us of 

the fallibility of any map, and of my aim with this map to expand thoughts on a topic rather 

than to conclude them. Because, as Richardson avers, we feel how there is no single truth, 

and we see how texts validate themselves: 
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Crystallization provides us with a deepened, complex, and thoroughly partial 

understanding of the topic. Paradoxically, we know more and doubt what we know. 

Ingeniously, we know there is always more to know. (963) 

 

 

 

One last word on reflexivity as methodology, and on its place in this project. Alvesson 

and Sköldberg, reminding us that “a fundamental hermeneutic element permeates the 

research process from beginning to end”, continue: 

[T]here is no such thing as unmediated data or facts; these are always the results of 

interpretation. Yet the interpretation does not take place in a neutral, apolitical, 

ideology-free space. Nor is an autonomous, value-free researcher responsible for it. 

Various paradigms, perspectives and concepts, as well as research and other political 

interests, all bring out certain types of interpretation possibilities at the same time as 

they suppress others, often under the guise of what is neutral, rational, right and 

correct. (14-15) 

I can type this now and see in mind’s eye my poker face as I type. But my heart still 

throbs with embarrassment. For so long I could not see how my dog-with-a-bone insistence 

on objectivity was obscuring what I subconsciously saw in Neville’s story. For as long as that 

stubborn reluctance pertained, interpretation would always be suppressed. Writing would 

never lead to knowing. The map could never unfold. 

 

DETOUR: K is for Knowledge 

Early in our relationship I realised that Neville, feeling socially precarious, quickly 

judged the people he met. I divined his decades of abandonment before I knew their detail, so 
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I decided early on that it was important he felt safe enough to trust me. Privately I pledged to 

honour all my undertakings, however minor. If I tell him I will call on Wednesday, I call on 

Wednesday. If I say I will be at his house before 11, I get there at a quarter to. I also text him 

as I leave home, and again if something unforeseen slows my journey (cows or goats, for 

instance, and for a while stop-go points added up to an hour on travel time). This policy 

seemed to pay dividends; I soon felt that Neville felt he could depend on me and we settled 

into easy communication.  

On one occasion, feeling bad about withdrawing from a racing date and fearing Neville 

might interpret this as rejection, I sent a text message the following day to signal my 

continuing interest. I did not then know that this gesture was setting me up to confront 

Alvesson and Sköldberg’s (326) understatement: Reflection is difficult (my italics). 

I am saying this because, whenever I started to believe that I understood Neville, I was 

always delivered of my delusion – usually unceremoniously – compelling me to what they 

call the “core of reflection” (326): 

…the premisses for our thoughts, our observations and our use of language 

as well as an interest in the way we construct ourselves socially while also constructing 

objects (‘out there’) in our research. 

According to Webb and Brien, 

In any discussion of the knowledge content of a work of literary production, it is 

important that the writer interrogate not only the work, but also the methods and 

epistemological frameworks used to produce that work, in order to determine what 

contribution it makes, and to which stocks of knowledge. (203) 

I remember this when I think of my text message to Neville. 

Hey neville, how was the racing? Wot did I miss? 

Within minutes he replied:  
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Hi gill u mist lots. It was very good. Jody won every race and the finals. And a 

guy got burnt. 

Instantly, his message up-ends any knowledge I believed myself to possess. Thrown, I 

wonder: which one of us feels more isolated now? 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Still there are seeds to be gathered, and room in the bag of stars.  

– Ursula le Guin24  

 

Theoretical Framework: Holding Stars 

 

For Alvesson and Sköldberg,  

[T]he whole idea of reflexivity, as we see it, is the very ability to break away from a 

frame of reference and to look at what it is not capable of saying. Simply to extend it 

runs contrary to the whole idea of reflexivity…. The point of reflection is rather to 

break away from consistency and a narrow focus on a particular aspect…(327) 

The point of reflection, they maintain, is to break up and change rather than expand a 

particular “language game”. This is a philosophy with much appeal for an exegesis such as 

this one which adopts a multi-faceted approach to a subject layered with complexity that is 

both political and personal. In the following chapters, a range of contextual insights from 

multiple sources are drawn on to explore a range of ethical concerns. In a reflective context 

of such polychromatic diversity, it becomes vital to locate a theoretical framework capable of 

catching, sustaining, and tolerating what a different sort of researcher might construe as 

inconsistency. 

The single theory capable of containing a singularly multifarious document of research 

is the carrier bag theory, borrowed from writer Ursula le Guin who developed it from a theory 

of evolution. She first advanced it in 1986, intending it to guide writers of fiction, but its 

                                                       
24 From ‘The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction’. In Dancing at the Edge of the World: Thoughts on Words, Women, 
Places 1989, 170. 
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usefulness has proved perennial and presents itself now as appropriate framework for the 

work of this nonfiction writer: 

I would go so far as to say that the natural, proper, fitting shape of the novel might be 

that of a sack, a bag. A book holds words. Words hold things. They bear meanings. A 

novel is a medicine bundle, holding things in a particular, powerful relationship to one 

another and to us. (169) 

With her carrier bag, Le Guin waited for reflexive theorists to catch up to her thinking 

with their view that a reflexive metatheory is about initiating movement between different 

profundities. Movement of this nature allows a writer-researcher to draw attention to various 

core dimensions of their reflection. It sustains movement between reflective themes. In the 

interests of space, this exegesis confines its attention to six themes of concern to a writer of 

creative nonfiction, but there would be ample room for more topics within Le Guin’s carrier 

bag. The bag could be constructed from material to hand, or it could be a bespoke receptacle: 

A leaf a gourd a shell a net a bag a sling a sack a bottle a pot a box a container. A 

holder. A recipient. (166) 

What matters is that the nature of the container is fit for purpose – for carrying multiple 

items, possibly diverse, to render them useful elsewhere. “We have not heard,” Le Guin 

writes, “about the thing to put things in, the container for things contained (167).” Just as she 

recalls coming to write science-fiction novels,  

lugging this great heavy sack of stuff…. full of beginnings without ends, of initiations, 

of losses, of transformations and translations, and far more tricks than conflicts, far 

fewer triumphs than snares and delusions, (169) 

I see myself coming to write Neville’s story, to make from its losses and 

transformations some sense and there to find some meaning, and I do not think Le Guin 

would mind if I swopped the handles of her carrier bag and transferred its usefulness as a 
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frame to this work of creative nonfiction. For she believes that putting something you want 

“into a bag, or a basket, or a bit of rolled bark or leaf” and taking it home with you it is a 

human thing to do (home, she also points out, being a container too). Recognising that with 

these pages I construct a home for my reflections, and insights gathered from others, this 

exegesis becomes a primary carrier bag carrying its contents to the eyes of a reader. But it is 

itself bulging with smaller containers each striving to offer an internal order. 

The bags we lug to the keyboard are filled with a tangled miscellany of provocations, 

their very entanglement making room for complexity and contradiction. Le Guin’s carrier bag 

is, as analysts observe, a method for storytelling itself, meaning it’s also a method of history 

(see Leddy). This approach is lived out in my telling of That Night, manifesting in my 

vagrant browsing of diverse theoretical pastures relating to the project’s various topics and 

themes. But I lean on it more deliberately here, exploring opportunities afforded by the notion 

of a holder. A recipient. 

If the theoretical foundation of this project accommodates a kind of intellectual 

vagrancy. then equally prominent as a textual feature is its stylistic embrace of quotes of 

diverse provenance. Initially, this tendency to summon the authority of others was a symptom 

of the self-consciousness raised by Richardson (2003) who notes that 

we have different constraints arising from self-consciousness about claims to 

authorship, authority, truth, validity, and reliability. Self-reflexivity brings to 

consciousness some of the complex political/ideological agendas hidden in our 

writing. (964) 

Indeed, all of these constraints I rehearse over and over in the text of That Night, This 

Life. The more I wrote and, therefore, the more I reflected, the plainer it became to me that 

my reliance on quotation was less a mantle of concealment and more a continuation of a 

particular nonfiction lineage. Walter Benjamin, for instance, used quotations extensively, 
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arranging them in such a way that they revealed new patterns of meaning via juxtaposition. 

Hannah Arendt’s work also features the voices of others not always synthesised with hers. 

Even Montaigne rattled the coins of others he kept in his writing pocket (see Wilkinson 78-

79). More recently, works by Maggie Nelson (The Argonauts), David Shields (Reality 

Hunger) and David Markson in his later ‘novels’ lay out the words of others with more 

stealth but no less dependence.  

Despite the appeal of inviting gathered fragments to juxtapose themselves into fresh 

meaning, I recognised that such pastiche also carries risk: its capacity to elide argument may 

encourage a level of intellectual complacency that finds refuge in the view that requires 

readers to ‘do the work’. I chose instead to find a narrative route that balanced the value of 

fragmentation with the rigour of essayistic logic. Consequently, I picked my own way 

through my bags of accumulated material, keeping in mind the view that Walter Benjamin’s 

bags of quotes and text fragments evidence that characteristic necessary to any storyteller – a 

great love of collecting. 

Regarding Neville Beling, I have relied extensively on quotations directly from him to 

leave intact – as far as possible – his story as his alone. This tactic is in keeping with the 

authorial position Krog (2010) outlines thus: 

We have to find ways in which the marginalized can enter our discourses in their own 

genres and their own terms so that we can learn to hear them. They have a universal 

right to impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers, 

and we have a duty to listen and understand them through engaging in new acts of 

becoming (134) 

With this in mind, That Night, This Life features direct speech as a way of 

foregrounding Neville’s distinctive voice. However, while the subject may remain subaltern, 
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reliant as he is on the likes of me to write up his story, it remains my ethical obligation to find 

such ways of affording him entry into my discourse.  

Returning to the matter of fragments, and how best to display them, I am mindful that 

telling the stories of others is always a way of telling one’s own stories. My own story as a 

white South African, born three weeks after the Sharpeville massacre, I have tended to tell 

obliquely, through the stories of others (see Wilkinson 96), as well as the stories I collect as I 

read, watch movies, interview subjects, or edit collections of stories gathered by others.  

I fill my carrier bag with morsels and chunks of narrative and insight and experience. I 

arrange my collected pieces, following the light they cast towards meaning. I commit to this 

sense-making knowing it is both contingent and partial. I chart, drawing a map. Map as 

receptacle, a container evolved from lostness. 

 

DETOUR: Q is for Quotations 

Collectors – whether they collect teaspoons or guns – display their artefacts out of 

context. Forced removal from context can stimulate new meaning but it disrespects – 

violates, even – original intention, especially if the maker was a writer.  

So it is that, as Wilkinson (95) points out in her discussion of Arendt’s work on 

Benjamin, that “Quotations destroy and redeem at the same time.” This worries me. I extract 

assemblies of words, slices of tart quivering on my spatula. Sometimes I don’t even know 

where I found them and Google won’t tell me their origins. Still I take. They wait in the 

thicket to be found, lamps left by others to light my way.  

Is this irresponsible? Not necessarily. According to Wilkinson, Walter Benjamin took 

fragments out of context “in the hopes that they would find a second life in a brave new 

world”. (95)  Hannah Arendt (in Wilkinson 95) viewed writers as pearl divers who descend to 
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the bottom of the sea to “pry loose the rich and the strange, the pearls and the coral in the 

depths and to carry them to the surface”.  

As for me, I am seizing upon all the help I can get. I need all the help I can get. I pick 

up lamps, hold them aloft to extend their beam. With their light I see further. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

We choose how we write, and the choices we make  

do make a difference to ourselves…and to the people we write about.  

– Laurel Richardson25 

 

Genre: Territory with Unclear Borders 

 

A survivor’s account of The Highgate Hotel shooting appears on the opening pages of 

this exegesis, and a news report of the attack appears in Chapter One. Here is another 

description of the same event: 

It was the first of May 1993, and the bar of the Highgate Hotel in East London was 

pretty full but not crazy. No-one was swinging from the window bars or kicking the 

jukebox, and Neville Beling and Roland Parker easily found stools at the far end of 

the bar. They each ordered a beer. They were cousins, both 20 years old. They’d been 

driving around town for a few hours, looking for a quiet night out, but nothing had 

clicked. Places were too full or too expensive or closed. Eventually they bought 

takeaway chicken and took it to the seafront where they ate in the car together. Then 

they decided to try one more place: The Highgate, right around the corner from home. 

The barman, Nkosinathi Alfred Gontshi, delivered their two beers. Neville and 

Roland took their first foamy sips. Before the glasses were back on the counter, two 

masked men had filled the door frame, lifted AK47 rifles and fired into the room over 

and over and over so that the boys reeled off their stools, back and down. Neville 

heaped on the floor. It was about 10 o’clock. 

                                                       
25  In Writing Strategies: Reaching Diverse Audiences 1990, 9. 
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There was a falling fraction of silence and then the room went crazy. The 

attackers lobbed a hand-grenade towards the bar counter and disappeared. Alfred 

Gontshi had been sorting Neville’s change but now grasped a shredded thigh. Neville 

shook his cousin, cried his name. Nothing. Teargas choked his throat. Thinking 

Roland dead, Neville pushed against his cousin’s body, heaved himself up, searched 

for the bar counter to steady him. Hand over hand, he hauled his damaged self 

towards a door and air. 

Since then, Neville has not worked. When he joined Da Gama Textiles a few 

months earlier, he thought his prayers had been answered. He had no idea work could 

be so rewarding. He excelled at driving the factory’s loading vehicles and hoped to 

start training as a manager. He dared to dream of leaving home, making a life that was 

his. Instead, what shaped his life was a nightmare.  

One minute he’s on the bar stool, the first sip of beer not yet through his 

oesophagus. Then, in the same minute, he’s beneath the bar stool and one bullet, 

which enters above the left elbow, is already disconnecting the brachial artery and 

vein. Two more bullets go into his back, one into the lower chest and one into his right 

buttock, exploding organs and fragmenting pelvic bone.  

Five people were dead. Neville Beling, to be forever injured, was one of seven 

who survived. 

Nobody claimed responsibility for the attack. No one applied to the TRC for 

amnesty. The gunmen have never been charged. 

 

This is what I finally wrote once I stopped recording and listening and started writing. 

It is not reportage, nor is it denatured reporting, yet it accurately conveys the facts. What sets 

it apart from the previous accounts is the way it simultaneously accommodates various levels 
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(material, factual, emotional) and perspectives (Neville, not Neville) while also offering a 

point of view. Writing this showed me I was ready to shed my decades of enculturated 

detachment as a reporter. However, I had only a hazy idea of how to fashion this new-found 

voice. To lift the veil, I turned to creative nonfiction. 

The first hurdle was to settle on labelling the genre. Debates over various names fill 

reams and earn degrees (is it narrative nonfiction? literary journalism? narrative journalism? 

docu-memoir? is it non-fiction or nonfiction?)  but get nowhere near resolution. Some writers 

choose ‘literary docu-memoir’,26 others ‘bio-ethnography’27 (both of which would be valid 

labels for this project). Richardson & Adams St Pierre (961) draw attention to the 

“oxymoronic” name of creative nonfiction which, they say, was “spawned” in the 1970s by 

“‘crossovers’ between writing forms” and which, according to Cappello (242), is “just a new 

name for what people have been doing all along”. In fact, as Gerard has it when he quotes 

Lee Gutkind, a founding father of creative nonfiction: 

I thought the word ‘journalism’ would frighten away those in the creative writing 

programme and the word ‘literary’ would frighten away those in the journalism 

department. (7) 

Signalling the form adopted by That Night, This Life (discussed in Chapter Five), Lee 

Gutkind (1994) defines the genre thus: 

They are obviously essays, but also contain strong elements of reportage, which is the 

anchor and foundation of the highest quality of journalism and of creative nonfiction. 

The word “creative” refers to the unique and subjective focus, concept, context and 

                                                       
26 See ‘Literary (creative nonfiction) docu-memoir: a different way of writing a life’ by Jo Parnell. In The 
European Journal of Life Writing, Vol III 2014, 87-104. 
 
27 A description by Ian Shapiro of Jonny Steinberg’s work in The Number. See 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ASyFs--hyus Accessed: 24 August 2019. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ASyFs--hyus
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point of view in which the information is presented and defined, which may be 

partially obtained through the writers [sic] own voice, as in a personal essay. 

Thus it is that the work I make is creative nonfiction, cleaving to the definition advanced by 

Philip Gerard:  

Creative nonfiction is stories from real life, stories that carry both literal truthfulness 

and a larger Truth, told in a clear voice, with grace, and out of a passionate curiosity 

about the world. (208) 

Consequently, like Lynn Z Bloom: 

I write for the usual reasons writers write about anything important: to get at the truth; 

to make sense of things that don’t make sense; to set the record straight; to tell a good 

story. (277) 

Additionally, That Night, This Life pursues Mary Cappello’s view that  

creative nonfiction takes nothing for granted…and prefers writing from, toward, 

nearby, athwart, around, inside or out, performatively. (237) 

Calling to the spirit of Le Guin’s carrying container, she also declares that 

creative nonfiction holds numerous other genres in its net – poetry, journalism, fiction, 

memoir, biography, documentary, and more – without being reducible to any one of 

them. (244) 

She points out, and this is where That Night, This Life finds its idiosyncratic alignment, that 

creative nonfiction “is more often assembled, collaged, combined and improvised than forced 

into a narrative line”. (238) In these ways of making, she avers,  

Writers of creative nonfiction share a kinship with mosaic-makers and poets who, 

while not without interest in story, are willing to venture a non-narrative narrative 

prose. (238) 

That Night, This Life conforms to Cappello’s view that creative nonfiction 
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seems to crave connection, even company, and in this sense, it is interested in the 

place where the “auto” meets the “bio”, the life of the one and the life of another. 

