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Some of the Christianized Zulu: were inclined to
give themselves airs, especially the women, who
tended to have names like Tryphena and
Sophonisba. Perhaps they felt “saved" and
therefore a cut above their less enlightened
sisters. They tended to adopt European style
clothes, to wear shoes, drink tea, do crochet,
use strongly scented soap, and air their ability
to read and write. In between the naked primi~
tives, daubed with fat and stained with ochre,
and occasional prigs turned ocut by the mission
stations were a ipts ght bet two
worlds ... [186)

Plomer’s preference for “"Noble Savages" is symptomatic ot
the “great divide®” which he had experisnced at Marsh Moor,
where he had viewed African labourers as “heroic bronzes®.
Plomer’s excitement at the prospect of trading in a
"Native Reserve" was based partly on the hope that through
daily contact with Africais he could cross the racial

divide. James Plomer recalls the following:

Ntuweni as you probably know is largely peopled
by those who might be called descendents (as far
as it {3 possible) of the original zZulu families
- like the Quabes. William had deeply sym~
pathetic feelings towarda the Zulus, understand-
ably for they had much dignity, humour and
music. Perhaps he did not fully realize what
ruthless warriors che same people could be,
though they were still very proud of their ear-

lier military successes ... I would add William
spoke Zulu well if not to interpreter standards.
{187}

The African characters of Turbott Wolfa are not expinred
or portrayed in depth. Ratner than a rounded portrait of




Photograph of thz Church at the Ntumeni
Mission (1984).
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Photograph of the interior of the Church at the
Ntumeni Mission (1984).
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their lives, histories or personalities, we are given a
series of glimpses, fleeting impressions, sudden insights.
On the one hand this is due tu the fact that like most
writers in s rigidly segregated society, Plomer is limited
by the confines of the "segregated imagination®; an in-
ability to fully comprehend and pcrtray pucpla from whom
he is socially, politically and culturally cut off.
Despite Plomer’s conscious attempts to cut thraugh the
"racial divides" of South African society, the limitations
he experienced are glaringly obvious in Tugbhott Wolfe. on
the other hand, such impressionistic portrayals are
jdeally suited to the narrative structure of the novel,
which unfslds through the deathbed narration of Plouer’s
protagonist, and follows the pattern defined by his emc-
tional responses to and memories of pecple and events in
tar-away Lewbuland. Of particular interest is the fact
that Plomer’'s portrayal of African soclety, despite its
characteristic impressionisam, ls intricately related to

the ~ontext of Natal and Zululand.

The African characters portrayed in Turbott Wolfe fall
into three distinct categories, The first category con-
sists of the customera at Wolfe’s trading-store at
Ovuzane, who lead relatively independent lives in the
“Native Reserve", portrayed from Wolfe’s point of view as

an unknown, idealized and somewhat mysterious hinterland.
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We are not told very much about the Lembus who visit the
store; they speak little if any English, wear “tribal
dress", and Wolfe admires their "marvelous animal grace."
{188} These Lembus, in particular Nhliziyombi, are repre-
sentatives of an old, "lost" Africa, and are made to ap-
pear "as personifications of the ratural setting."[189)
Dignified, resilient and independent, the greatest threat
to their traditlonal exlsteance and lnherent pride andy
nobility is the rapid and destructive encroachment of
"white civilization® in the shape of corrupt missionaries,
the magnetiu power of towns and industries, degenerate
gettlers such as Bloodfield and Flesher, eager to grab as

much land as they can, and government policy itself.

The second cutegory is made up of those Lembus whose lives
have been disrupted and transformed by the encroachment of
the colonial world. They have been deprived of their land
and their political and economic independence. They are
the labourers who work for a pittance on Soper’s farm, and
fall victim to his particularly vicious brand of
“justice®. [190] They are the servants in the homes of Na-
tal settlers, and those who migrate to Dunnsport and other
rwhite” towns in search of work. They have been forcibly
cut off from the old Lembu way of life, But despite the
loss of their independence, Wolfe perceives in these land-

i
lesg and powerless people rernants of a proud, noble and
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dignified past.

The ldea of a cantrast between “old” Africa, resiliently
maintaining a & iditional way of life in the face of
colonial penetration and conquest, and an Africa ir-
revocably changad by white encroachment, has its basis in
reality, and was by no means new. In Natal and Zululand it
wag of particular regional significance. In the 1880s, for
example, the exiled Cetshwayo kaMpande, last of the inde-
pendent Zulu kings, wes asked what he knew of the Kimber-
ley diamond fields. Cetshwayo answered ..at he was not
sure where they were, since "the Zulu pecople never went to
the Diamond Fields; the Natal Zulus did.* [191] This
statemuent tells us a great deal about the resilience and
independence of the Zulu kirgdom at a time when the first
stirring of economic revolution wes felt in most com-
munities between the Cape and Zambezi, and also about pev-
ceived distinctions between Zulus within the kingdom, and

"Natal Africans®:

Thera was as yet no need for [the Zulu] to
labour outside their territory for casa or
firearms bacause the expanding forces of
colonialism had not penetrated the structure of
tha Znlu social formatlon. While other African
communities had been forcibly driven from their
land, or had lost their self-sufficiency es
their surplus products and labour were drawn
beyond their borders, the Zulu remained in pos-
session of their land, and their labour wac
8till expended within the kingdom. The Zulu of
Cetshwayo’s kingdom were very aware of these
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differences between their way of life and that

of most of their African neighbours; they were

proud of their political and economic independ-

ence and the manner in which they had resisted

change, as befitted the descendants of Shaka...

1192)
when the kindom was invaded by the British and colonial
forces in 1879, the king - a powerful figure who expressad
the unity of the people and who was a rallying point for
any resistance - was exiled, and the Zulu military system
terminated. The intensity of Zulu resistance persuaded the
British co leave them in posesession of most of their land.

