Source 4

In this excerpt from Antjie Krog’s book, A Change of Tongue, she recalls a conversation with her brother Peet who was a soldier in the South African Defence Force during apartheid. White males over the age of 18 were forced to join the army for two years. Many continued to be called up for military camps after their compulsory military service had ended. Peet was a member of the Reccces, which was a specialised military task force that carried out many operations against the ANC military bases in Mozambique. 
IT IS ONLY ME AND PEET and his son Jaco in the house. Rina is on a primary health- care course in Bloemfontein. A spectacular fire of thorn-tree wood is burning in the study. Rina left us some barley and meat soup, but my cousin and I are on wine and whisky, and talking in a way we have never talked before. I suspect our intense discussion was set off by his knowledge that I am taking a weekend break between two Truth Commission hearings in the Free State. Or by the computer game. Jaco was playing a new game I brought for them when Peet suddenly jumped up, shouting, ‘Stop that! Stop that sound! Not in my house!’ There was an uncharacteristic violence in his voice. Jaco and I looked at each other with raised eyebrows, and he turned down the volume.

Immediately, Peet looked embarrassed. ‘Sorry, I cannot stand that sound ... it reminds me, you know... of the border and things.’ He turned the eight o’clock news a bit louder.

But it is past midnight now. Jaco has gone to bed. Most of the lights are off, only the fireplace is glowing and I am seeing a side of Peet I didn’t know existed. He is distraught. Desperate.

‘I loved that man. I worshipped the ground he walked on: He is talking about Colonel Jan Groenewald, one of the trainers of the Recces. Two weeks ago, I broadcast a programme about the old security forces in which a psychologist suggested that the training programmes devised by men like Groenewald were aimed specifically at helping trainees to split their personalities. In other words, the training ensured that their actions took place in a realm cut off from their day-to-day personalities.

‘You know what, that man worked some kind of magic on us. We would have done anything for him, any bloody thing, because he was so amazing. He had this voice, with a slightly rolling “r” in the back of his throat. Let me tell you, he could speak like a poet. And he loved us completely. I never felt so safe, so... held in respect, as by that man. When we got back from a mission, it didn’t matter what time, he would make them open the bar for us. It may sound like nothing to you, but when you have just returned from a mission and you are pumped up with adrenalin, and it is three o’clock in the morning and the soldier is not too keen to open up... I remember one night how he walked in front of us into the camp, right up to that bar, and simply booted open the door.’

‘But he sounds like a bit of a... bully.’ I am careful, because I see that Peet is trying to express things that do not come easily.

‘It’s not about the alcohol, it’s about being respected for the fact that you’ve braved your life. And it’s not the big tokens that matter, things like medals or promotion, but small things that he did for us, like he allowed us to wear our hair a bit longer than the others. So everybody recognized you immediately: die manne van Groenewald. He also relieved us of cleaning the camp. He used to say: my guys put their lives on the line, the rest of you will put the camp in line. And he was so brave himself, so utterly fucking fearless... not in a stupid way, if you understand what I mean, but in the way that comes from facing your fear every day and breaking through it.

‘There are two famous stories about him, the legends you heard from the others when you arrived at his training camps. The one was told to me by a fighter pilot, Renier. He was with Groenewald that day. They were flying in to bomb an ANC hide-out in Mozambique. In the air, Groenewald received a message that the enemy knew about the imminent bombing and had anti-aircraft guns in place. Renier said to me: you know, my body was already leaning to one side to swing the plane into a return curve, when Groenewald just gripped his knees a bit more tightly and said in a vet quiet way, “Now we go in.” At that moment, Renier says, your adrenalin just shot up. You crossed into another place, knowing you were going to be challenged like never before…’

I say nothing.

‘This adrenalin thing, it’s unbelievable when it hits you, no drug can compare with it. As if your body has prepared itself for that injection. For weeks now you have practised, you are so prepared you could do the whole job with your eyes closed.’

‘Physically, you mean?’

‘Ag, I’m not talking about physical training — that was a given. We were so bloody fit, you felt invincible. But say we were going to attack a base, then some of us scouted it out, we had it under surveillance for some time, we even moved in at night to take measurements. When we got back we could draw a plan of the whole camp, all the buildings, exactly how many metres apart, the position of the doors, which way they opened, the view from every window, how many people inside, their routines. Then this dummy base gets built, we work out a plan, and we practise it so many times you can do your part blindfolded. But they never tell you when you’re going in. So you are on edge and you practise more and more. Then one night you hear, it’s tomorrow early, and you eat well that night, not a lot, but your meal is part of your preparation. During the night you are loaded on to a plane and you wait to be parachuted in. And you are terrified, you are absolutely fucking terrified in that noisy plane, and then they start with that singing, until the whole plane is rocking with it, and that song pumps up the adrenalin, and by the time you jump you are so sharp you can see everything, you have bloody night vision, you see so clearly, hear and assess things before they happen, so acutely, you have become a machine. You land here, you run there, jump over there, kill here, run over to that building there, open the door, kill the man behind the door, and so on.