There’s a mind here, a body, a person, it seems to say. A localness, a location, and 

locale. A mood and a milieu. A room. There’s a type of ordinary, and a history – a 

sensorium of the glimpsed, heard, studied, and remembered. (238) 

Here, again from Cappello, is the crux of this exegesis which, following in the creative 

wake of That Night, is its own version of creative nonfiction: 

…insofar as the creative nonfiction writer is a witnessing subject, she takes 

responsibility for her representations, walks a tightrope between humility and mastery, 

and brings to her work an ethical regard. (238) 

Throughout this mapping encounter and more so in the making of That Night, This Life, 

my thinking has been guided by all the creative nonfiction writers who have reported the 

stories of others before I set out on this one. They ask, as Kate Rossmanith (2022) does: What 

is the true object of study? What is this book really about?  

That Night, This Life is about a white man who survived a political shooting which he 

believed had been committed by black cadres, only to discover 12 years later that several 

compelling factors pointed to the perpetrators being something else entirely.  

Yes, but what is this book really about? 

That Night, This Life is about forgiveness and about the fact that what or who we seek 

to forgive may be unexpected. 

It is about the pursuit of truth and the fact that some truths will always be unfound. 

It is about seeking one truth and finding another. 

It is about objectivity and the discovery that no amount of objectivity can protect you 

from entanglement. 

It is about some of the entanglements found in a country like South Africa. 
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It is about South Africa and being here white. 

At stake in all these things is the life of an individual, and the truth that governs that life 

in a land where truth is an unstable currency. The genre with the most convincing claim on 

truth? It has to be creative nonfiction.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

The essay… means to try. It tries to see something others can’t see.  

– Nicole Walker 28 

 

Form: Fit for the Road 

 

If we take Neville’s life as a story – for a movie, say – his search for answers to his two 

questions would constitute its plot. There are a range of familiar containers available to 

writers of such a story. However, the answers Neville has thus far obtained lead him further 

and further from narrative resolution yet closer and closer to understanding. Whereas I, who 

have not been shot, find clarity increasingly evasive. To reach towards a survival of my own, 

I listen and observe: I witness. Then I write it down. But what can be written, and what can it 

be written into? 

I settled on the essay form as something of a miracle container. The essay can hold and 

question, and it can bear both writer and reader toward potential answers. As a form 

comfortable with meandering (as opposed to dithering) and to weighing up (rather than flip-

flopping), essaying invites a writer’s evolution of thought to be made visible. It does these 

things without being prescriptive, a form fully aware of all that cannot be known or said or 

not yet even thought, but at the same time being a form, in the words of John D’Agata29 “in 

dialogue with the world, addressing the emptiness” (654).  

                                                       
28 In ‘The Insistence of the Essay’ at https://www.essaydaily.org/2023/12/nicole-walker-on-insistence-of-
essay.html.  
29 John D’Agata is one of a band of pre-eminent North American commentators on creative nonfiction and 
practitioners of the essay. Others include, for instance, Lee Gutkind, Dinty Moore, Philip Lopate, David Shields, 
and Ned Stuckey-French. However, despite their status in the field, in the short space afforded by this exegesis I 
choose, where possible, to prefer the voices of women and / or of South Africans. 

https://www.essaydaily.org/2023/12/nicole-walker-on-insistence-of-essay.html
https://www.essaydaily.org/2023/12/nicole-walker-on-insistence-of-essay.html
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While critics, researchers and practitioners advance multiple definitions of the essay, 

for the sake of brevity I turn to Philip Lopate who codifies some essential characteristics. 

Successful essays, he claims, feature “honesty, literary style, formal shapeliness, and 

intellectual sustenance” (xxvi). More recently, British essayist and analyst Brian Dillon 

pleads for “obliquity, essays that approach their targets…slantwise or with a hail of conflicted 

attitudes” (14). 

Michel de Montaigne, widely regarded as the founding father of essaying, coined the 

term essay for his style of writing. Using the French word essai – to venture out, to attempt – 

he described his distinctive prose reflections as explorations to establish what he might think 

and feel on any given topic, some of them apparently trivial but all of them recognisably and 

unavoidably human. With this practice, it is widely believed he inaugurated the essay in its 

modern form.  

For Montaigne, and then for the illustrious essayists who followed him (Hazlitt, Lamb, 

Quincey, Emerson, for instance), the essay was a vehicle for discursive argument and 

provocative thought. This it remained while several writers of the twentieth century (Orwell, 

Didion, Ozick, for instance) advanced its literary potential, expanded its possibilities, and 

extended its reach. Essayists in the current century (for example, Nelson, Hustvedt, Biss, 

Kennedy, Adler, Myles, Purpura) now test the inherent plasticity of the form to produce 

essays that provoke and stimulate as much as they chronicle and document. In South Africa, 

they are joined by writers such as Sisonke Msimang, Sally-Ann Murray, Hedley Twidle, 

William Dicey, Justin Fox, and Njabulo Ndebele among others. 

Notwithstanding its fascination, probing the history and evolution of this protean form 

is less pertinent to this exegesis, in view of its confined word count, than a brief survey of 

some more contemporary practitioners of the form. Rebecca Solnit (2021), for instance, 
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discusses (and draws on mapping to do so) the value of essaying to non-linear books which 

try to 

map the surrounding territory and understand where we are. That is, such books are 

not linear, not built around a single chronology – in fact, they are often not structured 

around chronology at all. But just as a mushroom hunter is neither lost nor without 

purpose, these books are not without structure or direction. Why not understand by 

analogy, decenter the narrative, seek patterns of resemblance in parallel, explore the 

terrain rather than cutting a swathe through it? Why not meander and see what lies 

alongside? Such books are concerned not so much with what happens but with what it 

means; they are less about destination as resolution, and more about meaning revealed 

along the way. (n.p.) 

Closer to home, literary critic Hedley Twidle describes the critical essay as “a form of 

narrative thinking able to braid together personal and political histories”. (3) Yet, he cautions 

(with a caveat pivotal to any meaning I or my subject or my reader might make from That 

Night, This Life), remember that 

questions of narrative non-fiction can never be divorced from those of narrative 

power: who has the ability to write about whom; which stories are told across history; 

what comes to be heard or forgotten, and why. (4)  

This is because, as Twidle puts it,  

the matter of non-fiction turns continually on questions of representation, in all the 

literary and political senses of that word: on access to narrative, authorship, discursive 

authority and how these relate to histories of dispossession, inequality, racist 

segregation and resistance across the twentieth century. (8) 

With this in mind, this exegetical portion of the project examines five questions core to 

the creative nonfiction that became That Night, This Life (narrative, storying, representation, 
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appropriation, and witnessing) and one (implication) core to my life as a South African writer 

who wrote that book. These, then, are the threads woven into the pedigree of this project 

which was made by essaying – setting out towards destinations unknown and still in flux. 

Essaying became the most appropriate form for a writer seeking to order into lines on a page 

the shards of a questing shot-up life. 

However, on its own, the form of essay does not answer a writer’s every narrative need. 

Psychiatrist Dori Laub outlines the witness/reporting challenge thus:  

Trauma survivors live not with memories of the past, but with an event that could not 

and did not proceed through to its completion, has no ending, attained no closure, and 

therefore, as far as survivors are concerned, continues into the present and is current 

in every respect. (69)  

This reality explains, for instance, the slide between tenses that characterises much 

testimony and which struck me the very first time I listened to Neville tell his story on the 

first day we met. This feature is mirrored also in my own elastic approach to tenses such as in 

the essay about the Kennaway mediation that closes Part Two. This semantic characteristic is 

what Molly Andrews calls “the forever present”. (2010, 155) Crucially, this tendency is 

heralded by the very title of my work: the past that is That Night forever dictates the ongoing 

present of This Life. 

This reality – that memories continue into the present without resolution – means two 

things for the reporter of a life story such as Neville Beling’s. One, his narrative, being no 

longer linear, resists the linear conventions of conventional westernised storytelling. There is 

rupture but no resolution, rhyme but little reason. The narrative arc bends and wavers and 

lurches, arriving and re-arriving in the void it never really left. Therefore, secondly, some 

other meta-container is needed. The soothing logic of reading from top to bottom, left to 

right, offers no relief to a story in pieces. Rather, the reporter requires a vessel that holds the 
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fragments of an exploded life firmly enough to gather them all safely but loosely enough to 

let them expand separately between their fissures. An efficient container would offer enough 

signposts to keep an anxious reader secure but enough tangents to keep wanderers digressing. 

An elegant one would imitate a raku-fired pot, removed from the kiln at a bright red heat and 

plunged into combustible material which ignites, resulting in the crackled effect personal to 

each pot. In her book, The Abundance, creative nonfiction writer Annie Dillard describes the 

challenge:  

The mind – the culture – has two little tools, grammar and lexicon: a decorated sand 

bucket and a matching shovel. With these we bluster about the continents and do all 

the world’s work. With these we try to save our very lives. (19) 

For all the years since 1993 when he was shot, Neville Beling has been reaching toward 

his life with these two little tools. All he has had to work with is just 26 characters – the 

English alphabet. There was a viable logic, then, to leaning on the abecedarian form to bring 

its alphabetical order to a disorderly subject. “How better,” asks critic David Ulin, “to 

comprehend the incomprehensible than by giving it a shape, an order, it did not – could not – 

have in actual life?” Joan Wickersham’s The Suicide Index: Putting My Father’s Death in 

Order is a striking example of a memoir writer finding a logical method to make sense of an 

illogical experience. More recently, Sheila Heti’s memoir, Alphabetical Diaries, was created 

by scrambling the contents of her journals and then re-ordering them according to the first 

letter of each sentence, thereby proffering new and unexpected insights. 

It was in this spirit that I began the writing of this doctoral project via the alphabet. H 

was for Highgate but also for Humour. M was for Memory and Memorial and Mr Beling. N 

was for Neville, and also for Narrative. F for Fate and Frere and Forgiveness. O was for 

Other, Objectivity and Obesity. The more I populated my alphabet, the more sense seemed to 

be developing, and I took the bookends of APLA and Zilla to be written in the stars. I 
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visualised the whole as a collection of 26 booklets, to be read either sequentially from A to Z 

or erratically via random letter selection.30 Either way, reading such a form would offer some 

mimesis of a shattered life because shards of anything are a constant reminder that there once 

was a whole that never again can be. Most importantly, I believed this abecedarian form 

would be able to withstand an onslaught of silences. Writers of the Holocaust tell a story that 

resists telling. I used the letters of my alphabet to start telling this one. 

However, such a form would also make (possibly unfair) demands on its reader. 

Additionally, by the time I had written 26 sets of essays, I began to see their many lines of 

connection and thematic concord. I opted to soften the edges of these alphabetic smithereens 

(more than 120 of them) by kneading them into their current form of interconnected essays. 

To do this, I drew on components of a hero’s quest, the narrative line expounded by Joseph 

Campbell who identified a sequence of stages common to narratives. In condensed form, 

these involve a hero embarking on an adventure (whether by force or by choice), overcoming 

challenges on the path, conquering various odds to gain his prize, and returning home both 

victorious and transformed. Despite the spirit of Ursula le Guin urging me not to surrender to 

the prevailing (patriarchal) narrative norm, I nevertheless found Campbell’s model useful to 

help me order my topics in ways that relinquished the alphabet. 

Modifying and eliding aspects of the hero’s arc31 to accommodate, for instance, the 

                                                       
30 The essays I wrote were headed: Abandonment, Agency, Alfred Gontshi, Alphabet, Ambulance, Angels, 
Anxiety, APLA, Attack, AWB, Balaclava, Beer, Beling, Billy Baling, Dr Beeby, Book, Bullet, Beatitudes, 
Bombs, Care, Cellar, Chappy, Charles Boddington, Colostomy, Dr Comfort, Da Gama, Daryl Els, Dave 
Wheeler, Deon Harris, Deric Whitfield, Disability, Disaster, Doreen Rousseau, Douglas Gates, Dreams, 
Entanglement, Ethics, Fate, Final Report, Flood, Forgiveness, Fortune Teller, Frere Hospital, Gail Cooney, 
Geography, Gillian, God, Heart, Highgate, History, Hope, Human Rights Violations, Humour, Identity, 
Isolation, Issy Scrooby, Insomnia, Jody, Justice, Karl Weber, Kennaway, Language, Letlapa Mphahlele, Loss, 
Massacre, Mediation, Megan Boucher, Memorial, Memory, Money, Mourning, Mr Beling, Narrative, Neville, 
Nobel Prize, Nonfiction, Obesity, Objectivity, Other, PAC, Pain, Perpetrator, Photograph, Prince, Questions, 
Quotes, Reconciliation, Reliquary, Reg, Roland Parker, Route That Night, Silence, South Africa, Speed, Spirals 
Trust, Stock Cars, Survivor/Surviving, Terri-Ann Beling, Testimony, Theresa Edlmann, Third Force, Timing, 
TRC, Transformation, Truth, Ubuntu, Uncle Stan, Understanding, Violence, Voice, Walking, Whiteness, 
Witnessing, X marks the spot, Year of the Great Storm, Zilla. 
 
31 Between its bookends of Prologue and Postlogue, That Night, This Life is structured thus: 
Section 1: The ordinary world / the call / refusal of the call 
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absence of obvious resolution in the form of identifying Neville’s perpetrators, I arrived at 

the shape of That Night, This Life which remains fragmented, but which reveals the spaces 

between the fragments to be invitations to a reader to enter them. They are essays that explore 

tension as opposed to conflict and offer ruminations rather than plotlines. The original 

abecedarian form surfaces in this folded map in the form of Detours which accompany the 

research essays which follow, and which operate as optional lay-byes adjacent to the road.  

As a “post-TRC text” (Twidle 4), in that That Night, This Life can be construed as one 

of the “more distant and recessed forms of accounting for the unfinished business of the 

transition”, the essays of this project seek to redress at least one silence. Hovering over this 

intention, however, is a crucial question: Who owns that person’s story and what gives me 

the right to write about it? Aspects of this ethical dilemma are explored in Chapter Nine 

which focuses on appropriation. 

 

 

 

To place my work in the conversation this creative nonfiction aims to join, I turn now to 

South African voices telling South African stories. Since starting work as a journalist in the 

early 1980s but certainly since I worked for the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in the 

late 1990s, I have been eavesdropping on many of South Africa’s journalistic and literary and 

academic conversations. According to Sarah Bakewell, Montaigne “was curious about all 

human lives, past and present. He wondered constantly about the emotions and motives 

                                                       
Section 2: Meeting the mentor / crossing the threshold 
Section 3: Tests / approach / ordeal 
Section 4: Reward / the road back 
Section 5: Resurrection / return with the elixir 
Making a total of seven parts, this structure honours Neville’s relationship with “7”, the Prince song (itself laden 
with portentous imagery) which came to assume such a weighty significance to Neville as he reviewed the 
events of That Night. 
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behind what people did”. (4) Likewise, it is always the individual life that beams the sharpest 

narrative light for me.  

For the purposes of this survey, I set aside the abundance of two genres which continue 

to dominate nonfiction publishing: conventionally told memoir, and state-of-the-nation docu-

reportage. Both forms are currently blossoming in South African literature but neither aligns 

immaculately with this project. I turn instead to creative nonfiction that shifts between genre 

labels and that approaches its subject matter with more experiment than expectation. 

The titan in this field is arguably Antjie Krog, and Country of My Skull (1998) 

continues to stand at the pinnacle of South African literary non-fiction on truth, reconciliation 

and forgiveness, in part because of what Krog did with her form in that book. Being neither 

memoir nor reportage, neither journalism nor ethnography, Country of My Skull casts its 

innovative shadow on all writers entering the terrain of ‘truth’ narrative in South Africa. 

However, this is not the Krog text I aim to converse with. There Was This Goat (2009), which 

Krog co-authored with Nosisi Mpolweni and Kopano Ratele, presents a discursive 

exploration of its topic which intrigues but offers no obvious answers. Although not 

classically essayistic, Goat affords its readers the opportunity to accompany the writers at the 

pace of their evolving thoughts as they react to unfolding circumstances. The result of this 

tripartite essaying is a literary fugue wherein multiple threads weave together to create a 

faceted narrative of humanity. Three authorial positions offer a multitude of perspectives on 

the trauma of one woman; together these deliver a view of a nation forever in transition. 

A second important voice in the South African conversation belongs to Rian Malan who 

asserts:  

In South Africa, it’s like a law of nature: there’s no such thing as a true story here. The 

facts might be correct, but the truth they embody is always a lie to somebody else. (x) 

Malan’s calling is neither conventional reportage nor identifiable essaying. But I reference 
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Resident Alien (2009) here (as opposed to his ground-breaking earlier work, My Traitor’s 

Heart32) with an eye to three things. Firstly, each piece in the collection offers its own 

instruction in the structure of narrative form. While each chapter focuses on an individual 

character (such as evangelist Angus Buchan or newspaper maverick Deon du Plessis), the 

broader South African topic (such as the rise of conservative Christian doctrine or the 

tabloidisation of the press) is spotlighted. Secondly, I mark how Malan’s 27 separate pieces 

coalesce into a book-length mosaic portrait of a country in transition so that, even several 

years on, the book offers telling illumination. Thirdly, Malan’s insistence on calling his 

personal truth as he sees it means the reader accompanies him as he veers from one 

realisation to the next, as he reveals on the page one personal confusion after another so that, 

by the final paragraph of each piece, both writer and reader land at a common point in their 

disorderly comprehension of a complex place.  