But tiuis independence was not tolerated for very long:

The external forces of change, having falled in

a direct assault, then started to erode Zulu in-

dependence. Divisions within Zulu society were

exploitec and the material strength of the Zulu

undermined; partition was attempted... success-

fully ir 1887, when political authority was

divide between the Transvaal and Britain. Zulu

were now beginning to leave thelir homesteads In

larger numbers to work on farms, railways, aines

and it the homes of neighbouring colonies. [1923]
Bv the 1890s Zululand was firmly locked into the colonial
economy of Southern Africa. white settlers in Natal were
acutely aware of their weak position; for the fearful set~-
tlers, vastly outnumbered by the potential proletariat on
their frontiers, the danger. posed always oitweighed the
potential advantages. {194] The independence of Zululand
was seen as a direct thr ‘o settler asecurity ard also

preventad capitalist exps...on into the region. In 1897
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the coloni: .8 were temporarily appeased when British
Zululand was handed over to the colony of Natal which, in
The nnsly yonra of the twanl falh osntiny, appeopsriatad
much of the land for white settlement. This brought white
settlers into direct confrontation with the African
population, and rumours that Dinuzulu aimed to rebuild the
powers of the Zulu kings, added fuel to the fire:

The blood-curdling fantasies of white
colonists... mingled with the wishful dreams of
once inder -dent Africans who were increasingly
aware of co.snial encroachment on their land and
labour. It » de a heady aixturc, which exploded
in parts of 2ululand and Natal in the so-called
Poll Tax or Bambatha Rebellion of 1906, an
uprising that was in some sense the result cf
self-fulfilling prophecy by the settlers, and
the last armed resistance to proletarianization
on the part of Africans. (195]
The areas of Zulu occupation became "Native Reserves®, and
the Nativa Land Act of 1913 confirmed this pattern of land

distribution.

Despite the eventual destruction of Zulu independenze, the
vigour with which the Zulu people resisted assaults on
their ‘ndspendence and the defeats they inflicted on thc‘
invaders meant thz’. "they alao inpressed ithe name Zulu in-
delibly on the popular imaginatica of Europe and Asarica
... the nane 2ulu has entered popular speech and writing

over the last century and has become widely identified
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with ideas of traditional African savagery, bravery and
barbarous ncbility." {196) Significantly, the myth of the
Zulu ag the noblest of savages served to mystify the ac-
tual reasons for the invasion; the forcible acquisition of
Zulu land and labour. ({197}

i
Wwhil- at Ntumeni, Plomer recognized in Zululand the satill
pulsating remains of 2 once powerful African kingdom. He
also shared to an extent the view of the Zulu kingdom as
the apogee of noble savagery, and the anachronistic
portrayal of the Lembus from the Reserve as remmants of a
noble past forms an important part of the setting of Tur-
bott Wolfe. The fact that we are told so little about
their day-to-day existence, and are left only with a
strong sense of their nobility and dignity, serves to om-
phasize the fact that "noble savages" are a vomantic idea

rather than a reality. But this does not mean that Plomer

wang bl lmd to the suatilios uf o Tontet cuguest e
Zululand; he v s the evorative portraval of “Noble
Savages" prec. .nly so t-at he can illustrate the destruc-
tive encroachmeant ¢f the colonial vorld, and juxtaposes
them with the labourers and usorvants ewpicyed by the
aespised colinlnie o the novel Turbett Wolfe is by no
means 4 novel of the realist tradition, nor does it detai-
the process by which an economically and politically inde-

pendent kingdom has been eroded and integrated into the
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southern African capitalist system. But Plomer does give
ao Flocting glimpnan of thin procesn, of how a pant way of
life "has been killed by people like Flesher, by our

obscene civilization that conguurs everything." [198]

If Turbott Woife is concerned with chronicling the past,
spec.fically the experience of colonialism, it im also
clearly deeply concerned with broader contemporary issues.
In Plomer’s view, the traditional African way of life,
"old Africa®, is something of the past. His in*>ver* in
contemporary South Africa finds direct expressior the
portrayal of Caleb and Zachary Msomi, a third category
amongst the African characters of Turpott Wolfe. Both
Caleb and Zacha-y ace & product of Christianity and
colonialism, They are educated, characterized by a middle
class cespectability, and can be seen as members of the
African intelligentsia. For Wolfe, they represent the "new
African®, the educated elite of African soclety in twen-

tisth century South Africa.

No longer tied to "traditional" Lembus society, Ca‘eb
lacks the exocicism, myste.y and romance that colour
Wolfe’s perception of Nhliziyombi. Caleb acts as a kind c?
mediator between Wolfe and the Lembus from the reserve. On
an intellectual level, Caleb is far more accessible for

vWolfe, and becomes his friend and companion as weil as his
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trusted storeman:

His natural deference was not a little disturhed
when at almost every meal I would exclaim:
"Caleb, for God’s sake, talk! I want words,
words, words.” ... He used to begin, I remember,
with hesitation, but he always interested me in-
tensely. He used to speak a very simple and

del iberate, but graphic English. It was a great
deal better than anything you hear spoken in

E . He often stopped, nervous, perhaps, be-
cause of the keennesa with which I followed
everything he said. He gave me 80 much food for
thought that I nearly always spent half an hour
with a notebook after those meals. [199)

Caleb’s cousin, Zachary, is immediatsly recognized as
"gomething more than the usual native", (206] and though
he is impressionistically portrayed, he has a distinct
aura of power, and “the delicacy and aignity of a king."
{201] A mission educated clergyman, Zachary is intellec-
tual, polltival and a pivotal membur of "Young Afe¢lua”,
When Zachary .irst arrives at Hlanzeni, Wolfe wonders
whether he is a "portent®, and indeed, Zachary’s reiation-
ship with Mabel van der Horst im the catalyst whi:h ex-
poses the underlying ambiquitiss in the characters of
Wolfe and Friston. His intellect, pride and politica.
determination make him an ideal match for Mabel; they are
meant to represent the best aspects of both their races,
and epitomize the ideals of "Furafrica”. Although Wnlfe

laments the passing of the "Noble Savages® of Darkest

Africa, it is clear that he pins his hopes for the future
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of Afrfen on “now Afrioans® such as Zachary.

Significantly, it wan two "now Africans' whom Plomer wmet
at Ntumeni who revealed to him some of the undercurrents
and debates in African political circles in Natal, These
men, Lucas Makhoba and John Dube, can be seen as a key to
some of the political ideas expressed in Turbott Welfe,
particularly the "Ymung Africa® organization.