‘One day, after completing a mission, a few of us were pulling out when we suddenly found ourselves surrounded by a patrol from another camp. We were shooting, but it was clear that we were completely outnumbered. And then we just hear this noise above us, and among bullets and shattering glass and what have you, Groenewald jumps from the helicopter to join us. And we fucking well shot our way out of there... 

‘Is that the other story about Groenewald?’

‘No, but I witnessed that one too. I was there:

I leave Peet to determine his own sequence.

‘We knew of a convoy of weapons on its way to an ANC base. So we waited along the road for days, we were dog-tired, I don’t know if you know how hard it is to wait and watch without making a noise or movement because there are locals around. You are completely camouflaged, and at night you sleep an arm’s length from one another so that if you hear something you just put out your hand in a particular way and the man next to you is fully awake. And then it is so heartbreakingly beautiful in Angola, you know, I saw bananas there as long as my forearm, it’s an incredible country, and you see women picking up firewood, or even children looking after goats and things, snatches of ordinary life that devastate you with such longing, but you don’t make a movement for a whole morning. It’s a skill, you know, that Groenewald could teach you. Fuck, he was a great man’

I see the whisky is now on the rocks. And imagine this human chain in the bush at night. Every link tested, every link surrendering his life into the hands of the links on either side. Believing that they will care. That they will be brave enough to care.

‘And then we heard them and within minutes the first truck came into sight. There were three trucks and one other vehicle. So we had to wait for them to move deep enough into our ambush before we could attack. You pass into an incredible state, you could jump over a four-metre fence if you had to. And then without warning, without it being planned or discussed, Groenewald jumped from nowhere into the middle of the road, right in front of this big truck. But like... elegantly, he just suddenly stood there, facing them, these big, thundering trucks full of soldiers and ammunition. As I watched him, I felt light as a feather. Then slowly, and I tell you slowly, as if the man had all the time in the world, he sort of gracefully knelt down on one knee, took aim at the first truck, and shot the guy in the passenger seat. There was this shattering foam of glass, and then all hell broke loose... As long as I live, I’ll never forget the sight of Groenewald, all alone, as if he was in no hurry, as if he trusted us unconditionally, and our skill to protect him…’

‘None of you died?’

He shakes his head. ‘None of us, but most of them... Some ran away.’

I get up and look at the display above Peet’s desk. It is a row of test tubes mounted on wood. Beneath the floating pods and stems I read: Grasses of Southern Angola. Swampgrass, Herringbone grass, Black-footed grass, Hartjiesgras, Thimble grass, Knietjiesgras, Bloutwa— But Peet has covered his face with his hands. I go and sit next to him. 

‘Do you think about these things often?’ I stroke his rough hand with its crusts and freckles, remembering the stiffened joint of his middle finger from a rugby accident. And whereas his hands always seemed rather stodgy and childish to me when we were younger, they have transformed their potential for cruelty into a clumsy vulnerability which catches my throat. He sighs, and it seems as if his shoulders have sunk into his torso, he looks not only depressed but defeated. I am not sure about the word: un-manned, perhaps?

‘Rina helped me a lot. As a nurse, she sort of knew. She got me help in Bloemfontein and I am actually fine, it is only that the Truth Commission is picking over of this now. And these computer games all seem to have sounds that somehow come from there. I can’t stand it

‘And do you,’ I hesitate, ‘feel okay about what you did?’ 

‘You see, that is actually the whole problem, a terrible problem that no psychologist can help you with.’

Peet’s face is distorted; memory, and whisky, have turned this neat, punctual cousin of mine into a dishevelled, despondent heap. His voice wails nakedly as he pleads for understanding: ‘These were the most important moments of my life, do you understand what I’m saying? I felt more alive, more proud, more brave, more real than ever before in my life — or after. When I think of myself at my best, at my deepest and most courageous, as pure and single-minded as a fucking flame, then these are the moments. Now, since the Commission and all the articles and discussions and things, now we learn, yes, the ANC hideout in Mozambique that we bombed was actually a jam factory, and the ANC had evacuated all their bases in the area anyway. We learn that a lot of the people who died at Kassinga were local women and children, and so on... Now what the hell am I supposed to do with this? What does it make me? How do I live with this knowledge? Where do I hide this memory? How do I talk about it without destroying its integrity?’

He hides his face again, his body shivering feverishly. I hold him. He feels as if he’s made only of sad, heavy flesh.

Indeed, what is he to make of it? The moment that defined him has now betrayed him. I rock him gently until I feel him sagging, breathing more evenly. He is asleep. I put some more wood on the fire, cover him with a sleeping bag and go to my bed, where the hot-water bottle he put there earlier has gone cold.
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