Featuring a similar structure and published two years before Malan’s collection, Fine 

Lines from the Box by Njabulo S. Ndebele (2007) brings together an assortment of the 

author’s outputs which collectively offer both a portrait of his concerns and a contemporary 

portrait of the country. Striving always to express the fine line he discerns between competing 

narrative forces, Ndebele writes speculative essays with discursive prose and the 

“concomitant sense of doubt” that arises with the urge to condemn or elevate (10-11). He 

continues: “It is an unending process of pinning down words to express insight and to 

increase and deepen understanding.” Ndebele’s endeavours in this line delivered me to a 

revelation (discussed in Chapter Eleven on shame and implication) which has proved pivotal 

to the way I view my role at the TRC and my place in this country. 

Ten years after Fine Lines, essayist Hedley Twidle (2017) published Firepool: 

                                                       
32 My Traitor’s Heart, which appeared in 1990, approached the conventional form of autobiography with 
Malan’s characteristic iconoclasm. While discussion of this work lies outside the scope of this survey, I nod to it 
as a way of acknowledging Malan’s role in the evolution of my apprehension of narrative form. 
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Experiences in an Abnormal World. Personal in perspective, diverse in subject matter, and 

somewhat adventurous in form, this volume offers a provocative view on South Africa that is 

deeply thought. He has followed this volume with a second collection, Show Me The Place 

(2024) which explores some of the formative preoccupations of this South African writer. 

More specifically essayistic than the preceding voices, Twidle is joined in this survey by 

William Dicey and Mongrel (2016), and Bongani Madondo and Sigh, the Beloved Country 

(2016). I also take from these three practitioners of the form the various ways an essayist can 

choose to reference and/or expand upon any other voices they quote. 

The aforementioned volumes all consist of, to borrow from JC Oleson’s (2017) 

discussion of Mongrel, discrete works that can together be understood as a meta-narrative – 

for Dicey and Twidle, idiosyncratic shards of post-apartheid observation; for Madondo, 

chunks of his overriding motivations as a writer, a cultural commentator and a South African. 

Of the three, the most factually troublesome is Dicey. Fact and near-fact dance together on 

the head of Dicey’s literary pin, rendering obscure the boundary between them. This is 

unforgiveable for a reliable narrator mining the seam of reportage, a concern this exegesis 

turns to in Chapter Eight. However, what Dicey’s essays do offer, according to Oleson, is his 

deep interest in “conceptions of community, and of a post-apartheid South Africa that 

struggles to understand what it has become” (95). 

Other essay collections in this conversation include Always Another Country by 

Sisonke Msimang (2017), Reflecting Rogue: Inside the mind of a feminist by Pumla Dineo 

Gqola (2017), and Born a Crime by Trevor Noah (2018). While these titles declare 

themselves to be memoirs/autobiographies, they are also more than merely accounts of an 

individual’s (early) life. Although more anecdotal than essayistic, the accumulating 

impression in each book becomes one of a deepening portrait of the author but also an 

enriched sense of their context.  
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The final two South African writers to mention in the current context are Denis Hirson, 

whose White Scars (2006) offers my project a structural beacon, and Kevin Bloom (2009), 

whose Ways of Staying demonstrates how to wrestle elegantly with the spell this country 

casts. These nonfiction writers interest me here also because they cross genres (Hirson to 

poetry and memoir, Bloom to journalism and analysis) and because geography is so central to 

their work (Hirson, who has not lived in South Africa for many decades, writes only about 

this place whereas Bloom has chosen, as the title of his first book signals, to stay33). 

As with the work of writers mentioned above, White Scars purports to be a memoir or, 

at least, a reflection on a life lived through books constructed via an assortment of prose 

pieces which accumulate to present far more than a review of an individual life. Besides his 

assortment of genres, what stands out is Hirson’s structure – a list of titles, as on a bookshelf, 

with related words that cascade to become sub-headings – in prose now intimate, now 

commanding, poetry, lists, and the “I remember” device of his earlier work. Hirson has 

devised a structure that serves as both organising principle and extension of his topic, a model 

which helped me to conjure the original abecedarian structure of That Night.  

A far more recent addition to the shelf of books consisting of stand-alone essays is 

Justin Fox’s Place: South African Literary Journeys (2023) which presents, across landscapes 

and eras, a sequence of homages to iconic texts by South African writers who themselves are 

paying homage to their respective South African landscapes. Place is billed as a love letter to 

South Africa, written (I contend) by a writer trying – as so many of us do – to understand this 

mad-bad-sad place that bonds us. 

Regarding book-length creative nonfiction that patrols the minefield of South African 

truths, three titles in particular stand out. They are the works of Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela in 

A Human Being Died That Night (2003), Letlapha Mphahlele in Child of This Soil: My Life 

                                                       
33 Chapter Eleven detours to this topic once more. 
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as a Freedom Fighter (2002), and Peter Harris In A Different Time (2008). In view of 

Mphahlele’s relationship with Neville Beling, his autobiography is of particular value to this 

project for its clear-eyed recollections of an individual thrust into history. 

Any discussion of significant South African nonfiction must mention three other titans: 

Mark Gevisser, Ivan Vladislavic and Jonny Steinberg. They write long-form prose which 

unravels and ravels South Africa’s socio-literary knots, striking the deep notes in the national 

conversation. Though their output is not primarily in the realm of essay, all three can be 

found there. In particular, I note Mark Gevisser’s Lost and Found in Johannesburg from 

2014, which offers a prismatic approach to his personal relationship with that city. From all of 

them the reader receives an invitation to ramble through the thicket of South African 

narrative, accompanying the author as he picks his (sometimes uncertain) way through his 

topic. For Vladislavic, that is most usually Johannesburg (often via fiction) while Steinberg 

concerns himself with excavations of South Africa’s most pressing contemporary topics in 

volumes of notable scale. 
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Part Two: 

 

Toward an Ethics of Creative Nonfiction 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

Stories matter; they do things.  

–  Molly Andrews34  

 

Toward an Ethics of Narrative 

 

At its most basic, narrative consists of things happening (at least two of them) that are 

linked via story. How they get linked is what keeps the listener / reader in their seat. But we 

want to know more than what happens next; because narrative is our primary method of 

making sense, we want to know what those happenings mean. What they mean is up to the 

storyteller, the person who arranges them in such a way that their import starts to become 

discernible. Such arrangement consists of selection and removal, theme and sequence, 

language and silence. Such arrangement moves towards meaning.  

These things – arrangement and meaning – are thus constructions, their content having 

been engineered with a particular aim in mind. Storytellers are therefore construction 

workers. Having identified their theme, they assemble a container to shape it. That container 

is a plot, with moving parts that work in concert towards meaning. According to Christopher 

Booker, there are seven basic narrative plots.  Each one carries the potential for a certain sort 

of meaning. Neville Beling’s story fits all the plots but none of the plots fit Neville Beling’s 

story. This is what I mean: 

1: Overcoming the monster? Yes. Neville has tackled adversity courageously. But no. 

The original monster has still not revealed itself. 

                                                       
34 In Shaping History: Narratives of Political Change 2007, 12. 
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2: Rags to riches? Yes, if you take knowledge as wealth. But no. Economic 

circumstances remain unchanged.  

3: The quest? Yes. The babushka doll of quests reveals multiple layers. But no. Neville 

continues his quest with no discernible conclusion. 

4: Voyage and return? Yes, if you are willing to accept truth as a turbulent ocean. But 

no. He is still busy out there with no landfall in sight. 

5: Comedy? Possibly, if you count as amusing unfastened ambulance doors, misfired 

guns and ill-fitting outfits at moments of national importance. But no. What’s so damn 

funny? 

6: Tragedy? Yes. A young life was shattered. But no. Neville refuses the mantle of 

darkness. 

7: Rebirth? Philosophically, yes. Temperamentally, yes. Politically, for sure. But no. 

The life he really seeks remains out of reach. 

What to make, then, with the things happening in Neville Beling’s life that refuse to 

conform to narrative containment? I have written in Chapter Five of the mimetic work of 

shards, of the way That Night, This Life is built from fragments of life, of truth, of meaning to 

construct a form able to contain the silence where life and truth and meaning are absent. This 

chapter discusses how narrative might surface in such a life story. 

 

 

 

Svetlana Alexievich, the journalist who won the Nobel Prize for Literature, said in her 

acceptance speech: 
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I’m interested in little people. The little, great people, is how I would put it, because 

suffering expands people. In my books these people tell their own, little histories, and 

big history is told along the way. (n.p.) 

Autoethnographer Tessa Muncey describes the silence that is peculiarly the silence of 

libraries, but which has nothing to do with strict librarians who shush their clients. This 

silence is “the sound of nothingness”, by which she means 

the huge invisible, silent roar of all the people who are too small to record. They 

disappear and leave the past inhabited only by murderers and prodigies and saints. 

(86) 

Over the years, many journalists have recorded Neville’s story. But they have mostly 

dwelt on one aspect of it (the continuing absence of a perpetrator) which reduces the news 

value of his story until it becomes part of the silent roar of people too small to record – even 

though his story is peopled with murderers and saints. Or perhaps because murderers and 

saints inhabit his story, it may suit some narrators to frame Neville’s story as a small one. But 

his is not a small story. It’s as big as a life. Which is not the sound of nothingness. 

And yet it carries the sound of nothingness. The testimony of those who have survived 

atrocity can be marked – pockmarked – by what is not there: structure, meaning, coherence, 

comprehensibility (Andrews 2010, 155). So what am I trying to do when I report what I hear 

when I listen into that silence? As Laurel Richardson and others (see Chapter Two) propose, I 

am writing towards an answer to my query and I do so fully aware that such an answer will 

be provisional (and, as with any mapping, partial). 

I am here because Neville, exhausted from trying to describe the indescribable, asked 

for someone to help him and in this way his struggle against silences both psychological and 

political became my struggle too. Reporting that silence in the way I have amounts, I believe, 

to the kind of retrospective justice described by biographer Michael Holroyd:  
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The very word biography strikes some academics as ‘elitist’, as does its focus in the 

past on single remarkable or merely fashionably well-known people. Life writing has 

a different agenda and concentrates principally on people who belong to and represent 

categories or classes of people who have been victimised in the past. It offers 

retrospective justice.  

Gillian Whitlock agrees: 

Life narrative can personalize and humanize categories of people whose experiences 

are frequently unseen and unheard. (3) 

So: to not tell the story, or to tell it differently, would be to bear false witness. So: I 

should tell you Neville’s story the way he would. Because this is his story and this, being a 

nonfiction book, requires allegiance to fact. Fact is: the hallmark of Neville’s story is silence. 

That’s what he wanted us to hear. My work was to find ways of narrating that silence. That’s 

where I meet Alexievich. “I am drawn to that small space called a human being,” she said, “a 

single individual. In reality, that is where everything happens.” (n.p.) 

 

 

 

As the start of this exegesis describes, the first time Neville told me his story it was 

over in just a couple of minutes. Then he immediately told the story again, as if an auto-editor 

lived in his brain and had signalled he could do better. The second version contained more 

detail, certainly, but it lasted only a couple of minutes longer than the first version. Both early 

versions focused tightly on the night of 1 May 1993. After a while, Neville finally spoke the 

recurring narrative that frames his story. It’s not a story that starts once upon a time, he said. 

Whenever he said this, and he said it often in our hours and days together, I think he was 

saying his story lacked a plot. Not to mention structure, meaning, coherence, 
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comprehensibility. 

I think he would prefer a story – a single story – that starts Once upon a time for these 

are the words that place us in deep time. We root there. These words – Once upon a time – 

ground us. And the whole basis of Neville’s story is that he lost his ground. With one sip of 

beer, he was uprooted. But he suspects there’s more to that story, one that begins 56 

kilometres before the sip of beer, one that begins earlier that Saturday, one that begins time 

out of mind in a normal household. 

So he keeps several stories, some of them days long in the telling, and he sorts through 

his collection for each occasion, finding the version he thinks will match the listener’s 

interest. In this he was enacting what survivors everywhere do. Aware of their listeners’ 

expectations, survivors hesitate, backtrack, disregard, or overwrite the details of the 

narratives they share. Survivors construct what they deem their listeners will find bearable. 

Meg Jensen explains (her italics) that 

[P]ublic telling of one’s private suffering carries with it specific contrasting demands: 

the ability of the traumatized witness to tell their memories as story and the ability of 

the listener to bear the often excruciating details of that story; the survivor’s 

anticipation of the expectations of their listener; the pressure on the witness to offer 

accurate and consistent testimony despite their desire to present emotionally charged 

and fragmented recounting instead; the survivor’s awareness that much will be lost in 

the translation of their traumatic experiences into story and finally, the contrasting 

compulsions to speak of their past suffering and to forever remain silent. (38) 

I observed Neville heed these contrasting demands on multiple occasions, judging 

which layer of the onion to peel back, how much an audience can handle before they might 

zone out. Quoting Henry Greenspan, Jensen continues: 

Moreover, listeners hear ‘what we anticipate hearing’. 
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I felt this that very first day when Neville gave me two slightly different versions, the 

second immediately following the first, and in their pairing I heard that I was being tested. 

For in those two early versions of his story I also heard silence. 

Into that silence I took my notebook and recorder, and a belief that words can be justice 

of a sort. 

 

 

 

He tells me his story, this way or that way, including or omitting certain parts. If I 

express familiarity with any of it, always he is surprised that he has already told me that part. 

Over the years I have told portions of his story, at conferences, in conversations, and now I 

tell it on these pages. But, as Cynthia Ozick points out in her essay on the diary of Anne 

Frank,35 none of my efforts can be called a story: 

[But] the diary in itself, richly crammed though it is with incident and passion, cannot 

count as Anne Frank’s story. A story may not be said to be a story if the end is 

missing. And because the end is missing, the story of Anne Frank in the fifty years 

since ‘The Diary of a Young Girl’ was first published has been bowdlerized, distorted, 

transmuted, traduced, reduced; it has been infantilized, Americanized, homogenized, 

sentimentalized; falsified, kitschified, and, in fact, blatantly and arrogantly denied…. 

Almost every hand that has approached the diary with the well-meaning intention of 

publicizing it has contributed to the subversion of history. (77-78) 

A more optimistic view of stories which lack endings is introduced in the following 

chapter on storying. Regarding the broader role of narrative here, Ozick’s essay prompts me 

                                                       
35 As acknowledged in ‘U is for Understanding’ in Chapter Ten: Toward and Ethics of Witnessing, I do not call 
upon the Holocaust to equate the Highgate Hotel attack in any way; rather I find that commentary on and 
testimony of that atrocity contributes to my thinking around this project. 
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to ask: If what I am telling you (with well-meaning intention) has no ending, am I still telling 

you a story or am I helping subvert history? And what is it you, reader, are reading? And what 

does Neville believe he is doing when he tells the part of his story that he is able to tell? 

He is bearing his sorrows. Isak Dinesen’s often-quoted words come from a newspaper 

interview in 1957 during which she said: 

One of my friends said about me that I think all sorrows can be borne if you put them 

into a story or tell a story about them, and perhaps this is not entirely untrue. (284)  

For a species that tells stories as a way of locating meaning, there is solace in her view. 

However, a story can only be told if there’s someone to tell it to. Even a message in a bottle 

presumes an audience at some point. This is my storytelling work. I listen to Neville’s story, 

to all his onion-layered stories, looking for a way he might bear his sorrow. Although, starting 

on that very first day, I listened for a long time heedless of the narrative danger I was in. The 

danger, for those of us outside the trauma, is foretold by Molly Andrews (2010):  

We regard those who tell us their stories as somehow special, often over-identifying 

with them (and thus appropriating their subject position as our own), while at the 

same time presenting them as heroes. We are prone to over-interpret both what we are 

told and what we are not told. And we refuse to accept that we can neither understand 

nor represent that which has been told to us. (148-149) 

Andrews believes that, unable to accept the ways survivors of trauma articulate their 

experiences, researchers (storytellers, rapporteurs) begin a project to redeem the stories we 

are told. Yes. Yes, yes. After almost twenty years sitting and sitting and sitting near Neville 

while he told his story and struggling, struggling to listen to all its absences, I constructed my 

own version of sense. As I did so, I told myself this story: I was nudging his bottle towards a 

shore where hands might reach to open it. 
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 

 

Antjie Krog tells the stories of other South Africans as well as her own, using story as a 

way of locating identity. In There Was This Goat, Krog re-enters a TRC story to retell one 

woman’s trauma testimony, this time entangled with the stories of two additional tellers. They 

are Xhosa academic Nosisi Mpolweni and sociologist Kopano Ratele and together the three 

academics undo the confusions and inaccuracies of the story Mrs Notrose Nobomvu Konile 

told the TRC, and then they re-stitch that story with new meaning. Krog (2009) writes:  

It is said that we tell stories so that we do not die of the truth. But we also tell stories 

to know who we are and to make sense of the world. We constitute our social 

identities through narrative and, although life is much more than stories, stories also 

try to create order in the chaos of our lives Stories in their widest sense can be used to 

bring order, or tell about chaos. (19) 

She continues: 

We listen to stories in order to be changed. At the end of the story we do not want to 

the same person as the one who started listening. (19) 

Because I went to East London that summer day in 2006, I am not now the person I was 

then. For all this time I have been listening. How could I have stayed the same?  

In other words: no story, no identity. Without stories we lose our selves. 