In Turhott Wolfe, Wolfe’s storeman, Caleb Msomi, is
described as *a trustworth); and amusing encyclopedia of
local matters®, c man of integrity, sensitivity and intel-
ligence, Wolfe’s friend and confidante and fellow menber
of "Young Africa.* Caleb also .-ntributes an article to
the local Leabuland newspaper The Morning Stax (based on
Ilanga_ lase Natal), in which the formation and ideals of
*Young Africa® are described. Plomer’s portrayal of cnl‘b
Msomi ic based largely on Lucas Makhoba (or Makoba), who
worked as an assistant at the Plomers’ store, and with |
whom Plomer established a relationship similar to that be~

tyeen Wolfe and Caleb. According to James Plomer

tucas Makoba worked in the store before my time.
I would guess for a couple of years. He spoke
excellent English and recnived his education at
the nearby mission. Lucas used to come to the
store gquite often while I was there. It would
seem he was the important source of information
on the daily life and cuatoms of the Zulu nation
which William seemed to understand well ... he
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had many other friends, not as close, but who

came often to the s. ~e if only to chat. {202}
Lucas Makhoba exposed Plomer to a variety of ideas outside
the narrow confines of his backgrcind and social strata;
his conversations with Plomer were not limited to “local
gossip" or anthropolegical information, but may also have
contributed indirectly to mome of the polf:ical ana
religious ideas which inform Turbott Wolfe. But while
Plomer recalls Makhuvba in his autobiography only as the
Ntumeni storeman and a valuable companion, Makhoba wes to
become an important figure in the development of the
African Congregational Church, which was linked to the

rise of African nationalism. (203)

Makhoba was born on Christmas Day 1899, at Eshc .e Mission
Station (Kwa Mondi), one of the stations of the Norwegian
Mission Society, where he was baptized. After the South
African wWar, the Makhobas returned to his father’s
hometown in the Biyela district where Makhoba attended a
school run by the daughters of a Lutheran missionary,
Reverend 0.5. Norgaard.[204] At one point Makhoba, aged
about nine, made his way alone hack to Eshowe to attend a
gchool there. An article about Makhoba which appeared in
Drum (June 1963) states that he ¥left school in standarg
VII" and "became a storeman in his hometown of Eshowe,

Zululand ..." {205) It was here, at th» Ntumeni store,
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that he wet Plomer. Educated in mission schools and en-
couraged by his father, Makhoba had always been interested
o in church and mission issues, and in 1929, some years
after leaving the store, he became a minister of the

Lutheran Church:

o One vear ‘ate. @ resigned to join the African

* Congragat toant Cheech, 1t wan a momontoan doof-
4 sion, his new spirituail home was a rebel group

g which had broken away from the White controlled
American Board Mission. (206]

The African Congregational Church was foundod by the

dynamic Gardiner B. Mvuyana (1866 - 1925) in 1917 as a

veaction againat the white missions, and the repercussions
oy in Natal and Zululand were considerable. [207] Makhoba was
e.ected presiduent of the African Congregational Church in

1943,

While working at the Plomers’ stores, Makhoba was already

concerned with political issues, which later led him to
join the breakaway African Congregational Church, and some
of these concerns are touched on in Doyble Lives, where

Plomer recalls some of his conversations with Makhoba: ;;g

; He had mome concern about the hopeless position

T and prospects of his race, political, social and
o economic ... We used to have long talks on the
subject, and I asked him to write down some of
hie ideas. [208)
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Some of Makhoba’s idez« (an related by Plomer) reveal the
influence of his mission cducation, and many ot the issues
he discussed with Plomer were at the time receiving con-
siderable attention in mission circles. [20%9] Makhoba was
particularly concerned with the relationship betweer hus-
band and wife, spoke scathingly abcut the practice of
lobolo, and "regretted that to» many of his people wished
to be teachere instead »f learring some useful work.“

{2101
Makhoba ale

larented that his people weres too resigned to

their position ... "fast asleep.* “Let us all

stand up on both feet," he wrote, "and see what

will happen tomorrow.* By this he did not mean

~lirical insurgence, which he knew would be

\.cpeless for a long time to come, but work and

salf-reliance, in which has had been taught to

believe. [211])
Plomer relates that Makhopa "lamented the lack of unity
among his people® and looked "with envy and admiration to
the achievements of the negroes in the United States and
{wished] that his own people could be like them ... "
[212}] ‘the importance of unity and the example of American
blacks were at the time important topics in political
debate amongst the African intelligentsia, and Makhoba’s
concern with these and cther issues may have contributed

substantially to Plomer‘’s growing political awareness. In
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Makhoba’s ideas and attitudes Plomer found some confirma-
tion of his own political idez=z, as well as valuable in-
sights. His relationship with Makhoba and other Africans
who visited the store, must also have represented a

breakthrough in terms of the racial divide which hitherto

had characterized Plomer’s relationship with Africans.

In one of the notes Makhoba made for Plomer he wrote:

our paper, Ilanga, is not taken into sufficient
consideration. The man who founded it and built
up a school at Ohlanga has done a great work,
and we do not appreciate it. [213]

This was an opinion shared by Plomer:

I had for gome time been in co.respondence with
the man alluded to. JIlanga T=2se Nata)l was the
only Zulu newspaper, and the rirst periodical, I
think, ever to print a poem by me, John "ube ~
more formally the Rev. John. L. Dube -~ who had
founded and edited it was a man of great worth.
The Ohlanga Institute, which he had also
founded, produced the Late Chief Luthuli, the
Nobel Prize winner, and it was Dube who, with
Africans from other tritcs, established the
African National Congress for the political ai-
vancement of the African people. [214)

In Turbott Wolfe Plomer pay. pointed tribute to Dube and

Ilanga Lase Natal (The Sun f Natal): in Africa Wolfe

finds himself minflamed with the sun of a new day." [215]
|

Plomer had learnt Zulu in order to exchange ideas rather

than to give orders, attempted to break through racial
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taboos and conventional master-servant relationships in
his friendship with Makhoba and others, and read Ilanga
Lase Natal, which must have exposed him to a nuwber of ex~
periances and attitudes beyond the sphere of conventional
white Eshowe sc:iety. Plomer’s poetry was first seen in
print in Ilanga lLase Nata® and this in itself is sig-
nificant. Most critics have assumed that his poem, "A
Stranger at the Wedding"™, reprinted in Turbott Wolfe,
[216) is the first and only one of his poems to appear in
1langa lase Natal (March 24, 1924). But previous poems |
under the pseudonym "P.Q.R." had appeared earlier in 1924,
namely "Brothers in Christ® (February 1, 1924), "A Game of
Chess® 'February 15, 1924), *Post Mortem™ (March 7, 1924),
®Giftas to God™ {(also Ma:.» 24, 1924), amongst others.