 

 

 

I do not know what Neville’s story means. Yet I continued trying to find meaning, a 

near immoral quest in view of the unwordable silences pockmarking his narrative. I wanted 

Neville to be the story’s hero even though, having lifted his shattered fragments and putting 
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them together my way, that strips him of agency. I told his story in a way that is no longer his, 

which means I am committing a kind of narrative perjury. Just because he lets me do it 

doesn’t make it okay. It just means that the deafness of the world defeated Neville, and he is 

letting me have one more go. Which makes this my ethical task: to listen, to relinquish the 

imperative of plot, to build a new path, one that is Neville’s, with room for me because he is 

generous and kind. Our path, including its ethical craters, may, or may not, show us what the 

story means. 

 

 

DETOUR: H is for Hero 

I wanted a hero but for a long time I couldn’t find one to call Neville. I turned to the 

known ones – the big ones – to find a hero to fit my narrative need. There’s Orpheus: that 

cataclysmic descent, that valiant resurfacing. There’s Perseus: slaying monsters with 

perseverance and courage. I was hoping that if I recognised Neville in this way I could un-

other him. Job, perhaps: losing everything precious to him, remaining faithful to God and 

(this part fits neatly) to the notion that God had a plan for him.  

I wanted to lean on such an epic character to help me show you what I mean when I say 

here’s Neville, see him as I do. But Neville is not available for slotting into ready-made 

myths. His mythology is his own. Meaning: it is for me to create my own mythology 

regarding Neville Beling. While answers continue to evade him, making narrative resolution 

impossible, I can only give you enough puzzle pieces to assemble the view you need to find 

in him something of all of us. Including something to admire. It’s ridiculous how much I 

want you to admire him as I do. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

Be loyal to the story, be eternally and unswervingly loyal to the story.  

– Isak Dinesen36  

 

Toward an Ethics of Storying 

 

The chapter entitled ‘Subject’, in Part Two of That Night, This Life, discusses aspects of 

Neville Beling’s life and his presence in mine as agent of change in my narrative heart. When 

we started this project, I had no clue what to do so I was trusting (expecting) the story to 

show me how to be loyal to it. I believed that because I was so compelled by Neville Beling’s 

life, its story would tell itself and all I had to do was channel it. Neville, meanwhile, had 

become adept at feeding journalists’ open beaks, judging when those squawking mouths 

would snap shut and fly away. Then he met me, a reporter with no questions but with a 

notebook and curiosity. I sat across from him or to his side and waited, transcribing every 

repetitive anecdote and recurring narrative cycle I listened to. 

I was treating Neville as my subject, the person outside of me whose life I was 

researching, the victim of an unexplained shooting, the occupant of a life so different from 

mine that it was up to me to wade into its stream and return to my dry bank with field notes. I 

was the anthropologist to his hill tribe, the scientist viewing her specimen. In fact, I had 

unwittingly morphed from journalist to ethnographer, that occupation widely regarded by 

social science to feature a storyteller who is part of story, and I was lost in this unfamiliar 

terrain. I turned inert. 

Neville, meanwhile, was already in possession of his story’s fundamental challenge, 

                                                       
36  In Hannah Arendt’s Men In Dark Times, 97. 
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and it wasn’t the two questions that had no answers. He knew that form would be key, and he 

went straight there in our very first meeting. 

NB: Where’s the book going to start? 

GR: I don’t know the answer to that yet. Let’s just talk about whatever comes to 

mind, and we’ll worry about where to start the book when there’s enough material to 

make a book. 

NB: Yes, but I want to do this right. Where’s the right place to start?  

In Shaping History, Molly Andrews (2007) essays a response to Neville’s pertinent 

concern when she writes: 

[F]rom the perspective of the story’s author, which beginning to begin with, and which 

ending to end with, are dependent upon what tale one wishes to tell….While there is, of 

course, a temporal basis to all narratives – this is one of their defining features – real 

life narratives are unique in that they have no beginning and no ending, other than that 

which is artificially attributed to them…the choice of beginning and ending is a 

strategic one. (187) 

As for me, if I was to be read as a reliable witness, I needed to make additional strategic 

choices. To both of us, Neville’s story felt like narrative wreckage at times and we had only 

our two little tools of grammar and lexicon to bail us out. Using language coherently is a 

demonstration of a rational brain – but trauma isn’t rational. Trauma demands that we be 

inarticulate, incoherent, unreasonable, not even verbal. This is pointed out by Bessel van der 

Kolk, a Dutch psychiatrist whose interest in the TRC brought him to South Africa. Trauma 

resists being transformed into rational language, he says. It keeps us dumbfounded. Yet the 

only path out is paved with words. 

All of this played out in the early months of our relationship when Neville frequently 

voiced his anxiety about the right way of getting his story down and I never knew the answer. 
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NB: What questions do you have? You are very quiet, and it makes me worried. 

Zilla: Worried. Ja. 

NB: I don’t know what’s going through your mind – what the hell are these people 

talking about here? 

He was referring to his parents, and was imagining my confusion as their stories 

sprawled, becoming increasingly resistant to direction. Unable to control his parents (both of 

them in the room that day), Neville became sterner with me.  

NB: You must say, like, ‘you confusing me’, you know, or ‘where are you now?’. I 

know more or less where they jumping to so that’s why I’m trying to say what they mean. 

GR: But you’re editing them as they go! 

Immediately, I regretted this outburst.  

GR: It is quite hard having all three of you here and all wanting to say something. 

But there’s also some value in watching you fight for airtime. Um, I think I am going to have 

to take charge at some point and separate you. 

Zilla: I’ll run! [She shouts this, laughing hard. Then she suddenly stops.] You must 

just tell me when. 

Neville and Zilla would have liked nothing more than to hand over control of the 

uncontrollable. 

By the time I met them in late 2006, Neville had tried heroically and repeatedly (via the 

TRC, various political parties, and so on) to have his trauma heard, to give it voice. What he 

received from that project was almost total silence – from society, yes, but also from his own 

language. He said this repeatedly, on various occasions: 

- I dunno how to put it into words 

- Gill, I’m telling you now. That was – it’s worse than giving birth. I – I – I can’t 

explain it. 
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- You can actually see, like, smoke coming out of the holes of your leg, where the 

drill’s grinding through your bone. Coming out. I can’t explain what I went 

through. I can’t. It’s impossible.  

- I can’t explain any more. 

- You all alone. I can’t explain the loneliness. Because no-one realises what you are 

going through. 

- I can’t explain why but I need to know what’s behind this. 

This was the void I stepped into, hoping to help get his book out of silence and into the 

world. For guidance I started reading theorists like Molly Andrews, a political psychology 

academic interested in stories told at the intersection of individual biography and society,37 

and practitioners like Antjie Krog whose creative nonfiction blurs genre boundaries as it 

traverses the personal, the political, and the South African. But how was I to tell a story with 

no end and possibly no beginning, with language but no words, with silences that deafened? 

How to be unswervingly loyal to that?  

Translator Lina Mounzer has written about how, once we language our individual 

stories, we find a way of placing personal history within a collective history: 

To cross over from that which is felt, experienced, to that which is voiced – for the 

purpose of witness and being witnessed – is each and every time the declaration of a singular 

understanding of what it means to be alive in the world. This opens up new spaces, new 

imagined possibilities, and those, through language, become part of the collective heritage. 

(n.p.) 

Neville did long for South Africans to see, hear, and know his story even while his 

leaders did not, but his more fervent hope was that voicing his story would provoke 

perpetrators to step out of their secrecy with an admission. He hoped his personal story might 

                                                       
37 See https://www.mollyandrews.co.uk/about  

https://www.mollyandrews.co.uk/about
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be a bridge upon which he might finally meet his history.  

In telling that story, I hoped its silences might speak too – rather than overwhelm the 

arguably faint narrative arc of That Night. But Molly Andrews (2007), in her discussion of 

political narrative, offers reassurance. While most life narratives operate with (those 

strategically selected and sequential) beginnings, middles and endings, a political narrative 

with a definitive ending is problematic: 

The lifeblood of politics demands constant movement; the narrative must always be 

unfolding, a perpetual process of renegotiation, reconstruction, and retelling. (189) 

Quoting JF Dienstag, she points out: 

A narrative that ends is a narrative without a future…To imagine a political narrative 

that ends may be to imagine a too-perfect satisfaction with the present and therefore an 

end to politics as the realm of conflict, change, and growth. (189) 

This is pertinent because what Neville so fervently wants is a life with a future while 

what I seek so earnestly is my very ‘self’ in South Africa. The story I ended up telling in That 

Night, This Life is a story of entanglements38 – between Neville and Gillian, and us and South 

Africa, between answers and questions, and receiving and seeking – and such entanglements 

do not end. Instead of containing a beginning, a middle, and an end, these sorts of narratives 

are all middles.39 Consequently, these sorts of narratives – all middle but not, I argue, in any 

way middling – bear great silence. However, a book cannot consist of blank pages attempting 

to mimic a survivor’s silence. As Molly Andrews (in ‘Beyond’) explains (italics added): 

Silence always and only exists in relation to that which surrounds it. It is the blank 

spaces between words, and as such it helps to frame not only the meaning of what is said but 

also what can be said, a refuge for both the unsaid and the unsayable. (161) 

                                                       
38 My essay exploring this topic closes Section 4 of That Night, This Life. 
39 With thanks to Arthur Asa Berger for pointing out, in Narratives In Popular Culture, Media, and Everyday 
Life (Thousand Oaks, California: Sage 1997, 162), that ‘real life’ is all middles. 
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Thanks to the courage of people like Neville Beling and Letlapha Mphlele, some of the 

blanks have been filled. Some spaces wait to be told. There is empty silence, and there is full 

silence. According to Hannah Arendt, Isak Dinesen advises storytellers to strive for the latter. 

However, authorities tend to specialise in the former. That is, if you take Neville Beling’s 

story to be a story of silences, which I do. And which, I venture, Hannah Arendt also would 

for this is how she directs our attention to the wisdom of her favourite storyteller: 

When the storyteller is loyal…to the story, there, in the end, silence will speak. Where 

the story has been betrayed, silence is but emptiness. But we, the faithful, when we have 

spoken our last word, will hear the voice of silence. (97) 

I have told a story of empty silences with a view to arriving at full ones. I have strived 

to be faithful.  

 

 

DETOUR: G is for Gift 

“What we select to write about, I’m suggesting, isn’t a matter of choice so much as 

being chosen. Writing of every kind begins, as Henry James said, with its donnée, the 

something given, the one small thing that cannot be refused.” Terrence Des Pres wrote that.40  

 

 

  

                                                       
40 In Writing Into The World: Essays 1973-1987. Viking: New York 1991, 3. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

Telling a story about the truth is a complicated business.  

–  Antjie Krog41  

 

Toward an Ethics of Representation 

 

This exegesis focuses on the ethics of portraying life experiences – whether of another 

or of oneself – because it is rooted in the unavoidable personal reality of its writer having 

been born a South African, and white. This circumstance – which is, of course, also my 

narrative catalyst – is discussed by Gillian Whitlock who refers to “the ambiguous location of 

life narrative somewhere between fiction and history” (11). These pages aim in their 

unfolding to become a partial map of my thinking and making, a way of marking less 

ambiguously the location of my identity as a South African mindful of her place in history, 

that place having been conjured in part by myths and narratives and origin stories (one of the 

latter is told in Part Two of That Night, This Life, in the chapter entitled ‘Implication’). 

Whitlock continues: 

Life narrative touches the world in distinctive ways, then: it refers to lived experience; 

it professes subjective truths; and above all it signals to the reader an intended fidelity 

to history and memory. (12)  

If first person creative nonfiction has any value to the reader (and presumably it does if 

we consider its proliferation in recent decades), that value rests on the reader’s sense that they 

are in the hands of a reliable narrator demonstrated, Whitlock proposes, by “gestures of 

                                                       
41 To Duncan Brown in ‘Creative Non-Fiction: A Conversation’ (66). 
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sincerity, authenticity and trust” (12).  These are the gestures, and this is the fidelity, which 

this chapter seeks to explore. 

For support on this journey, I turn to auto/ethnography or, to deploy a more recently 

coined and useful designation, ethnojournalism. According to Anne Kirstine Hermann (495), 

an ethnojournalist searches for meaning – at least a pattern or some connection – and 

examines the ordinary rather than the extraordinary, talking to ‘regular’, often marginalised 

people. However, I seriously doubt whether any of my years of writing and of lostness have 

any meaning if what I have done is not fair and it is this seam in the rock which this chapter 

aims to explore. Not with the intention of locating a judgement but with the animating spirit 

of an autoethnographer’s inquiry,42 which is, as Arthur Bochner advises,  

to allow another person’s world of experience to inspire critical reflection on your 

own…. You recontextualize what you knew already in light of your encounter with 

someone else’s life or culture. (22-23) 

In the beginning, I wanted to write myself into Neville’s life, into his pain – not to be 

him but to inhabit him, to somehow enter his suffering in the name of narrative veracity. In 

the beginning, I thought detail upon detail would deliver the book he wanted while 

demonstrating my immersion in the assignment. Heaps of information grew, the book did not. 

I had thought he would participate in its construction, that together we would decide on its 

shape and form, that we were in this together and this teamwork would deliver the fair 

representation I sought. But that wasn’t his plan. He was waiting for the book he’d requested.  

He did express interest in reports of any progress with writing but whenever I asked 

him to respond to pieces I sent him, I got the same answer: No Gill, whatever you think. I 

realise now that hoping he would participate in my labour was an outrageous expectation. He 

                                                       
42 For a comprehensive overview of autoethnography, see ‘Autoethnography: An Overview’ by Carolyn Ellis, 
Tony E Adams and Arthur P Bochner, available at https://www.jstor.org/stable/23032294. For nuanced 
considerations of autoethnography and its practice, see works by Denshire, Tolich, Denzin, Wall. 
 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/23032294
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had been hospitable to my questions, my voice recorder, my notebooks, my prolonged 

presence, and my confusion, all of it beyond the reasonable hope of any reporter.  

Also, Neville does want to read. I eventually figured out that audio is more useful to 

him than text. In lieu of showing him what I write, I began to read it for him. It is a step 

further than many writers are willing to go – for most journalists and editors, showing copy to 

source is a rare if not taboo step in the editorial process. But I wanted Neville to know that I 

wasn’t talking about him behind his back and that, this time, history wasn’t going on without 

him. I also needed him as primary fact checker.43 I opted for this level of transparency 

because, as the teller of a story I do not own, I regard these as basic moral obligations. It is 

not the same as delegating assignments I had volunteered for, and I remained aware of my 

authorial responsibilities throughout. In addition to openness and accuracy, every editorial 

decision had to be mine. Early drafts of That Night, This Life (which had then the working 

title of It was not death for I stood up, a line from Emily Dickinson) were conceived as a joint 

project with two authors: By Neville Beling and Gillian Rennie. However, eventually, thanks 

to insights from readers of early drafts,44 I saw what had to be done. Telling me the story has 

been costly for Neville. I could not ask him to do my work too. I return to this point in the 

following chapter on the ethics of appropriation. 

My work is this: to tell his story so that it might be acknowledged by others. To weave 

his story into the South African story. Because what happened that night was not random. 

Because how he chose to live following that night means something. The only way I can 

inhabit this belief is to pay Neville Beling’s story the attention it deserves, to tell how it 

                                                       
43 Neville’s prodigious capacity for detail has made him a stellar fact checker, providing a vital safety net for 
this reporter. 
44 In particular, I am indebted to the reader’s report by Francois Smit, commissioned by Tafelberg after the 
manuscript was shortlisted for its nonfiction award. His reader’s report is very clear about authorial point of 
view, whose story was whose, and which byline should appear on the cover. 
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inhabits me, and to do so with a tenacious and unflinching approach to equal his. But I also 

have to do this ethically. 

I started discharging this duty by choosing detachment, thinking distance would show 

me clearer views of the road. Not so. Distance merely encourages judgment. That’s odd. How 

weird is that. What makes them do those things? I need to go home. I must make bread. The 

fragrance of bread baking was the only way I knew to soothe my troubled detachment. 

Because the last thing I was ready to judge, back then, was me – my clouded motives, my 

dubious voyeurism, my inexcusable schadenfreude. All of it was reprehensible because it was 

unacknowledged and the longer it went unexamined the more discomfiting it got. And the 

more bread I baked instead of writing. With my eyes and ears reeling from a day in East 

London, I sought reassurance from another sense. I could not read, or listen to music, or even 

talk, but aroma massaged the tender heart. While my head was filled with mayhem and 

murder, I filled my house with nourishment, the smell of potential on the rise. 

 

 

 

I also misguidedly believed that scrupulously observed detail would persuade me – and 

therefore the reader – that I had been faithful to the assignment, to history and memory. 

James Agee, who also suffered paroxysms of moral anxiety regarding his presence in the 

homes and lives of the three sharecropping families he reported on, also compensated his 

conscience by stuffing his book with exhaustive detail, “however trivial it may seem” (x). 

But detail piled upon detail (“no relevancy avoided”), risks inducing indigestion more 

than conviction in a reader. More importantly, quantity is immaterial: no amount of detail will 

be able to stand in for reality. As Denzin puts it, 
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There can never be a final, accurate representation of what was meant or said – only 

different textual representations of different experiences. (5) 

With That Night, This Life I have endeavoured, as James Agee did, to  

use words in such a way that they will tell as much as I want to and can make them 

tell of a thing which happened and which, of course, you have no other way of 

knowing…not because you have any interest in me but simply as the small part it is of 

human experience in general. (217) 

Having confronted the puny ability of mere words to convey immense truths, I came to 

believe instead that the burden of credibility – that is, finding both reader and subject to be in 

capable reportorial hands – rests in the successful construction of a reliable narrator. Antjie 

Krog, discussing the matter with Duncan Brown calls this phenomenon “narrative integrity” 

(68), a term she adopts from other creative nonfiction analysts. This line of thought asserts 

that narrative integrity encompasses both aesthetics and ethics – a double imperative which, I 

contend, makes its construction a high priority for the reflexive practitioner.  