Most of these pr ws 2 -‘ress the "colour guestion®™ and the
possibility of .. .1 harmony, and are mediated by the
jidea of Christi:n ‘oi<isnce and fellowship. The fact that
Plomer’s poem wia- ficst printed in Jlanga 'ase Natal
rather than in tha local "white" newspapec, The Zulu)and
Tires, is revealing; it is doubtful that the poems would
have been unacceptable for puilication in The Zululand
‘Pimep and one must aspume that Plomor ¢fiouwg to have hom
printed in Jlanga Iase Natal, a Zulu-English paper and
mouthpiece for African political debate in Natal. This
can be seen as symptomatic of Plomer’s conscious and ».-

tive engagement with African society and culture and
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specif’ . -ucio~pclitical concerns, which in turn cru-

cially infiuenced Tyrbott Wolfe’s engagement with socio-
prlitical reality. {:17]}

In 1924 Plomer met the editeor and founder of Jlanga, John

L. Dube. James Plower remarks that:

wWilliam stayed with John Dube once or twice and
they got on like a house on fire. Dube was the
editor of what was probably the first Zulu lan-
guage newspaper. If there was an intellectucl
inrluence onWilliamthis was the man. [218)

Plomer recalls visiting Dube at Ohlanga, staying up late
at night talking, and Dube taking him to a Tolstoyan
settlement founded by Mahatma Gandhi and run by his son

Manilal:

It was a strange meeting this, hetween the son
of a grea: man who had been kicked, stoned and
impriscned for defending hie own people In this
hareh and radiant country, a representative of a
recently barbaric race who was seeking to better
his oppressed and disorientated pecple by help~
ing them to adapt to a "Western" civilization of
sort, and then myself, a mare youth, a member of
a ruling race who was there to show he regarded
it as a misruling race. [219)

It is clear that Plomer was being exposed to neople and
ideas generally shunned by white Natalians, and that Dube
must have been a key-figure in the development of Plomer’s

political ideas at this time.
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Dube was a remarkable man, eulogized by B.W. Viiakazi on
his death as "the incarnation of the spirit of his age."
[220] Born in Natal in 1871 and one of the first ordained
pastors of the American Zulu mission, he was educated at
Inanda and Amanzimtoti theological school (Adamz College).
He spent some years studying and teaching in America, and
on a second visit collected money from American philan-
thropists for a Zulu industrial school similar to the
famous Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, established by
Bocker T. Washington. Dube astablished his school at Oh-
langa in the Inanda district in 1901 and in tne same year
was a founding member of the Natal Native Congress. A
couple of years later he started llanga Lase Natal, and in
1912 he was invited to become the first president of the
South African Native Congress (later to become the African
National Congress.) Ousted from the presidency in 1917,
“he continued in a prominent pesition in the Natal branch
of Congress, running it virtually as an independent fief,
until his death in 1946." [221] Shula Marks describes
bube as *the apokesman of tho Kholwa (le. African Chrin-
tian) community®, [222) and his position as newspaper and
political leader "had led white Natalians to regard him as
a provocation and a challenge, ‘a pronounced Ethiopian who

ought to be watched.’"[223]
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Ir the light of James Plomer’s comment that Dube was at
this time the greatest intellectual influence on Plomer
and Plomer’s obvious admiration for Dube, [224) ‘.t is
clear that Plomer must have come into contact with many of
the social and political concerns which dominated contem-
porary political debate In and around the South African

Native Congress in Natal. His contact with ideas so radi-

cally different from those encountered in the white com-

munity in Fshowe - which at best showed a philanthropic
concern for the plight of Africans, characterized by the
concept of Christian “rescue® -~ could not fail to leave
its impression on the youthful Plomer, bringi .9 cevere
digillusionment with the "ruling race" in its wake. The
crucial way in which Plomer’s aexposure to some contem-
porary African political ideas and debates informs Turbott
Holfe will be examined in datail in the following chapter,

Plomer‘’s experiences as a trader in Zululand and the set-
ting of the trading store in a "Native Reserve" clearly
influenced the setting of Turboti Wolfe and Plomer’s
portrayal of an English trader who comes into contact with
a variety of white colonials and Africans, and is driver
to political involvement. In Zululand, as elsewhere in
South Africa, the “colour question" was of central con-
cern, hut here Plomer was exposed to a different perspec-

tive on "colour issues®, largely due to his contact with
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Makhoba and Dube. 1n the words of Michael Herbert,
Plomer’s “frustration, anger and idealism clamoured for an
outlet, '/hich was provided by writing. For out of a wel-
ter of experiences cams the impetus for a most fruitful
period of literary endeavour." (225] Plomer comments that
at Ntumsni "my strong flow of feeling had to shape some-
thing, if only a protest. The snape it took was on

paper.” [226)

Turbott Wolfe was the immediate result of his intellectual
and emotional turmoil, *written with a har¢ pencil on thin
paper,” {227] and completed when Plomer was twenty-one. It
was published by the Hogarth Press in 1925, but owing to a
printers’ strike appeared in 1926. 1In South Africa the
appearance o! the novel caused a minor storm of con~
troversy which Plomer recalls with pride and more than a

touch of vanity in his autobiography and elsewhere:

It was in the spirit »f rovolt that Turbott
Wolfe had heen engendeied, ana 1 should have
voen surprised if it had been received locally
with rapturous spplavse. I was pleaged with the
viclence of reaction it provoked ..

Wolie had rubbed the open wound of South African
racialiss. 1228

The novel catapulted Plowwr into the )literary limelight.
on a visit to ourban "to buy useful and ornamental things,

for the supposed benefit of both the Zulus and the
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Plomers" [229] Flomer met the poet Roy Campbell. He
agreed to collaborate with Campbell on the production of a
literary magazine, Voorslag, which first appeared in June
1926 and caused a stir in literary circles. [210] Plomer
r=calls that the "short period of our close association
was in fact remarkably fruitful for both Campbell 2nd
myself ... Every moment seemed fertile. A writer going
trrough a strongly creative phase may find he has
developed a more than ordinary power of immediate
assimilation.” [231] Plomer’s writing from this perlod in-
cludes poetry, reviews, and stories like "Portraits in the
Nude" and "Ula Masondo." ([232) But if Plomer’s experiences
in Zululand and Natal acted as a catalyst in the writing
of Turbott Wolfe and the beginnings of Plomer’s literary
career, another crucial feature was his selfccascious per-
ception of himself as a “rebel® and "outsider” in a

mediocre colnnial environment, and a "political-aesthete.®
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More than four decades after the publication of Turbott
Wolfe, Plomer stated that it "was in a spirit of revolt
that Turbott Wolfe had been engendered." {1) These words
are more significant than Plomer may have intended. o
Goubt Plomer, autobiographer and urbane London man of let-
ters, had {n mind his youthful revolt against the values
and ideas of his class and background; a revolt which in
retrospect he tended to trivialize. [2] But Plomer’s com-
ment can also be interpreted in a different way, for at
the time he wrote Turbott Wolie, in the early 1920s, South
Africa itself was experiencing a "spirit of revolt® which
influenced both Plomer and his rovel. A "spirit of
revolt®, both on a personal and on a sccio-political
lievel, forms a crucial and complex subtext to Tiurbott
Wolfe.