A reliable narrator (in the case of first-person narration) depends on both writer and 

reader knowing clearly who or what the ‘I’ is, and how it arrived on the page. A reliable 

narrator is not, as I initially believed, the result of catalogues of detail. Instead, the extended 

prologue to That Night aims to position the book’s narratorial roles clearly and respectfully 

but also truthfully. In introducing the narrative ‘I’ this way, the prologue accords with the 

position outlined by Kate Rossmanith (2023), who advocates for  

the possibility of developing a narratorial presence throughout all our writing that is 

always acknowledging what we see and how we organise what we see. (n.p) 

Doing this successfully allows the reader the clear understanding that they are reading 

what Krog describes to Duncan Brown as  
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a very personal sensibility of a particular reality presented by me. But unlike the 

fiction writer, you can hold me to the truth, you can judge me right through the story 

on the ways I respect the integrity of that truth. (68) 

Jonny Steinberg, discussing the matter with Nick Mulgrew, adds:  

Any non-fiction book has to deal with the question of authority: how it knows what it 

knows. That question is heightened when you go into a world that is not your own, or 

at least one that is very different to your own. If I’m ever going to understand that 

kind of world with any depth or complexity, it’s through my personal relationship 

with people who live in it. I feel that I should show the reader how this relationship 

evolved and therefore how I know what I know. It is in part a question of earning 

authority. (65) 

Understanding the value to a reader of authority earned allows me to understand why 

previous versions I wrote were not the right book. My amateur concern about Neville being 

represented accurately was misplaced. I needed to earn and to own my place on the page, and 

to represent that fairly for the reader for them to be able to apprehend Neville at all. 

Lynn Bloom helped me loosen my devotion to detail. To come over as reliable, Bloom 

explains, a narrator must “play fair” even while being partisan (284). Regarding Neville’s 

father I am plainly partisan, yet I remain totally fair to my perspective, which is that he ill-

treated Neville (and Terri-Ann, and Zilla). Omitting to impart this would have meant I was 

not being fair to the reader, and that would have put my reliability as a narrator in question. 

At the same time, my being this truthful in writing has been hard for Neville to receive. He 

has had to weigh contextual truth against personal pain made public. Mr Beling has died, so 

is now beyond being hurt, but those he injured are alive. Consequently, when Neville asked 

me to remove certain facts illustrating his father’s character, I did.45 Joan Didion famously 

                                                       
45 Prior to entering the public record after examination, I have removed further details at the family’s request. 
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wrote, in her introduction to Slouching Towards Bethlehem, that writers are always selling 

somebody out (2008, xiv). But her reassurance is cold comfort to a writer in relationship with 

her sources, especially if the sources entered the storying project conceiving it differently 

from the writer. 

Confirming comments from my early readers, Bloom continues: 

There is no question about whose truth gets told in creative nonfiction – it has to be 

the author’s, with all other truths filtered through the authorial rendering. (286) 

Oh Neville, I am so sorry. It must now feel that I have hijacked your story. Does it help 

if I say you are not the only keeper of a story whose life has been folded into their writer’s 

story? Jonny Steinberg did it to Sizwe Magadla in Three-Letter Plague (2008), a move he 

explains to Nick Mulgrew as a narrative necessity: 

The course of the narrative required me to go into somebody’s interior and he 

wouldn’t give me his, and so I had to offer up my own as a kind of a proxy for him. It 

was a way of getting to him when he wouldn’t let me in. (65) 

Neville, you did let me in and most generously. But I had to think about more people 

than just you. I had to think about our readers, and how to be an ethical writer for them as 

well as for you as subject. Bloom (285-286) proposes that the pact between author and reader 

is the ultimate relationship to govern ethical judgements, and that their collaboration rests on 

four vital aspects:  

 character, specifically the author’s which lends weight to the story 

through participation and witness;  

 point of view, which pursues the Didion-esque line of listen to me, see 

it my way, change your mind;  

 tone / voice, which must be clear, conspicuous, unmistakable, because 

stories written from the heart must be understood from the heart; and  
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 selection of details, because every detail calls forth a judgement from 

the reader. This is one reason why piling all the details onto a page weakens a text: 

better to engage the reader via their judgement of pointedly selected details, than to 

shut them down with volumes of under-processed material. As a counterpoint to this 

principle of narrative integrity, I report from the stock car track with extensive detail, 

to recreate for the reader the extended sensory overwhelm I felt assailed by yet 

simultaneously in awe of. 

However partisan creative nonfiction is, if it cleaves to these four principles, it is honest 

writing – and that, says Bloom, makes it more ethical than writing which purports to be 

balanced. (286) 

By way of response to Bloom’s third principle, I wish to reflect now on choices I made 

regarding tone / voice – Neville’s voice, in particular. What demands does narrative integrity 

make on a writer’s handling of direct quotes? Initially, I sought to foreground Neville as 

keeper of his story. I went about this by transferring entire tracts of recording transcriptions 

onto the pages of my book. But authoritative creative nonfiction is not made from slabs of 

monologue, however hopefully they were typed out. I had to think about this another way. 

Using direct quotes allows me to tell a story as vividly as I experience it. Consider, for 

instance, the distinctive speech of Karl Weber, included in the chapter on stock car racing in 

Part One of That Night. But it is Neville’s voice on the page that exercised me most. How 

could an ethical writer retain narrative authority yet foreground the subject of her writing? I 

chose in the end to compact some of his quotes, to tell the reader how frequently I heard the 

same story rather than to show the repetitive telling by quoting multiple duplicate tellings. 

While this tactic aims to assist narrative momentum for the reader, it immediately signals to 

Neville – owner of his story – that the reporter of his story is operating unilaterally without 

regard for his reality. In other words, it creates a bind with no fair solution. How should an 
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ethical nonfiction writer balance legitimate editing decisions with an anti-imperialist ethos? 

In relation to her analysis of an Antjie Krog text, Kim Rostan comments: 

On the one hand, then, quotation is the least culpable form of representing the pain of 

others, since it defers to someone else’s very own words. On the other hand, quoting 

can appear to misappropriate or else to overwhelm the original speech in a new 

context. (30) 

While appropriation is the focus of the following chapter, I wish here to explain the two 

methods I settled on to ameliorate any perceptions of appropriation. One was using 

typography to set Neville’s voice apart. However, my reflexive gears continue to grind. Is 

typesetting adequate compensation for so freighted an ethical conundrum?  

The second means I settled on to balance narrative imbalance was to close each of the 

seven sections with Neville’s voice via a direct quote that is rooted thematically in the 

preceding part while also pointing towards overarching themes to come. Put another way, I 

sought to create thematic bridges between the seven parts by relying on Neville’s words. In 

this way, Neville has the last word every time.46 

Despite the sincerity of efforts to have the text convey the primacy of Neville’s voice, 

the strategies may not have succeeded. Authority is not an absolute and what one reader finds 

convincing another might experience as not.47 Nick Mulgrew (2020) discusses authority as it 

generally functions in texts – and specifically in South African non-fiction texts – in this way:  

                                                       
46 Some of my quandaries, as well as some of the methods I located to meet them, are also covered by Laurel 
Richardson (1990, 39-47) in her digest of practical writing strategies.  
 
47 Nuances surrounding this inevitable circumstance, especially their impact on appropriate ethical responses to 
such authorial ambivalence, would exceed the word count and therefore lie beyond the scope of the current 
research, but they are carefully and comprehensively discussed by Nick Mulgrew (2020). 
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A text may both hold and lack authority because a text can (and will) hold within 

itself many kinds of authority, which will be individually assessed by different readers 

in different ways. (202) 

So it doesn’t matter what I do to represent Neville Beling even-handedly or fairly or 

accurately. I, like all the nonfiction writers before me and around me, have zero influence on 

how the subject will respond. Poet and essayist Mark Doty (2007) reminds us of this:  

It is a strange and dire thing, to be represented, and what the represented make of it is 

not in the representer’s power to control. (162) 

The most a representer can aim for is to balance truth-telling against the over-arching 

guiding principle of ‘do no harm’, traditions followed by nonfiction writers since the so-

called New Journalism of the 1960s and the advent of auto/ethnography even earlier. 

Regrettably, unavoidably, the aim can never become reality. Where there is balance, there has 

been compromise. This infers that harm is inevitable. Both parties, compelled to concede 

ground, have had their positions moved towards a point which the writer judges to be 

balanced. The best a representer can hope for is to balance a low degree of non-maleficence 

with a high degree of truth-telling. This bind places me in a reflexive cul-de-sac albeit one in 

which, as Mulgrew (2020) points out, compromises made are made “to each party on the 

other party’s behalf”: 

[I]n the construction of a non-fiction narrative that contains biographical elements, 

reliability stems from the tension between two relationships: of that between author-

narrator and subject, and that between author-narrator and reader. In order for a 

narrative to end up being reliable, the author-narrator must adequately satisfy their 

obligations to – and the demands of – both subject and reader, while making 

compromises to each party on the other party’s behalf. (176) 
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Neville is unfailingly courteous, generous, wise and hospitable to me. How much harm 

my version of truth-telling inflicts, I will never know. He adheres to the traditional view that 

truth lives on the wide corner where mind and actuality intersect, and he repeatedly 

repudiates the view that there is no such thing as objective truth. As he so frequently says, “It 

has to be right”. He badly wants everything, particularly this story, to be right, and to be done 

the right way. At great personal cost he oversaw the Carte Blanche re-enactment because it 

had to be right. Repeatedly he marshalled his parents’ conversation for me because what they 

said had to be right. Privately, he berated other people’s accounts of the attack because they 

were not right.  

Punctilious about what he sees as truth, he constantly asks, “Was it the truth?” And he 

is right to ask. Accuracy is paramount, for veracity and for reliability. He wanted the truth, 

and he wanted it right, by which he meant accurate. He wanted me to get a move on and write 

it all down. I wanted him to recognise that truth was a shifting scrim, dependent on which 

theatre you were in. I wanted us both to know that we both had truths, and that all our truths 

counted. But I first had some reckoning to do. Laurel Richardson (1990) asks these pointed 

questions of a writer who speaks for others: 

For whom do we speak and to whom do we speak, with what voice, to what end, 

using what criteria?....How does our writing reproduce a system of domination, and 

how does it challenge that system? What right do we have to speak for others? to 

write their lives? (26-27) 

She follows this interrogation with a statement that, for this project, is something of a 

manifesto: 

However we choose to write, we are involved in intentional behaviour, and intentional 

behaviour is a site of moral responsibility. 
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I look Laurel Richardson in the eye as I respond. My gaze is steady: fidelity brings 

calmness. My initial intention was to report Neville’s story as faithfully as was feasible, so 

that he may feel seen and heard at last. I made it my moral responsibility to tell the story in a 

way he could recognise as his own. Because it had to be right. I was setting about, as James 

Agee did, an “independent inquiry into certain normal predicaments of human divinity” (x). 

However, as my narrative sensibility evolved and my courage expanded, I outgrew that 

intention. I began to tell the story as I see it of a white South African who has survived a 

political shooting and who lives the rest of his life not knowing who shot him nor why. To do 

this adequately my moral responsibility also had to shift. I aimed to represent him fairly, yes, 

but I also aimed to be fair to the story as I experienced it. So when Neville asks Was it the 

truth?, I want to answer Everything was the truth. But I don’t. It’s not for me to say what the 

truth is. Except for when it’s my turn to say what my truth is. You hold it now in your hands. 

This is Neville’s story; I tell it as I feel it. Sometimes it feels like the telephone conversation 

we had late one night in 2007 when Neville stopped me in my listening tracks. “I’m actually 

in a dark room feeling for the switch,” he said. And I wondered if any publisher would accept 

a life story of just ten words. 

 

 

DETOUR: A is for agency / J is for jawbreaker 

The first time a postgraduate student used aspects of the Highgate massacre as thesis 

research, Neville (and other survivors) obliged with hours of interviews, providing the 

researcher with ample data for analysis. Despite the personal cost of refreshed trauma, 

Neville was eager to see the finished thesis. Months passed, as they do in thesis time, but he 

took the absence of result or even of communication to be another rejection by external 

forces. Eventually he got sight of the thesis which was full of “jawbreakers”, and which did 
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not foreground his story. In fact, he appeared almost in passing and, in the manner of 

academic research, only as one source among many providing evidence for the author’s 

investigation.  

I listen to him fulminating. I hear his disappointment, his incomprehension at the 

denaturing of his very life. I listen, and I note my own distancing from such researchers as if I 

were not one of them, as if I do not deal in jawbreakers when it suits me, as if I do not share 

such academics’ perspective on knowledge value. I note these signs that I have become one 

of them, that I need to tell Neville this, that I do not know how. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

 

The appropriation of people’s stories of pain, for whatever well-intentioned reasons, is          

a morally and ethically problematic act.  

–  Teresa Godwin Phelps48  

 

Toward an Ethics of Appropriation 

 

The first time I met Neville Beling it was November 2006. Two weeks later, still in 

November 2006, I met him again. In the following months, I drove the two hours to East 

London one or two or three times every month to meet him. He and his family and other 

Highgate survivors opened their chests of pain and let me rootle round in them with my pen 

and my clunky tape recorder and my hungry eyes and ears. They were all, every one of them, 

generous with their vulnerability and in their various states of exposure and hope and 

bitterness. I could not have asked for more hospitable sources.  

But always and every time I came away, I came away with the feeling that all Neville 

and I had done was meet each other. With hours on tape every time and both of us physically, 

mentally and emotionally depleted, still I felt that I had failed to crack his guarded veneer, 

that we had not communed. I was plundering his life story and not letting him near mine. I 

had a pen; he had a story. He gave me copious and confusing stories and I took them all 

down. For the longest time it felt transactional.  

But it never was that clear. I felt bound and I was. We were already entangled. I once 

saw a sepia photograph of Houdini in chains, arms tied to his sides, movement apparently 

                                                       
48 In Shattered Voices: Language, violence, and the work of truth commissions. University of Pennsylvania 
Press: Philadelphia 2004, 9.  
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impossible. The viewer awaits his release; while we wait, he stands to attention. Looking at 

the picture, instead of a single human I saw all of us, bound, but by different chains yoked to 

different sources, and I saw that we all await release. This expectation is surely established at 

the start of our lives when an outsider cuts the cord that binds us to sustenance, safety, 

security. Then we become experts at tying ourselves up, or life ties us up, and we wait for 

someone else to cut us free. But the person carrying the surgical scissors fails to arrive. The 

choice: either we cut ourselves off – slice right through the ties – or we get to work with the 

cords that yoke us.  

However, if writing is the blade, severance is never total. The words remain lined up 

forever, connecting us. I might un-entangle my story from Neville’s, but the essays affording 

that will always lie between us, binding us. Reminding me of everything I took while he 

waits in chains. 

 

 

 

As Chapter Seven of this exegesis explains, Neville kept urging me to take charge of 

what I persisted in seeing as his project. In fact, he was already aware that the terms of our 

engagement had shifted and he was just prodding me to step into my inevitable role as the 

dominant partner in an already asymmetric relationship. Citing Daphne Patai, Paul John 

Eakin reminds me that the asymmetric relationship “between informant and (typically) 

academic author” (174) assigns dominance to the one who already belongs to the class that 

controls production and consumption of such texts. In this light, it is hardly surprising that, as 

described in ‘Time.Line’, my unrefined attempts to involve Neville and his mother in my 

research and writing processes fell flat. And so they should have – the asymmetry of our 

narrative relationship did not give me licence to issue kokis and order the Belings around a 
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sheet of paper. “The fact remains,” Eakin goes on, “that it is we who are using them for our 

books.”  

In other words, our PhD theses. Even though the Nevilles of South Africa offer 

themselves for purposes of their own, that doesn’t automatically mean the writers of South 

Africa should appropriate their life stories. Every action I take as a writer comes back to this 

quintessential question: What entitles me to take from this person? 

Eakin explains that, in proximate collaborative autobiography, the story of the self is 

constructed through the story told of and by someone else, told by the ‘I’ of the proximate 

other’s story and the ‘I’ of the story of the story – the narrative of the self’s recording of the 

other’s story. This results in a psychological ambiguity, most tangibly evident in the signature 

on the title page, what journalists call the byline, which reflects the unequal distribution of 

power. Whatever the terms of collaboration have been, that byline signals that an act of 

appropriation has occurred. However much or little I have approached the topic of this 

discomfort with Neville, I am the one in line for a higher degree. I have become one more 

user in a line of people using the circumstances he didn’t ask for in his life to manoeuvre 

circumstances I can ask for in mine. 

If one chooses to write, every writer’s moral responsibility exists as a result of the 

inevitable imbalance of power that comes from writing. Every writer is a chained Houdini.  

 

 

 

Neville and Zilla and Terri-Ann are explaining very heatedly and emotionally how 

apolitical they used to be, how little they knew – or nothing – of the reality of life in South 

Africa. They are agreeing that not knowing absolved them from being labelled “racial”. I 
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listen and listen, nodding, checking that the tape is still rolling, going uh-huh, encouraging 

them to continue.  

Now today we are being blamed because we are white-skinned for what they went 

through. In the meantime, either I wasn’t born, like Sharpeville, or I was born but I 

never know what was going on. 

And I get bombarded with those questions at the TRC. How the hell am I 

supposed to know what happened in Sharpeville? I still don't know the whole story. I 

still don't know today what took place, why the police opened fire or whatever. The 

first black massacre I heard of was in Bhisho.  