Sever:s )l recent critics of Turbott Wolfe have tended to
label it a "liberal novel." [3] And yet, contemporary
critics who attacked Turbott Wolfe as a scandalous
butrayal of racial conventions were well aware of the fact

that in many ways the novel want far beyond the boundc of
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the "liberal impulse"™ and acceptable levels of dissent. It
is here where Plomer’s "spirit of ravolt" can most easily
be discerned; in his attacks on dominant racial attitudes
and colonialism, in the ideals of "young Africa®, and in
his depiction of interracial sexual relationships as ac-

ceptable and admirahle at a time when both tlack and white

were vocal in their 4 tion of *mi genation.* Seen
within the social and political contaxt of the 1920s, many
of the political ideas and solutions expressed in Turbott
¥olfe seem extraordinary.

And yet, one of the most striking features of Turbott
Wolfe is its profoundly ambiguous portrayal of colonial
society in South Africa, specifically Natal-Zululand,
Wolfe’s harsh critique of colonial society is sometimes
tempered by a deeply-rooted trapidation; he wavers betwaen
outright condemnation and fearful apprehension in the face
of alternatives. Wolfe, like Plomer himself, is caught in
the inevitable dichotomy of a *"spirit of revolt® against
the norms and ideas of colonial society, while inescapably
belonging to it. Plower’s intricate and some.: ..¢ am-
biguous portrayal of colonial soclety in Turke . Liq is

a theme well worth exploring.

Plomer’s protagonist recalls his exaviences in irew land

(bannd largoly on Natal and Zulu’and) in a atata of
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frenetic excitement engendered by the fever he has brought
back from Africa. But his "African fever"* is more than '
some tropical disease. It is also a state of mini genera-
ted by memories of a place itself characterized by a
feverish guality; the Lembuland of Wolfe’s imagination is
rssociated with undertones of fear, anger and aggression,

overt conflict, and portent: of violence.

These asaociations have some basis in reality. The charac-
teristics _f Plomer’s fictive landscape and soclety can be

found in Natal itself:

There is something ahout Natal in the past one
hundrod and rifty yearn that is dirffcutt to
define or give a name to, but that colours the
region’s history throughout that time; it is a
febrile quality in the public temperament, par-
ticularly of white Natalians. That temperament ~
at ieast in its observable moods - is frequently
hysteric and delusive, occasionally luughable
and sometimes vicious; in a multi-cianic
society, it manifest itself particularly in ex-
aggeratad and morbid forms of racially defined
conflicts and fears. [4]

It is precisely these qualities thac Plomer focusses on
and satirizes in his portrayal of white society in Lem-
buland. The action of the novel develops along th: divi-
sions that occur in white society in the face of
deeply~rooted sense of insecurity and "racially / (!ned

conflicts and fears."
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The source of this insecurity can be found partly in the
jwmanent and almcst tangible "spirit of revolt® amongst
the African popnulation of Natal. This “spirit of revolt”
had a long, varied and bloody history. The “pacification"
of Natal and the destruction of the Zulu kiﬁgdon was a
drawn-out and arduous process. In Natal in the 19208 there

were still many AJricans and white settlers who could

recall such events as the British defeat at Isandlwana in

b SP—

1879, the defence of Rorke’s Drift, and Disraeli’s famous

comme > on “the remarkable Zulu people who convert our

a0

bisheps, defeat our generals, and put and end to a great
guropean dynasty." [5] Zulu power and irdependence had al-

ways been regarded as a force to be reckoned with, and

4
even the British victory at Ulundi did not eradicate the

lasting fears and insecurity of Natal settlers.

Settlers’ pervading sense of anxiety and vulnerability was
- not entirely unfounded. There was a great deal of open

violence between black and white during the first decade

s of the twentieth century, for which the Pocll Tax or Bam-

batha Rebellion of 1906 provided a focal point. The Rebel-

lion exploded "against a background of rumour, much of it
relating to the supposed restlessness of the evergreen but y

not irresponsible Dinuzulu..." [6] Such events were un-

likely to reassure white Natalians who harboured a lurking

fear of outbreaks of rebellion amongst "Shaka’s heirs®,
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Ey the 1920s there were further disturbing challenges to
the already precarious sense of security amongst whites in
Natal and elsewhere. In the 19208 militancy was so
widespread amongst South African blacks throughout the
country that many whites feared that the country was on
the brink of revolution. The immediate post-war period was
punctuated by strikes, demonstrations ard violent confron-
tations. The I.C.U. was gathering strength in the early
19208, and was perceived as a decided threat to the
country’s stability. Similarly, the S.A.N.N.C. took on a
wore aggressive air under the presidency of Makgatho be-
tween 1917 and 1924, sponsoring both a passive resistance
campaign against the pass laws on the Rand and a spate of
strikes. Many whitez saw in these organizations the seeds
of revolutionary spirit and a direct challenge to white

domination.

Sporadic outbreaks of violence in rural areas - such as
the Bondelswarts rebellion of 1921 [7} - were quickly sup-
pressed, but this did little to eradicate white fears.
Many whites were quick to seiza on the more emotive under-
tones of resistance. For example, the Israelite sect’s
defiance of the government which culminated in the Bulhoex
massacre of 1922, drew inspiration from millenarian teach-~

ings and the passing of Halley’s Comet, widely regarded is
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a portent for the end of white domination in South Africa.
{81 A similar millenarian quality can be found amongst the
®gthiopian® Church movements, which terrified whites as-
sociated with Ga.veyist ideus of "Africa for Africans.”
{9] Indeed, the very name "Ethiopian® suggested black
nationalism in the decades after the Ethiopian victory
over the Italians at Ad--ra. (10] In Natal, "Ethioplanism“
was of regional significance, since there was some
“Ethiopian® involvement in the Bambatha rebellion. In some
ways "Ethiopianism" can be seen as the Natal equivalent of

“Yellow Peril.® {11)

several ideclogical influences on African political con-
sciousness during the early 19203 exacerbated white fears
in the face of the pervasive state of unrest. The war it-
self "aroused visions of a better world and directed at-
tention to the international events - in particular the
struggle of subject pecples for political .nunclpltlcn.“( 2
The ongoing influence of Negro America on African politi-
cal thinking, particularly the ideas of Marcus Garvey, wus
perceived by many as threatening and even dangerous. m-"
ternal influences such as the involvement of the Interna-
tional Socialist League and the South African Communist
Party in African political affairs seemed to bring the

"tareat of revolution® evern closer. [13]
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Although Turxhott Wolfe contains undertones of violence and
fear, Plomer did not share the exaggerated feara ¢? other
whites. Any overt acts of violence or aggression are com-
mitted by white characters in the novel, not black. Plomer
war an unusual *White Natalian® in that he was able to
igentify strongly with African political aspirations and

£ recognize the oppressive and violent forces at work in
white society. That he was able to do so, ‘3 partly due to
Plomer’s personal “spirit of revolt*, but also due to his
contact with people like Lucas Makhoba and John Dube. it

is difficult to assess the extent of their influence on

Plomer, but it is possible to argue that they were key

by tfigures in exposing Plomer to a different jperception of
the growth of African political conscliousness and
nationalism. Plomer’s unorthodox approach to contemporary

political debate can be traced in the central theme of the

a novel, namely his treatment of race and "miscegenation.®

Plomer‘s concern with politicai issues contrasts sharply éﬂ

¥ with his ideas about the insular nature of “art®, A third
%,

T

important theme in Turbott Wolfe thus revolves around

Plomer’s concern with the relationship between a writer or

“agsthete" and his society, which he perceives as rooted

in conflict. Plomer’s exploration of this theme centres cn

his formulation of what he calls the "Politico-Aesthete®; v

someone who experiences a conflict between "art" and the
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political! demands of his society. An examination of this

theme not only provides the reader witl a profound insight
into the characterization of Wolfe and Friston, but also
into Plomer’s literary ideas at the time he wrote Turbott
. Wolfe. Through Plomex’s portrayal of the "Politico~
Aesthete® his ideas about the relationship between a
"gpirit of revolt™ on a personal and on a political level
are vividly illustrated.

i
i
1
i




|
}
i
{
|

o el e R L I

section I: Repudiation and Trepidation: TURBOTT WOLFE and
the Portiaval of a Colonjal World
I think {f you go into the guestion thoroughly

you will find that ultimately, our civilisaticn
is obscene. (Turbott Wolfe) (1]

... the old wonderful unknown primitive African
life - outcide history, outsidc time, ocutside
science. (Tuxbott Wolfe) [15])

oOne of the major concerns of Turbott Wolfe that has at-
tracted congiderable critical attention, iw its satirical
portrayal of colonial society. Turbott Wolfe is populated
by a variety of colonials, ranging from absurd and inef-
fectual "outsiders® who are inextricably tied to Britain,
to downright vicious caricatures of bigotry and racism.

All these characters are realized in biting satire.

Although South Africa became a Union in 1910 under the
leadership of Louis Botha, and despite the challenges
presented by the rise of African as well as Afrikaner

nationalism, British cultural and economic dominance

remained a crucial influence for many years to come.

Plomer’s critique of the colonial ethoe is thus primarily
aimed at English-speaking colonial scciety. In particular,
critics have noted and przised Plomer’s harsh rejection of

the racism implicit in the colonial ethos; indeed, Plomer

himself saw racism and bigotry as his major "targets" in
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Turbotth Wolfe. [16)

Despite the author’s statad intention to attack racist
thinking and practice, a careful reading of the text
reveals that his critique of colonial soclety is shot
through with a profound ideological ambiquity and trepida-
tion which occasionally mediates or contradicts the acer-
bity of his onslaught. The question that immediately
springs to mind is to wnat extent the youthful, selfcon-
sclously rebellious author was himself influenced by con-
temporary white political thinking, despite hia explicit
condenrnation of segregationist ideas. Tt is a question
well worth exploring. Turbott Wolfe is on the one hand a
deeply~felt repudiation of colonial practice and ideology,
and on the other also an expression of profound am-
bivalence and trepidation in the face of the demise of Em-

pire and white dominance in Africa.

Such contradictions reveal not only the complexity of the
novel and the precariousness of making snap judgements W
about tie nature of Plomer’s attack on colonialism, but
also reveal the ambiguity of the author’s position as an
Englishman in South Africa; despite the novel’s consumate
ongagomnnt with contemporary noaial and political renlity,

Turbott Wolfe at one level also presents an “outsider’s

view" - specifically an "English®" view - of Africa.
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Plomer, like his protagonist Wolfe, may heve criticized

colonial society, but remained ~ i pably - a ber of

the society he condemned.

T R ve—
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A. TURBOTT WOLFE and the Colonial Milieu

on Lhe republication of Turbott Wolfa in 1965, Nadine Gor-
dimer wrote that it was “the only novel of poetic vision
to come out cf our country since Olive Schreiner’s Story
of an Afrxican Farmg". [17). To a lesser extent than
Schreiner, Plomer has also been mythulogized as a writer
of visiovnary *genius”, an interpretation based on the

j liberal ideology expressed in the novel, and also to an
g; extent on the extreme youth of the writer at the time he

; wrote Turbott ¥ciie. This critical interpretation tends

to obscure the extent to which he was influenced by the

social and political context in which 'a wrote, and his

work coloured by its assumptions and limitations.