I had not at that point read the work of Dori Laub who writes: “I might have had an 

agenda of my own that might have interfered with my ability to listen, and to hear.” (61) 

Laub is writing about whether prior knowledge of a topic (or its context) is a value or a 

hindrance to an interviewer. I mention Laub’s careful observation because, while I listened to 

the three Belings on this day, I had failed to notice my shift away from being an attentive 

listener to being a self-involved didact with an inchoate resentment about to burst its banks.  

Zilla, innocently and in her embracing way, tried to draw me into their precious circle. 

Perhaps it wasn’t that innocent; perhaps she was seeking external confirmation of her 

family’s position. Either way, she was not prepared for what came next. 

Zilla: Where were you when you were a young girl? 

GR: I grew up in Durban. [The recording is clear: my answer is abrupt, my 

voice clipped] 

Zilla: In Durban. [She ponders.] And there’s no blacks in Durban those years, 

there was just Indians.  

GR: There were a few million blacks. [The characteristic resort to 

hyperbole when inflamed.] 
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Neville intervenes with what he knows, mentioning the dompas. He is trying to 

steer his mother away from my blades. She remains her trusting self. 

Zilla: I never even knew about the dompas. That was the ID books? 

Neville, ever vigilant, takes the airtime away from me and Zilla by discoursing on the 

value of education, on how much people still have to learn “before this country comes right”. 

I can’t tell you what happened next. My notes dry up. I was too furious to write. And, 

tellingly, the recording becomes unclear. I might have had an agenda of my own that might 

have interfered with my ability to listen, and to hear. 

Why did I do that? In a single unannounced instant, I went from dispassionate to 

irrational. In the shame of reflexive hindsight, possible answers present themselves. Was I 

standing up for my nanny and all the Durban nannies who sat on suburban curbs with their 

backs straight and legs straight out in front of them? Was I covering up for the fact that I have 

no idea what my nanny’s isiZulu forename was? That as a child I, too, had not known that I 

lived in a place that had more black people than white? 

The answer does not matter here. What matters is that I had stopped listening well. My 

agenda derailed the testimony. “Knowledge should not hinder or obstruct the listening with 

foregone conclusions and preconceived dismissals,” writes Laub (61).  

I’ll never know what could have transpired that day, what truth I stifled, how far past 

reasonable I tipped the outrageous asymmetry. 

 

 

 

I was a girl raised to respect age restrictions on movies and bedtime curfews which is to 

say I was a girl programmed to comply. The more you pleased people, the more they’d like 

you. And the most efficient route to that destination would be silence. Don’t say what you 
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really think; if you have to say anything at all, say what you think they want to hear. So, 

despite its reputation for speaking truth to power, journalism was an obvious career path. I’m 

only reporting what he said, it’s not me speaking.  

The trick for such a journalist is to find the source who will say what you can’t. Perhaps 

I’m the only reporter with professional laryngitis but for decades it served as my doctor’s 

note against speaking up. Until I met Neville Beling. Still with my own story stuck in my 

throat, I leaned on his to take me to some undetermined elsewhere. To extricate his story, he 

had to trust me. To tell his story, I had to risk his dislike. But too many people and faceless 

forces had already betrayed him and I refused to be one more. On the other hand, for as long 

as I refused to betray him, his story would refuse to be told. To break the impasse, I had to 

turn on him and I didn’t know how.  

Meanwhile, I coped with the discomfort of receiving his stories, many of them two or 

three times, some of them more than that. I do not question why I cope because I have a 

ready-made answer.  

I cope with the Belings’ pain because fundamentally I am a journalist and that’s what 

journalists do. We cope. 

We witness suffering but decline to suffer. We tell stories but refrain from becoming the 

story. We enter the lives of others while staying out of our own. 

This is rubbish, of course. My experience working for the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission proved that, and so did the experiences of everyone else who had anything to do 

with the TRC. Yet still I embarked on telling Neville Beling’s story thinking that I would – 

and could – tell Neville Beling’s story without entering it. So I sat down with him to listen to 

his story and to cope with what I heard. 

I spent many months becoming conversant with the threads of Neville’s life, an 

experience which started to exact a price. One minor ailment after another beset my body, 
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and chronic disorders became pronounced, just as they had when I worked for the TRC. For 

weeks at a time pain or discomfort accompanied my days. Initially, I took this physical 

communication as a living reminder of the discomfort Neville endures without end. I took it 

as a way of keeping alive to his reality. Many months like this passed before I acknowledged 

that my theory was only partially valid. I had to concede that I am not the kind of journalist I 

imagined Neville Beling’s story to require. I am not a journalist at all. I am another South 

African, looking at this South African, and seeing a reflection. It is not the faithful replication 

of a mirror image. It is more like a refraction: an image, beamed onto the retina of my 

consciousness, that is recognisable and therefore personal. It is a picture of a South African 

story teller so immersed in the story that she risks submersion. A story teller only just coping. 

Just because you can see me doesn’t mean I’m here. 

 

 

 

I read through transcripts, combing them for the telling nugget, discarding pages and 

hours of my life. How obsessively and faithfully I recorded every detail of my intercourse 

with Neville. Faithful to what? To his version of The Truth i.e. his truth. When all the while I 

had no cooking clue what truth was, his, mine or anyone’s. When Svetlana Alexievich 

accepted her Nobel Prize, she said:  

It always troubled me that the truth doesn’t fit into one heart, into one mind, that truth 

is somehow splintered. There’s a lot of it, it is varied, and it is strewn about the world. 

(n.p.) 

These are the chains binding me. When I prioritise readability, I depose him from his 

own story, from my avowed aim of making this true to him, for him. And when I see his tale 

as being my tale, I see the grandiose ideals of a person too lazy and too timid to get a life of 
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her own. I have to mothball journalism and leap from court-of-law truth to here-in-my-heart 

truth. And whose heart would that be, then: mine or his or the reader’s?  

Eventually, I had to risk appropriating his life to tell the only story I was qualified to 

tell. My story of his story. 

 

 

 

Janet Malcolm startled numberless reporters with her now-famous claim that “[E]very 

journalist who is not too stupid or too full of himself to notice what is going on knows that 

what he does is morally indefensible”. (3) 

She means that every reporting encounter is destined to end badly. Betrayal is built into 

the uneven balance of power when a subject agrees to tell their story to a person with a 

recording device and a publishing platform. To switch from do-tell-you-can-trust-me 

interviewer to authoritative writer is therefore to commit a moral misdemeanour.  

“One has no right to appropriate a story paid for with a lifetime of pain and 

destruction.” It is a relief to read precisely these words in Country of my Skull by Antjie Krog, 

who is referring to the circumstances of testimony and witnessing at the TRC. She goes on: 

“Words come more easily for writers, perhaps. So let the domain rather belong to those who 

literally paid blood for every faltering word they utter.” (237-238) 

I tried that. Knowing that Highgate victims spilled so much blood that hospital staff laid 

stepping stones of pillows on the corridors, I listened in silence (hah! mostly) whenever a 

Beling spoke. That was my instinct and my default as a journalist. But it made more silence. 

Fear of appropriation shut down the project altogether. 

After a long time – too long – in the ethical wasteland, I pulled a chair up to the 

keyboard. Yes, appropriating Neville’s story is ethically questionable. But it’s better than no 
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story for Neville. I think. Yes, thanks to a conversation Antjie Krog had with Ariel Dorfman, 

another writer of difficult truths, this is what I now think. Krog asked Dorfman: “But isn’t 

that a sacrilege – to use someone else’s story, a story that has cost him his life?” (238) 

Dorfman’s answer was more questions: “Do you want the awful truth? How else would 

it get out? How else would the story be told?” (238) 

That’s what writers need when we tell another’s story: the awful truth that our ethical 

questions have no absolute answers. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

 

But if you can’t stop the horror, shouldn’t you at least document it?  

–  Ruth Behar49 

 

Toward an Ethics of witnessing 

 

What does it mean, to testify? From testis (witness) and fie (make), the act of testifying 

constitutes the making of the witness: as the witness produces testimony, testimony produces 

the witness.50 Both are constrained by the limitations of language, the vagaries of memory, 

the power of imagination. Straining against these constraints, both testimony and witness 

continue their attempts to come into existence. The TRC was arranged in a way that allowed 

testimony to find its witnesses but, as Tom Lodge describes, this process became increasingly 

fraught as the TRC became increasingly stretched. As commissioners at the public hearings 

pursued their forgiveness and reconciliation agenda, attempts to affirm a common humanity 

were tested by administrative and ideological demands. In the process, the needs of Highgate 

survivors were overlooked (even neglected) in ways Michael Rothberg explains thus: 

By privileging reconciliation over justice, human rights discourse demands that 

victims give up their claims on material redistribution and settle instead for a ‘moral 

victory’ that declares that evil has already been overcome. (15) 

For many years after the Highgate Hotel shooting, survivors who looked to organs of 

power for affirmation of their human suffering found none. They received only silence in 

return or, where leaders did appear to listen – by calling meetings to express concern, for 

                                                       
49 In The Vulnerable Observer: Anthropology That Breaks Your Heart, Beacon Press: Boston 1996, 2. 
50 For an expanded and nuanced view on the etymologies of the vocabulary under discussion, see Agamben 
1999 15-39, 137-171. 



396 
 

 

instance, or showing up at hospital bedsides – their performances of proximity led nowhere 

useful. Whatever Constand Viljoen witnessed the day he went to Frere Hospital has not 

enlarged anyone’s understanding of the Highgate case. His awkward appearance at Neville’s 

bedside, the tepid platitudes he mouthed there, the sense much later that he could have known 

something the victims did not, make survivors feel the bedside performance might have been 

more for his own benefit than for the shot-up people. Eventually, Viljoen’s assistant, hovering 

at the end of the bed, realised Viljoen was out of his pastoral depth and took command of the 

moment. All of this is recorded on Mr Beling’s video, an early document of witnessing which 

I have watched many times and which therefore makes me a witness to Viljoen’s visit. All our 

witnessings and all our proximities – mine, Mr Beling’s, Constand Viljoen’s – layer 

themselves over this baffling moment in Neville’s history.  

Whatever the truth of Viljoen’s motive in showing up at Frere Hospital days after the 

Highgate Hotel shooting, his act points to a potentially dangerous risk inherent to witnessing, 

outlined here by Fiona Ross: 

Too close an identification may usurp the position of the other, too great a distance 

may represent others negatively. (4) 

While Chapters Eight and Nine discuss aspects of representation and appropriation 

respectively, in this chapter I explore my parallel experiences of simultaneously witnessing 

and reporting that which is incomprehensible and unimaginable but which, as Elie Wiesel 

urges, must not be permitted to remain so: 

For the survivor who chooses to testify, it is clear: his duty is to bear witness for the 

dead and for the living. He has no right to deprive future generations of a past that 

belongs to our collective memory. To forget would be not only dangerous but 

offensive; to forget the dead would be akin to killing them a second time. (xv) 

This is what Neville Beling and Letlapa Mpahlele did for each other the day they first 
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met in Cape Town: their two-days of listening to each other started to dissolve their sense of 

isolation as they became each other’s witness. It is what Neville has repeatedly averred: that 

it is up to Highgate survivors to honour those who died there. And it is what I have tried to do 

every time I have shown up in East London and every time I show up at the page. These are 

my attempts to challenge Neville’s sense of isolation, to be alongside as he tells. Dori Laub,51 

who is both trauma researcher and Holocaust survivor, explains: 

The listener to trauma needs…to be a guide and an explorer, a companion in a journey 

onto an uncharted land, a journey the survivor cannot traverse or return from alone. 

(58-59) 

It has been my duty as listener to document. It is my extended duty to make it possible 

for you to see what I have seen, hear what I have heard – even though I am bearing witness to 

something I cannot ultimately see. Certainly, I see with my own eyes Neville Beling’s 

jiggling knee, his fretful smoking, his fathomless silences. But I cannot see how much his 

experience belongs to all of us. I cannot know how much my attention to his trauma is 

deepening his aloneness on the edge of society. And I am not always aware of his testimony’s 

effect on me. Laub again: 

As one comes to know the survivor, one really comes to know oneself; and that is not 

an easy task. (72) 

Nevertheless, on I go, listening and then telling. I testify to what I have seen but I am 

sightless. I hear Neville tell of his unmaking but feel myself unmade by the attempt to bear 

witness.  

                                                       
51 Dori Laub and Shoshana Felman are two of the trauma theorists of the 1990s critiqued more recently for 
universalising trauma. For more on this perspective, see The Afterlife of Holocaust Memory in Contemporary 
Literature and Culture by Richard Crownshaw (Palgrave Macmillan 2010). Despite such a possibility, I 
reference them on the grounds that their observations and commentary continue to offer illumination of a 
complex area, and because it is in their work that my project finds company. 
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After our days together, of Neville trying to impress upon me the extent of his pain, its 

physical sensation and its mental toll, of me hearing him feel as though he repeatedly failed, I 

felt as mute as he did, but for different reasons. Whereas Neville and his parents struggled to 

summon words that could efficiently – even adequately – convey their experiences to their 

satisfaction, I found myself unable to voice any response, either in the moment to the Belings 

or later to the blank page.  

I wanted badly to let them know I had heard them, that I had the glimmering of an 

imagining of what they had been through. But registering any of this would make their pain 

my pain, it would be a colonising response. And yet. And yet at the same time the body is 

registering what the mind declines to. After a day in East London, I try to sit at my desk but 

pushing away from it is involuntary. I am aware only of this: I am transcribing, playing and 

replaying the recording and typing carefully, and then I am leaving the room. The gap 

between typing and leaving does not exist. Witnessing has reverberations and mine translated 

into compulsive walking, and baking. My body was hoping – trusting – that motion and 

aroma would massage life back into a brain paralysed by others’ pain. My brain had not yet 

grasped the reality I had entered, described here by Laub: 

For the listener who enters the contract of the testimony, a journey fraught with 

dangers lies ahead. There are hazards to the listening of trauma. Trauma – and its 

impact on the hearer – leaves, indeed, no hiding place intact (72). 

Laub proposes a list of hazards awaiting the listener of Holocaust trauma: 

 A sense of total paralysis, brought about by the threat of flooding – by the fear 

of merger [sic] with the atrocities being recounted. 

 A sense of outrage and anger, unwittingly directed at the victim – the 

narrator….We are torn apart by the inadequacy of our ability to properly respond. 

 A sense of total withdrawal and numbness. 
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 A flood of awe and fear; we endow the survivor with a kind of sanctity,52 both 

to pay our tribute to him and to keep him at a distance, to avoid the intimacy entailed 

in knowing. 

 Foreclosure through facts, through an obsession with factfinding; an absorbing 

interest in the factual details of the account which serve to circumvent the human 

experience. (72-73) 

While receiving Neville’s story, I ticked every one of these warnings.  

 

 

 

Elie Wiesel (2002) has said that one who listens to a witness becomes a witness. 

Wounded storyteller Arthur Frank claims that becoming a witness assumes a responsibility 

for telling what happened (137). Anthropologist Ruth Behar asks, “If you can’t stop the 

horror, shouldn’t you at least document it?” (2) By all these lights and by history, by 

journalism training, by the DNA of narrative, I am compelled to write down what I witness. If 

you are reading this document of the Highgate horror, you are now a witness too. As Arthur 

Frank has it: 

I tell myself stories all the time, but I cannot testify to myself alone. Part of what turns 

stories into testimony is the call made upon another person to receive that testimony. 

(143) 

Regarding the TRC so far so good: South Africans were invited to testify, the rest of us 

were invited to listen. Those of us who listened became witnesses. We entered into 

relationship with the person testifying, the individual telling their story, telling it to us – their 

listeners. Their witnesses. But narrative theorists, researching in diverse settings including 

                                                       
52 This is akin to the awe Molly Andrews warns of, referenced in Chapter Six. 
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South Africa, have found that testifying in public might lead to a silencing of the individual 

sufferer. The result is that the price of transforming collective suffering becomes a cost that 

individuals are expected to bear. Summarising academic and former MP Belinda Bozzoli, 

Tom Lodge writes that: 

[T]hese once-private stories now rendered as public performances were through this 

transformation calculated to achieve important social effects. Prompting witnesses to 

reveal their most profound agonies was not merely an undertaking aimed at individual 

catharsis; rather, the pressure the commissioners exerted on witnesses in the form of 

questioning was to enable the community to feel empathy with the suffering of each 

witness, to weep as they wept. Humble victims were hence socially ennobled as 

communal martyrs. By transforming private grief into public sorrow, communal 

approval could be won for what Bozzoli calls the rites of closure, in which the 

commissioners sought to elicit expressions of forgiveness or requested reparation. 

(183) 

Think, for instance, of the commissioners at Neville’s TRC hearing asking him if he 

would be willing to forgive the Highgate perpetrators. In part, this fulfilled the ritual function 

of the public hearings which were choreographed chiefly to bring about a process of 

communal reconciliation (the facts of each case having already been established by a prior 

process of statement-taking). At that point, however, Neville was still seeking someone he 

could put a face to, a personal need he saw being swallowed by 20 minutes of national need 

he did not yet understand. 

Those who testified to the TRC were afterwards expected to continue with their 

primary task of surviving while those of us whose presence transformed the stories into 

testimonies were expected to continue something or other, ever since then it’s baffled me 

what. Stories were archived, yes, but where exactly did that leave the people whose lives had 
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been flattened out to fit onto archive pages? I understood the intention of the TRC Final 

Report’s ‘popular edition’ to be a bridge-building record of important information and 

illumination for readers – especially South Africans – unable to digest the five volumes 

required by law and by history. I also understood the abortion of the popular edition to be a 

casualty of the well-known differences53 between Nelson Mandela, who led the first cabinet 

which birthed and oversaw the TRC, and his deputy Thabo Mbeki, who led the second 

cabinet, which terminated TRC plans for reparations. As Tom Lodge puts it: 

In October 1998, the publication of the commission’s report brought to the surface the 

tensions that had been developing between the TRC and the ANC. (192) 

Corroborating, Antjie Krog (1998) points out that, by the time of the Final Report 

handover, the relationship between the TRC and the ANC had deteriorated into “a rancorous 

affair” (292). And a former commissioner is on record as saying, “Mbeki wasn’t interested in 

following through on the work of the TRC.” (Du Toit 156) 

Soon thereafter, the TRC started to disband and it was onto this shrinking ship that I 

embarked with naïve optimism and willful egotism filling my sails. Within months, the 

‘popular’ version of the TRC Final Report was shut down. South Africans who had testified 

or witnessed, or both, had been called into a new relationship with the story of our land – and 

then ghosted. In the wake of the 22 000 TRC stories, what was heard in the ensuing silence 

was the sound of academics and writers deconstructing the testimony we had witnessed, very 

often divorcing the stories from their tellers, building careers on the texts these stories had 

become,54 seldom seeking out the Nevilles to continue their relationship.55 I have spent more 

than 20 years angry at the government for not investing in the power of story. But my 

                                                       
53 See, for instance, 
https://omalley.nelsonmandela.org/index.php/site/q/03lv02424/04lv02730/05lv02918/06lv02951.htm.  
54 Note, for instance, a select bibliography of the TRC published in 2006 by Wits University and South African 
History Archive, which runs to 45 pages (shttps://www.saha.org.za/resources/docs/PDF/Projects/trc_bib.pdf)  
55 One exception to this is There Was This Goat, mentioned in Chapters Five and Six. 

https://omalley.nelsonmandela.org/index.php/site/q/03lv02424/04lv02730/05lv02918/06lv02951.htm
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righteous indignation was only a mask. In truth, I was more disappointed in the writer who 

allowed her back to be turned.  

This is the wound of failure I have carried since leaving the TRC with my first writing 

assignment there incomplete and my second writing assignment having to be completed by 

others. After the demise of the popular edition project, I accepted a contract to supervise a 

team of writers contracted to boil down the thousands of testimonies transcribed into the 

Commission data bank. We sat in a room in Adderley Street, sinking further and further into 

our separate pits. The scale of the assignment, the hopes we separately and together pinned to 

that paper memorial, all of it pressed us down. Then we were told to speed up, to start 

meeting numeric targets. With only so many weeks remaining until deadline and with so 

many victim stories still on our desks, we had to process a breathless number of folders per 

day to complete the target tally of 50-word summaries. Humanly, it wasn’t possible. 

Psychically, it was beyond impossible. Our acts of witnessing so that South Africa might 

witness flaked away at our fingertips. I folded under the weight of the task and of my own 

expectations, and surrendered the assignment. 

Can one person approach another person’s trauma? Never mind the affront of 50 words; 

would any number of words be enough? Is it even ethical to try when trauma is so 

notoriously inexpressible? What is it about Neville Beling’s story that made me think if I 

understood his story I’d understand a little about South Africa? I fancied that if I could part 

some of the veils drawn over the Highgate Hotel shooting by institutions and time, I might 

glimpse the illumination I seek, that the personal might illuminate the universal. But when I 

reflect on this, these are the words that come: Ghoulish. Selfish. Voyeuristic. Crass. 

Presumptuous. Inexcusable.  

Fiona Ross counters this with her view that, in some cases, “research and writing may 

offer a form of witness” (3). Even so, here I am, adrift in a dark and complex story with 
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impaired recall of why or how I got here. But that counts for less than why and how I get out 

of this impasse.  

The only way out is to write my way out, thereby writing Neville in.  

Will Neville be satisfied with the book I made from his story? Would any attempt 

measure the weight of his story? I have no idea. I get used to the fact that I never will know 

the answer to these questions. I know only that my task is to witness, an act both impossible 

and necessary. 

 

 

DETOUR: W is for Walking 

To be a nonfiction writer is to experience life twice: first in the event and then again in 

its writing. So it should have been no surprise – yet it was – to find that in my second living 

of Neville Beling’s experiences i.e. transcribing the hours of recordings, that my body reacted 

as it had wanted to the first time round, by getting the hell away from the experience 

altogether. I couldn’t vacate the Belings’ lounge while we worked, but once at home my body 

gave it itself permission to react. It began walking. Ritually, numbly, plotlessly. The chair 

pushed itself away from the desk and I left the house: 10pm, 1am, 5am, round and round the 

blocks of my neighbourhood I walked until I could see again, hear my breath again, sit a little 

longer, long enough to live Neville’s story a second time. 

 

 

DETOUR: U is for Understanding 

Claude Lanzmann, documenter of the Holocaust and its after-effects, coined a vital 

phrase: The obscenity of understanding. 
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Kopano Ratele recalls the film maker’s phrase in There Was This Goat, the book in 

which he unpacks with two colleagues a seemingly inexplicable TRC testimony. He is 

musing on his evolving relationship with the book’s subject, a poor rural woman who 

testified to the TRC as the mother of a son shot dead by security police in an infamous 

apartheid incident. Ratele claims that he has to continue refusing to understand what 

happened to Mrs Konile. He says that the non-understanding allows him to continue engaging 

with her. He believes that not understanding what happened to her “is not, and should never 

ever be, in the realm of human understanding”. (172) 

Like Lanzmann, refusing to understand is the only ethical attitude available to Ratele. 

“There is an absolute obscenity in the very project of understanding,” Lanzmann has written 

(478). “The act of transmitting is the only thing that matters.” Thus he films, thus Ratele and 

colleagues record and debate, thus I drive to East London filling notebook after notebook. 

While it is generally regarded as sacrilege to compare any atrocity with the Holocaust, 

and it is not my intention to do any such thing, a lot of the experiential reflection and analysis 

surrounding the Holocaust helps me understand what I witness when I’m with Highgate 

survivors. There, I’ve just blundered through that word again. I need Lanzmann in my ear. 

For me to approach understanding what happened to Neville, to Zilla, to Terri-Ann, to Mr 

Beling, would be obscene. It would be a lie. The most I can aim for is telling you what they 

told me.  

Yet understanding is precisely what Neville craves from those around him – to such an 

extent that he believes the lyrics of an Elton John song mean it is Elton John who best 

understands his experience (see ‘Subject’ in Part Two of That Night). But Elton John is 

human, and what Neville wants him to do lies beyond human understanding.  

For years I have been supposing that if I read enough, interview enough, cogitate 

enough, bore others enough, refresh my guilt enough, service my low self-esteem enough, 
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rewrite the story enough, that eventually I will understand enough to be able to report 

faithfully enough so that others can understand too – at least a little – and so that Neville can 

feel vindicated by having his story now told. But I cannot do that. No-one can. Neville’s story 

is not one that can be fathomed. I can only write down those parts of the story I think I know. 

Claude Lanzmann and Kopano Ratele are not wrong. Claiming to understand certain 

things is obscene. I say the impossibility of being able to understand is also offensive. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 

Biography… teaches us something more about ourselves, as members of the human race.  

– Luli Callinicos56  

 

Toward an Ethics of Implication and Shame 

 

I wrote in my research proposal – meaning, I wrote it for the first time ever – that 

failing to tell TRC stories not once but twice has left me with a doubled shame. The first stain 

was left by the unexpected termination of the popular edition project, the second came from 

my own failure to complete my contract on the victims’ volume. What I have never typed out 

loud is what I was really trying to do by going to the TRC to work as a writer.  

 

 

 

Sometimes I avoid writing by watching medical docuseries. I watch neurosurgeons 

remove tumours from brains. Their test is to excise the growth with sufficient margin of 

safety for healthy life to proceed. Their test is also spatial. They operate their instruments via 

a series of clever cameras and lenses and screens which separate them physically from the 

head in front of them. They operate in a brain but are not themselves anywhere near that 

brain. Some writing requires a similar surgical precision, approached from a distance. I peer 

through microscopes of emotion, excavating the layers of tissue packed defensively around a 

sensitive nerve, feeling my way with keyboard or pen, seeking a margin of safety. 

                                                       
56 In Oliver Tambo: Beyond the Engeli Mountains. David Philip: Claremont 2004, 15. 
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 

 

The truth is, I had hoped that, by working for the TRC, I might write myself into the 

spaces between the 22 000 victim stories told there. I thought I could locate my South 

African self in relation to all those other South African selves. I thought that if I midwifed 

22 000 other stories, I could reconcile who I am with who I wanted to be. I thought my truth 

might be somewhere in the spaces between other people’s lines, or in the full stops at the 

ends of those lines. Writing for the TRC seemed like one way I could expiate the burden I 

had not chosen but which I carried on my skin. I wanted my work for the TRC to help relieve 

the guilt I felt in having been born white.  

Njabulo Ndebele swiftly disabuses me of this foolish thinking. According to him, I, 

archetypal “bleeding heart English-speaking liberal” (90), posed one of the biggest dangers to 

TRC hearings. For me and those demographically like me the TRC confirmed our view of 

black people as helpless victims, suffering complaints before whites who claim to understand 

their plight and declare themselves willing to help. In this way, he writes, blacks will always 

be the numerical majority weighed down by the psychology of suffering minorities. 

He was writing this in 1998, when the TRC was trying to conclude its messy optimistic 

work and around the time I was responding to an advertisement for TRC writers. When I saw 

that ad, I saw a way of finally becoming relevant in my country. I read it as an invitation to 

take the one thing I could do – stitch other people’s stories into words – and knit myself into 

the future of my land. But I was white, and delusion came with me. 

 

 
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When Neville and I retraced the 56 fateful kilometres of That Night, we both were 

trying to imagine a 20-year-old neither of us knew, and to allay my discomfort with this 

mission I asked questions – all the way. I behaved like a journalist in a familiar groove which 

I now regret. I wish I’d been more ethnographic and less journalistic for the three hours of 

that trip. Agreeing to help Neville tell his story was an agreement to report on an ‘other’. Yes, 

we are both South African. Yes, we are both white. So, yes, we both benefited from 

apartheid. But something else must have propelled me into his car that day to look for the key 

to his story.  

Kurt Vonnegut, who left a lot of advice for writers, made this his first command: Find a 

subject you care about. (66) Immediately, questions arise. What is it about Neville Beling I 

care about? Why do I care? Why should a reader care? How will I get that reader to care? I 

ask myself these things because Vonnegut also says that when you exclude anyone’s wanting 

anything, you exclude the reader, which is a mean-spirited thing to do. 

Neville is not mean-spirited and nor, I think, was Vonnegut. But I can be, and I was the 

day we re-traced the 56 kilometres to the Highgate Hotel. Whenever I snapped at Neville he 

offered a stoic silence in response. It is wrong-headed to believe this signalled an ease 

between us. I’d crossed a line. What I said was uncalled for. But in the newly strange terrain 

of familiarity between us I did not know how to apologise. Instead, my habitual interrogation 

reminded us both of our differences and I swallowed their attendant shame. Something had 

happened to him; I, day-tripper to East London, came to see what happened after that. The 

close of Part One describes the route Neville and Roland took that night to arrive at the 

Highgate Hotel minutes before masked gunmen opened fire there, and it describes some of 

my mean-spirited responses to the Neville of before. I should have shut up. I should not have 

gratuitously judged his actions out loud as I did, actions made in a life that lay the other side 

of three bullets.  
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How do I cease being mean-spirited? Vonnegut believes story might help. I mistakenly 

believed I would tell a story about Neville Beling. But my story, I eventually came to see, is 

about my shame and I could excavate its layers only if my spirit was kinder to all concerned. 

I imagined that my initial promise to Neville to help him get his story out would 

remedy the frustrations of superficial journalism. But it would still be journalism. I did not 

hear it as a promise to myself and to the nerve I circled and which is this: After failing – 

twice – to write for 22 000 South African victims, what was I, a white woman of no import, 

doing writing about a white man, construed repeatedly and by many as being of no import? 

Lacking authentic motive, this project was one more action from a white South African of 

“unselfconscious entitlement to a sense of home (belonging), autonomy, relevance, 

legitimacy and honour”. (West 26)57 

I spent more than a decade in shame writing the wrong book because I could not see 

that shame was an answer to a question I couldn’t bring myself to frame. What meaning is 

there in being here white? Mary Burton (25-34), who spent her life working for radical 

change, urges whites to accept that our burden is not guilt. She says the white person’s 

burden is to take responsibility for the radical change all of South Africa needs. Pumla 

Gobodo-Madikizela, like Mary Burton also a commissioner at the TRC, writes: 

Black people are having to deal with the reality that political transformation has not 

fundamentally transformed their lives, while white people who benefited from 

apartheid have lost little or nothing. On the contrary, the benefits and luxuries they 

enjoyed in the past continue today under a black majority government. Very few 

white people are prepared to face up to this. (30) 

                                                       
57 It is not the intention of this project to extend the discussions on whiteness, most of which are 
comprehensively covered by Claire Scott (among others over the past decades) in at the fault line: Writing White 
in South African Literary Journalism. These discussions mostly retain the victim > < perpetrator binary and 
perpetuate the conversation about white obligations. My position here is somewhat at an angle to this well-worn 
track, and rests on the theory of implication which I see as a catalyst for refreshed reflection on shame. 
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Both of these positions point to the matter of collective responsibility, which comes as a 

result of our being social animals. The sense of the social collective inspires the “c’est moi” 

line of political expression as in Je suis Charlie and We are all Trayvon, all the way back to 

1968 when French students declared We are all German Jews. However, this is glib thinking. 

Appropriate pushback, avers Rothberg (2-12), would be for us also/instead to declare We are 

all Nazi oppressors and We are all Muslim extremists. (To his list I could add We are all 

Highgate attackers, faceless men on a mission from a concealed commander, sowing 

confusion and hurt.) But this strategy also has limits. Chief among these is the perpetuation of 

binary thinking that permits us to continue avoiding the need for a larger reckoning with 

structures of power and with the “histories that continue to resonate as afterlives”. (10) I am 

not Neville Beling. Nor am I a Highgate gunman. But I do live in a society that germinated 

the climate for violent attack. I am vicariously responsible for things I have not done,58 a 

position the TRC was at pains to teach South Africans. 

When the TRC considered the matter of accountability, based its position on the 

recognition that perpetrators may in part be victims (of doctrinaire education, of a state 

system, of poverty) and that this created moral grey areas for commissioners. Nelson 

Mandela told us that we all “share in the shame at the capacity of human beings of any race 

or language group to be inhumane to other human beings”. (Truth 134)  

I am not saying writing a story of two lives entangled as a result of one violent night 

constitutes the radical change Mary Burton calls for. But it could be a prayer flag, hoisted 

from the burden of one South African. 

 

 

                                                       
58 Drawing on Hannah Arendt’s views on collective responsibility, Michael Rothberg explains how unhelpful 
the ‘we are all guilty’ line is. It fails as a response to structural racism because “it ends up reproducing the very 
racialized structure of society that lies behind the problem”. (47-48) 
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Removing the door to a building would drastically alter the building’s usefulness for 

the owner would not be able to enter, and nor would anyone else. This is how I think of my 

nerve of shame. Excising it from my life would massively distort my South African reality. 

So how can I host it but also be a healthy citizen?  

Historian Michael Rothberg responds with his theory of implication. Although he 

writes as an American the originating problem is easily recognisable: 

Those of us who are white residents of the U.S…possess…a responsibility to reflect 

on and act against our implication in a system of racial hierarchy that we enable and a 

history of aborted justice that we benefit from in manifold ways …confronting such 

forms of implication constitutes one of the most urgent political tasks of our time. 

(10) 

Letlapa Mphahlele has shown us what implication looks like when it is embodied not 

with guilt but with responsibility for the collective. Just as he once had put his body where he 

believed it needed to be, again and again post-democracy he inserts his humanity where 

entanglement demands. While doing so, Mphahlele acknowledges his “contradictory 

personalities” when he reports he is “a man pouring out vengeful rhetoric on public 

platforms” and also “a man who feels for the people hurt and maimed thanks to orders I 

gave”. (204)  

With his body and his words, Mphahlele repeatedly demonstrates that the gap between 

perpetrator and victim is more of a spectrum to inhabit than a chasm we’d rather back away 

from. Reporting on other people is no equivalence, and it does not constitute radical change, 

but big histories are made of small lives and writing towards collective responsibility is one 

way of reflecting on my implication in lives that justice has bypassed. Rothberg (199) offers 

an important caution, though. The implicated subject is not an identity, he asserts, but rather a 
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figure to think with and through. This semantic subtlety reminds us that the implicated 

subject is not an alternative to the yin-yang binary of victim-perpetrator options. Rather, as he 

points out, implication finds space for participants and descendants who are “more 

ambiguously situated” than victims and perpetrators. And, importantly, implication 

foregrounds our responsibilities which include shifting 

from a “loss-based” to a “gain-based” theory of redress, that is, from a primary 

concern with how to compensate someone for loss to assess what beneficiaries and 

other implicated subjects owe. (21) 

What would compensation look like, anyway? I cannot restore to Neville his job or his 

stomach or a full night of peaceful sleep. But I can listen to him, and I can try to persuade a 

reader to listen too. This is some compensation, surely? Perhaps, though it disregards what 

the TRC taught us: that ordinary South Africans fail to recognise the ‘little perpetrator’ in 

each one of us. (Truth 133) It reminded us of Nelson Mandela’s view that we all “share in the 

shame at the capacity of human beings…to be inhumane to other human beings”. (Truth 134)  

But Holocaust camp survivor Primo Levi59 tells us that oppressors and victims are not 

interchangeable – although, he claims, oppressors and victims both need refuge and 

protection and search for these instinctively (often for their entire lives). (13) 

Neville’s repeated outrage at being shot when he had “done nothing wrong” is 

absolutely appropriate and viewing him as victim is understandable. What he did next, 

though, for instance when he joined the PAC, was also absolutely appropriate. He was acting 

against his implication in a history of aborted justice. 