The "liberalism™ evprcased in Turhott Wolfe must be seen

in the context of the coloiial milien which the novel ad~

U S

dresses. The main impetus for liberalism in South Africa
prior to the establishment of Union in 1910 had come from
the nineteenth century Cape; the Soutn African liberal
ethos had thus developed within the context of colonjaliam
in South Africa. The period up to and after the South
African War of 1899-1902 showed an escalation of
racialization in political dialogus within white settler
society, while the more patarnalistic mode of Victorian

Cape liberalism was forcad to become increasingly defen-
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sive. Radical territ:cial segregaticn formed the basis
for succensive qovoiament policy after the ostablishmont
of Unlon in 1910, the industrial colour bar was entrenched
in 1911, and in 1913 the Nativer Land Act confined African
landholding to some 9% of the total area of the Unjon. 1In
the 1920s the crucial issue of the "“colour question" ~
simply stated, the question of what should be done about
the African majcrity - was an overriding concern in white

political thinking:

The dominant political logic of segregationism
ultimately defined the direction of political

thinking amongst South African liberais,..[18)

Thus while Flomer’s Turbott Iplfe overcomes many of the
ilimitations of Schreiner’s novel {19} this is not the
result of a disembodied visionary "genius®. Rather, the
novel’s engagement with aspects of social and political
reality, specifically the "colour question®, should be
seen in the context of dominant political and ideological

concerns. [20]

The liberal humanism which tends to operate on an existen-

tialist plane in The Story of an African Faxm becomes in
Plomer’s work a politlcal liberalism as well, a fictive
engagement with the all-informing issue of the "colour

guesticn® which in the 19208 was assuming a definite
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prominence. The racial theme ia introduced almost at the

baeginning of the novel:

where would be conflict between myself and the
white; there would be conflict retwsen myself
and the black. There would be the unavoidable
question of colour, It is & questio. to which
every man in Africa, black, white or vellow,
must provide his own answer. ([21]

Plomer's engagement with the “colour question® is {1-
iustrated in a celebrated and often-quoted statament by l
one of the characters of Turbott Wolfe, Mabel van der

» Horst:

o] ...native guestion! what the hell is the native

question? You take away the black man’s country,
and shirking the future consequences of your ac-
tion you blindly affix a label to what you know
(and fear) the black man is thinking of you =~
"the native guestion". HNative queation indeed! '
My good man, there is no nativae question. It
isn’t a queation, It’s an answer. I don't know
whether people are wilfully blind, that they
can’t see what'’s coming. The white man’s as
dead a8 a doornatl in this country. (22}

It is a question or an answer which no subsequent South

African writer of note has boen able to avold. .

A
£

Turbott Wolfe not only addresses the colonial milieu; it
is also in some ways a novel of the *cclonial tradition*,
sympathetically written but nonetheless an outsider’s view
of Africa, as we shall see. Plomer makes trenchant

criticisms of the white colonial ethos in South Africa,
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and perceptively exposes many of the hypocrisies .mplicit
in white colonial attitudes. In its recngnition of the im-
portance of racism -~ which Schreiner ignores almost com~
pletely in her novel - Turbott Wolfe is obviously an ad-
vance on most previous South African novals. Plomer’s
protagonist, Turbott Wolfe, an Englishman who comas to
trade in South Africa, interprets the racism of his white

neilghbours in this way:

I began to learn the hard lesson that in Lem-~
buland it is considered a crime to regard the
native as anything aven so high as a mad animal.
I was so surprised that I began to seek with
keenness for information about the relations be-
tween blacks and whites in those parts ... {21}

But the novel also reveals the difficulty of escaping the
imprisoning effects of white consciousness in a
segregationist climate. Woife describes how he arranges
to paint a portrait of a white neighbour and an African
woman, “their srms interlaced®* [24]), but the white neigh-
bour refuses to pose with an African woman. Wolfe’s

response to her bigotry is profoundly ambiguous:

The native girl came tc me pathetically and sat
down at my feet. I thought for a moment that
she might compensate me - but I suddenly felt as
cold towards her as if she had been a monkay.

(28]

i

Wolfe cannot escape the taint of racial prejudice in a
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climate of segregationist thinking.

Wolfe’s criticism of his white neighbours is realized in
biting satire. For the most part his neighbours are ex-
trexely unpleasa . caricatures of racism and bigotry.
Bloodtield, Schwerdt, Soper and Flesher (even their names
are revealing) re resent fo. Plomer the worst aspect of

the colonial ethos. Flesher

...strutted like a mountabank (but without 2
mountebank’s style) in breeches and leggings,
carrying his five feet of wretchedness as though |
he wished you to beliave that the respon-
sibilities of a continent were transported about

on those thin legs. 26}

Schwerdt is

«..8 waster himself, but I believe his father
had been even worsze. The oid man had come out
to Africa as a missionary in days long past, but
finding that he could not collect money and
women quite fast envugh had deserted his pulpit
for a counter, He had, indeed, attempted to
tra’e on the very site that I was afterwards to
occupy. He failed, old Schwerdt, they tell me,
because of his brutal treatment of the natives.
He was murdered by a native woman to whom he had
given a disease that shall be nameless. Young
Schwerdt seemed & true son of his father... [27)

A more effective presentation of his unpleasant white

vharactors ovours whon Plamor stops gliving thom pot racint

speeches and “leaves 1com for suggestive implicatlons, as
in the powerful poetic description contrasting Soper,

angrily stamping in his field, with his dignified
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labourers and the magnificent landscape. to which he seems

impervious%, [28]

Not all of Wolfe's white neighbours are boorish and repul-
sive bigots. Mrs Dunford, for example, is a pleasant,
scatter-brained woman with liberal views, who becomes the

innocent butt of Plomer’s satirical linguistic iokes:

"Do you like my flowers?® [Mabel}] asked.
*Cyclamen has a sensual beauty, I think.™ *I
think so, too", said Mrs Dunford. "You’re right
Mabel. Cyclamen has essential beauty.” (29)

Plomer also matirizes a different type of colonial, the
well-meaning but ineffectual Reverend Fotheringhay and his

wife:

...although they had spent nearly all their
lives in Africa, they had never beqgun to think
of Africa. The rector himself must have noticed
where he was, and I suppose he concluded that
they must put up with it, But as for Mrs
Fotheringhay, she had clung tenaciously to the
past ...for her there was nothing so real in the
world as the warm savour of wallflowers that had
been growing under the drawing-room windows in
Surrey in the early seventies: the scent was in
her nostrils still ... Nothing in Africa could
match the inviolable memory of *‘ie heavy in-
toxicating clusters of lilac, wet with rain and
honey, bowed down and odorous on a vanished
English lawn ... She had lived, incredible
English woman, for fifteen years in aucampstroom
without noticing that Aucampstroom existed. [30]}

Like the Norwegian missionary Nordalsgaard, the Fotherin-
i
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ghays are examples of "white consciousneas fossilized
within its own skin outside Europe®. (31] Colonial aliena-
tion in "the black man’s country" is a central concern in
the novel -nd exemplified by the cultural insularity of
the Fothe: /8. But because they are so completely
rdrugged wath Africa... caressing only the ghosts of

menm.  and tradition® {32), the Fotheringhays escape the
destructive congequences of the cultural schizophrenia to

which Wolfe falls prey.