Neville bypasses the cap-in-hand ‘white guilt’ I was raised with, as well as the 

arrogance-takes-all entitlement I was raised to despise, to embody a humility and grace he 

                                                       
59 Primo Levi’s writing on shame has been formative in my conception of this topic. The Drowned and the 
Saved, one of his great documents of witness, raises the concept of survivor’s shame. Elsewhere, as outlined by 
Elspeth Probyn (86-90), Levi has also discussed the shame precipitated by the inadequacy of his medium as a 
writer, a perennial source of shame for writers who worry about reaching readers – or failing to. 
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has permitted me to witness. Rothberg helps me understand our entanglement which for a 

long time I only sensed when I witnessed Neville inhabiting his implication, and which I now 

understand is only the start of radical change: 

The implicated subject is not something to celebrate. On the contrary, the implicated 

subject represents, above all, not a solution but a problem. Implicated subjects inhabit 

the machinery of political violence, economic exploitation, and ecological 

devastation…. Socially constituted ignorance and denial are essential components of 

implication; as such, they are also potential starting points for those who want to 

transform implication and refigure it as the basis of a differentiated, long-distance 

solidarity. (200) 

He then calls on implicated subjects with an ardent call to action: 

The ultimate point is not to dwell on or in implication but to transfigure it: to 

acknowledge and map implication in order to reopen political struggles beyond 

defensive purity of self-contained identities. While dwelling in implication involves 

closing off the self from its responsibilities, complicities and debts, transfiguring 

implication opens the self to others – and to one’s own otherness, prosthetic agency, 

and unacknowledged capacity to wound. (201) 

When the TRC wound up its work, Archbishop Tutu wrote:  

Now that their nefarious deeds are coming to light on their own admissions, the white 

community especially is appalled to discover that their ‘boys’ were not always the 

paragons of virtue they had presented themselves as. The disillusionment is 

shattering....The truth has always been there. It had simply been hidden from the 

public gaze. (12) 

For Highgate survivors, the truth they seek remains hidden. Yet one of them, 

discovering his implication in other truths, has spent his shot-up life transfiguring his 
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implication. As for me, implicated white South African, not shot, witnessing Neville’s 

lengthy transfiguration has catalysed the transfiguration of a life-long white guilt into a 

clearer shame – a seemingly obvious and superficial shift, perhaps, but one resulting in a 

fundamental change of intellectual and emotional lens on my South African selfhood, and the 

start of a refiguring in response to Rothberg’s summons. 

 

 

 

Sometimes, instead of writing, I tidy my files and folders. One day I found an envelope 

so old its flap glue had yellowed and caked dry. On the front, my writing: NB expenses. 

Inside, a sheaf of cash slip papers so old they bear no information. The facts of whatever 

story they once told entirely faded. My reason for collecting these slips has also faded. What 

was I thinking? That Neville owed me this money when our publishing ship came in? I’d 

dock it off his half? What was I thinking? I return the envelope to its box file. I have no idea 

why I’m doing that either. Only that the shame I feel now is a feeling I wish to keep fresh. 

Implication keeps me present. It tells me: You are here.  

 

 

 

Responding to an ethic of shame includes recognising our implication, yes; and taking 

moral action, yes. An ethic of shame asks us also to recognise that the questions of one are 

questions shared. Who shot Neville Beling, and why? These questions are now my questions 

and, because reading this document makes a witness of you, too, these are also your 

questions. And we all of us are implicated in their answers – and in their absence.  
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DETOUR: D is for Doing it right 

Being objective means never having to say you’re sorry. Because if you are apologising 

for something you said, you must have said something partisan, distorted, wrong, inaccurate, 

untrue, without basis in reality. Wrong is bad. The way to please people is to behave 

correctly, to – as Neville repeatedly desires – do it right. 

This is a place that is both safe (I can’t be wrong) and happy (I get to please people). 

What’s the best way of turning this dual desire into a job that pays the rent and buys the cat 

food? Become a journalist. All you have to commit to is getting it right and I had excellent 

training in that. 

I was a child who displeased her mother. She would sigh exaggeratedly and exclaim, 

“Gillian’s gone away and Robin’s come to stay.” Then she’d disregard me, unable to even see 

me, until the pestilent Robin had evaporated and Gillian returned home. In this way I came to 

understand that things must be right and that I am responsible for making them right. 

Anything else won’t be believed. Anything else and I risked being consigned to the place 

where Robin learned her vile manners. According to Jungian James Hollis, 

Exile [from the group] is the great threat of authority. No child can withstand 

exclusion from parental approval and protection, and so it learns reflexively to curb 

natural impulses. The name for that defense against the angst of exclusion is guilt. 

(63) 

I mention the matter of child-guilt here because in it I see the root of a lifetime default 

towards guilt at any opportunity. What I mean is: here is a child who grew up alongside the 

threat of parental exile via the threat of being transformed in an instant into a wholly other 

person who didn’t even exist. Such a child, once grown, might easily turn towards guilt once 
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they understand what it means to be white in the land they were born to, where the basis of 

their exile had been laid by generations of ancestors not doing it right. 

 

 

DETOUR: S is for South Africa, for Staying, for Sanity, for Shame 

I read again Kevin Bloom’s Ways of Staying and Antjie Krog’s Country of my Skull. 

Both were made as their respective decades ended (Bloom at the end of the oughts, Krog at 

the end of the 90s), at fragile moments for the writers, for their nation, and for South 

Africans, particularly white ones. I am surprised to find that, in a context as volatile as South 

Africa’s has been, both books remain relevant 20 and 10 years after their making. They were 

not books of their time; they are our books, fundamentally asking our question. How to be 

white and South African?  

How to be white and South African and stay, staying sane? I have no idea but here we 

are, trying. In the face of rape and murder and the slow asphyxiation of corruption, we look 

our questions in the eye. This time of ours, this time of death and deceit, lies at the narrow 

end of a funnel of violence centuries in the making and all of it made by white people who 

raped and murdered black people before keeping the remaining black people in cages 

constructed out of conquest and exclusion. How to be white now, at this end of the funnel? 

My wife comes in as I write. What are you doing, love? 

I am thinking about being white and South African, I say, but I don’t know what to 

think. 

Oh, she says, I thought you were sad. 

Although that is sad, she adds. 

My wife’s mother was murdered by someone she was making a sandwich for. He is in 

jail but his life sentence will be over soon. My wife doesn’t use kitchen knives. She chops 
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and slices everything (everything) with a small paring knife. It’s not practical but it’s a way 

of being white and South African and, in a way, sane.  

After her mother died, no-one in her family emigrated. 

Certain murders, as Kevin Bloom (18) pointed out years ago, are a necessary tax on 

history. 
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Part Three: 

 

Conclusion 

 

  



419 
 

 

Full Stop 

. 

“I work with missing history.” This is what journalist Svetlana Alexievich said in her 

Nobel Prize acceptance speech in 2015, and it summarises the impetus of this project. The 

work, however, has surfaced (as rich research does) more questions than it began with. For 

Neville Beling, the questions remain clear: who shot him, and why. What I have wanted to 

know is: why does Neville’s quest for answers matter, what has that question taught me, and 

how. 

The TRC tried to teach South Africa that the space between victim and perpetrator was 

closer than we thought. Many of us at that stage hadn’t thought. We just believed ourselves to 

be occupying a place on one or other edge of that binary system, and we assigned places there 

to others. The Final Report resists this when it says, in Volume Five,  

While acts of gross human rights violations may be regarded as demonic, it is 

counter-productive to regard persons who perpetrated those acts as necessarily 

demonic. (274) 

But I think the TRC was ahead of its time psychologically. We weren’t all ready to adopt this 

view. At that stage we wanted answers, and we wanted righteous outrage. We did not want 

more questions that could never be answered. So when the TRC espoused its views on 

victims and perpetrators, its work stirred our dark interior oceans but it couldn’t also settle 

them. Since then, Michael Rothberg has expanded the conversation with his nuanced 

interpretation of complicity versus implication, and the difference between, for instance, 

collaborator, beneficiary, bystander and perpetuator positions. (35, 40-41) 

Over the following two decades, the writing of Bessel van der Kolk, a Dutch 

psychiatrist whose interest in the TRC brought him to South Africa, entered the theoretical 
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terrain. He describes victims as “members of society whose problems represent the memory 

of suffering, rage, and pain in a world that longs to forget” (28). In writing about Neville 

Beling, I have tried to push back against such forgetting. I have also tried to push back 

against a mythology of innocence which, since 1993, he has subscribed to. In this, he is not 

alone. Many white South Africans, since democracy, profess disinheritance of their role in 

apartheid. 

In exploring the crevices of a white South African story belonging to someone else, I 

have also exposed my inclination to appropriate another’s suffering. But I am not alone. 

History routinely produces humans who appropriate the suffering of victims for our own 

ends. We annex the pain of others to save ourselves feeling our own pain – even in a world 

that works also to obscure the pain of others. And this same world wants to overlook certain 

perpetrators while also obsessing over certain others, most usually those singled out to 

become our scapegoats, onto whom we project our collective blame. 

Michael Rothberg allows that the terms of the victim > < perpetrator binary are rightly 

part of our vocabulary for responding to violence (10). However, he writes, assigning blame 

and mourning rights is a very basic response because, at best, in the event of a conviction, it 

is short term. Yet for Neville and for other Highgate survivors, assigning blame was their way 

of establishing what the hell happened that night. But, even armed with such knowledge, 

would knowing have altered the on-going aftermath of that attack? Reckoning with this far 

longer project requires us to widen our vocabulary, to chisel a fissure between easy words so 

that we may find new pathways towards not understanding.  

Rothberg helped me start by pointing out I became an implicated subject the day I was 

born into a society which delivered circumstances for violence to occur. Rothberg does not 

know that I was born three weeks after the Sharpeville massacre and that part of my origin 
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story was that my mother feared for the future of a baby delivered into a national state of 

emergency.  

He likely does know that the TRC took 21 March 1960 as the start of its mandate. This 

is the date of the pass protest at Sharpeville which history showed was a watershed moment 

in the anti-apartheid the struggle. Initially conceived by the ANC, the PAC led pre-emptive 

action which provoked police to open fire on protestors, killing 69 people. Three weeks later, 

when I was born three weeks overdue, my mother commenced her lamentations for a baby 

delivered to a world in darkness. If things are written in the stars, then it’s possible I was 

heading towards this story all along: Neville Beling, the PAC, their confluence, our enfolded 

implication. 

It is my duty to encounter that implication as openly but as simply as I can and, as 

Rothberg advises, to transfigure it by acknowledging my implication and, in so doing, to 

reopen political struggles. In this way, I hope, I might find my place in a land which 

bewitches me but which I find harder and harder to make sense of. I have spent three post-

apartheid decades blending in with a bland body politic milling about like travellers in an 

airport where all the flights are delayed. We scan the departures board periodically, hoping for 

a resolution to our aimless hours. Neither plan nor pilot appears yet still we mill, collectively 

responsible for the fact that we’re going neither this way nor that.  

Milling and hoping is no longer enough. I am as responsible as anyone in the collective. 

The implicated subject participates in injustice indirectly, making bad things still possible 

because we look away. My very inertia implicates me. Half-arsed incompletion at the TRC is 

no longer enough to fool me that at least I tried. When I look at Neville Beling looking at the 

TRC, I see disappointment and incomprehension and I can see that it belongs to both of us. 

This has been my boarding call: time to essay my way out of the departure lounge. As Laurel 

Richardson advised in Chapter Two, to lay a path by writing. 
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Should that qualify as some sort of engagement, Rothberg offers no promise of happy-

ever-after solutions. Nor will this recognition make me a better person or dissolve the 

burdens of history. It simply means, he says, one is taking the necessary step onto the path of 

insight, towards a life of “just politics” (19). His theory of implication offers me a way of 

inhabiting my conflicted place in South Africa. He allows me to be conflicted here, on 

condition I keep striving to engage with the moral and emotional density of being here. But 

Rothberg is not my only guide: I never lose sight of Neville, of the ways he engages with his 

own complexities, and of my implication in his life. In other words, his missing history.  

 

 

 

This map, which has unfolded topic by topic to chart some of the terrain trafficked by 

writers of creative nonfiction, aligns itself with Barbara Harrison’s view that “life story 

research requires the same adherence to ethical codes as any research does”. (xli) Responding 

ethically to the problematic act of telling another’s story in ways that make it your story has 

been the focus of this exegesis, an exercise which by and large engendered more questions 

than it began with. As a point of departure for further discussion, and as an outline for 

practitioners to test as their practice continues, I synthesise here a broad overview of the 

ground covered by questions explored in this exegesis: 

An ethics of narrative understands that, although life is lived in chronological time, 

life is not linear and nor can its telling be. That life can be a prism which we hold to the light, 

and illumination of its facets can expand and complexify our view of life. 

An ethics of storying requires the writer to locate the story pressing to be told, and to 

own up to it. An ethics of storying also minds the gap at the heart of some stories. In other 

words, the storyteller lets the story’s silences speak. 
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An ethics of representation asks a nonfiction writer to honour the silent contract she 

has with the reader that the story she tells is factually accurate. She does this primarily by 

constructing herself as a reliable narrator and by portraying appropriate details. She does this 

knowing that, ultimately, she has no control over how her representation will be received. 

An ethics of appropriation understands that colonising anyone’s story is ethically 

questionable. However, telling that story, even with a lens personal to the writer, is a way of 

getting that story told. Not telling the story would deepen the silence of libraries ignoring the 

small lives that tell big histories. 

An ethics of witnessing takes account of the delicate line of proximity upon which all 

tellers of life stories must balance. The writer’s position lies at an indeterminate point 

between too close (which risks usurping the subject’s position) and too distant (which risks 

perpetuating the subject’s isolation and the writer’s inertia). 

An ethics of implication and shame demands reflexive practice by asking: How do I 

live in relative psychic health but accommodate a nerve of shame I take responsibility for? 

Answers might include: See the shame. Hold the shame. Don’t wait for answers, keep asking 

questions. The right questions. Stay entangled. 

By summarising my exegetical explorations in this way, I am not saying I executed any 

of these considerations immaculately. I am saying that the experience of making That Night, 

This Life has taught me what to strive for in the telling of grave life stories. 

The process also demonstrated that reflexion, thoroughness and empathy can ameliorate 

ethical quandaries such as these but can never resolve them. Tellers of these stories will never 

Houdini their way out of the ethical chains that bind their narrative work and therefore them 

and their stories. But we must never stop thinking about them.  

In her discussion of creative nonfiction, Mary Cappello asks: “What do you want to 

make out of this relationship that you’ve never made before?” (250) Her query points to what 
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I have tried to do in That Night, This Life, what Neville has tried to do, what we have done 

together. We have tried to tell an audience that does not yet exist what it’s been like to be us, 

here, the fragments of our maps unfolding behind us as we walk. 

I could have drawn other maps. I have always been alive, for instance, to the 

relationship of gender to whiteness in this country and this is one unexplored aspect of this 

work. However, excavating this layer of our story would reach outside the project’s initial 

scope and therefore offers itself as potential exploration in the future. Analysis and 

commentary by Mary West and, more recently, Claire Scott would enrich that avenue of 

investigation. It is worth noting here (reiterating, even) that although Neville Beling and I are 

both white, both English-speaking, our intertwined stories are likely to draw less insight from 

texts that universalise white South Africans via other means such as class, economics, 

education, and so on.60 Part of what I have been trying to unravel in That Night, This Life is 

my absorption in the story of a co-citizen so similar to me yet so unfamiliar to me. 

 

 

 

Michael Rothberg (2) explains that implication, the word, is derived from the Latin 

implicare, meaning to entangle, enfold, to connect closely. As stories do. According to 

Hannah Arendt,  

Storytelling reveals meaning without committing the error of defining it. It brings 

about consent and reconciliation with things as they really are. (105)   

How are things, really? Has telling the story of Neville Beling, of me and Neville 

Beling, of the way I experienced Neville Beling, has telling these stories brought about 

                                                       
60 Claire Scott (50-51), drawing attention to the white South African sub-groups of English-speaking whites and 
Afrikaans-speaking whites, provokes my notion that there are also sub-groups of white middle class and white 
working class. 
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reconciliation with these things? For me, possibly. Even yes. I am reconciled to only ever 

glimpsing the meaning of Neville in my life. I am reconciled to being the agent of refreshed 

pain. This is not satisfying or pleasing; I am saying I am reconciled to not knowing, to not 

understanding but always feeling and caring and bearing responsibility, and to always being 

in the mystery of us. And what of Arendt’s consent? What consent has been brought about? I 

consent to this: I was born to a land of violence and beauty. The violence takes many forms 

and will live forever. The beauty, which takes many forms and which pertains for always, 

cannot cancel out the violence. But it can counteract the darkness in which violence breeds. I 

am reconciled to words, to their lines that bind and all the ways they try to pierce the dark, 

and all the ways they fail. I consent to not letting this stop me from seeking the words to tell 

the stories of our violence and the beauty of our lives upon this place. 
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