One of the most important areas of exploration in Turbott
Wolfe, concerns the experience of the nonconformist Wolté
in the colonial milieu of the novel. Both Wolte and Rupert
Friston, the two major characters of the novel, denpise
the colonial ethos which they see as being characterized
by bigotry and racism, and deplore the decadence of west-
ern civilization whose imminent decline and destruction
they predict. That Turbott Wolfe is engaged with the
decline of British colonial dominance, 1s made explicit in
a discussion between Wolfe and the missionary Nor-

dalegaard:

"I have been here more than forty years", he
said simpiy. He took hold of my left arm gently
with his right hand. "1 look back. 1 wonder
what I have accomplished?®* His old eyes had
tears. Ah, but you must know that I was utterly
moved. X was shaken. I was suddenly filled
with the madness of vision. What was it before
me? The encroachment of Africa? Was it not the
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nineteenth century, slowly disintegrating? The
aighteenth, the seventeenth century; the Middle
Ages? This old man was time. He was more than
time... [33)

Unlike his predecessor Klodquist, whose “muscular chris-
tianity® makes him seem almost god-like in the heyday of
Imperial dominance in Africa, Nordalsgaard represents
decline and disintegration. Like Rupert Friston, like
Wolfe himself, he “staggers, poor man, undexr the weight of
the past; and he struggles, poor man, under the loa:.' of
the future®, [34; Yet Wolfe is, as Laurens van der Post
has arqued, *a moving symbol of the civilization he calls
‘obscene’. He can recognize what is sterile and destruc-
tive in his civilized vaiues, he can be stirred by the
beauty of Africa, yet he is just as incapable of rejecting
the one as committing himself to the other." ([35] Wolfe is
depicted as talented and brilliantly versatile, "equally
gifted in painting, musical composition and performance,
the writing of poetry and sculpture. He embodies the ex~
perience of Europe™. [36] In the colonial milieu of the
novel, Wolfe’s "aesthetic individualism" is as alienating
and isolated as the cultural insularity of the Fotherin-
ghays, and simultaneously part of the civilization he

deplores and whose decline he predicts.

Turning away in distaste from the unreality of the

Fotheringhays, the crude racism of Bloodfield and Flesher
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and the spiritual impotence of Nordalsgaard, Wolfe, along
with Caleb and Zachary Msomi, Mabel van der Horst and
Rupert Friston, participates in the formation of a nonra-
cial society, "Young Africa®. "Young Africa" :epresents
the culmination of Plomer’s (and Wolfe’s) repudiation of
the colonial ethos, since it presents a vision of future
racial harmony through a dramatic reversal of the racism
which characterizes the colonial milieu of the novel.
"Young Africa” naively and idealistically promotes the
concept of a harmonious, post-colonial "future Coloured
World* through "miscegenation®, an exceptionally unconven-
tional approach in the light of dominant white political
thinking of the time {37). The notion of the white race
"melting™ into the black was deplored by many contemporary
white writers, for example Sarah Gertrude Millin, as a

threat to white "civilization" and dominance.

But if Turbott Wolfe is at one level a critique and
repudiation of the colonial ethos, it is also a novel
about colonial trevidation and uncertainty, as exemplified
by Plomer’s protagonist Wolfe, and the decline of British
dominance in South Africa. While Wolfe is critical of the
colonial ethos exemplified by Bioodfield and his ilk and
the Fotheringhays, he cannot commit himself to the alter-
native presented by "Young Africa®; he toys with the idea

of lntegration Into Africa, but recolls in horror when
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Mabel van der Horst marries Zachary Msomi. Woulfe’s
trepidation, ambiguity and digillusionment shows the ex-
tent to which he is himself trapped in the colonial ethos,

with its racist overtones.
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In The Story of an African Farm, Schreiner states a cru-

cial commitment to a local world:

Those brilliant phases and shapes which the im-

agination sees in far-off lands are not for (the

writer] to portray. Sadly he must squeeze the

colour from his brush, and dip it into the grey

pigments around him. He must paint what lies

before him. [38)
At its most obvious level this statement is a comment on
the exoticism of much colonial fiction in South Africa as
well as on the necessity of engagement with a local en-
vironment. While Turbott Wolfe is engaged with a local
world, and to a much greater extent than Schreiner’s novel
engaged with social and political reality, at some levels
it registers only alienation, 1In Plomer’s portrayal of
the Fotheringhays, for example, cultural alienation is
consciously expressed, and criticized; but Plomer’s own
alienation from the environment he portrays is uninten-
tionally revealed in a view of Africa through essentially
£nglish e;2s8. Because Plomer was born in South Africa,
but partly educated in England, South Africa remained for
Plomer in some ways an exotic and foreign place. Thir
soutsider’s view" of Africa, which informs and mediates
his writing, is a characteristic of much imperial fiction,

which portrayed Africa through the eyes of its white over~-

138




i et i e T

i ot oo AR, VB, YRR S8 1 et

lords. |

Through a crucial misunderstanding of African society and
culture, the Africa of imperial fiction is imbued with
mystery and exoticism, the “Darkest Africa* of the im-
perial imagination. Ancient mythical kingdoms, primitive
rituals, evil rites and all the paraphernalia of a society
which represented the exact opposite of western civi-
lization, served to mystify and distort the realities of
imperial conquest and domination. What is significant here
is that at times Plomer portrays a similarly exotic and
mysterisus Africa, and that this is symptomatic of the
outsider’s {(and the colonizer’s) point of view. For ex~
ample, the Africa described by Wolfe includes elements of
the supernatural aid mysterious, a ploy commonly used in
colonial fiction to illustrate the primitive and savage
nature of conquered or about-~to-be-conguered peoples.
Wolfe receives a mysterious parcel which he associates

with primitive and evil African rites:

The parcel contained certain illegal articles of
commerce of a kind that I have never seen out-
side Africa. I was aghast. I felt unclean from
contact with the parcel, and it was a long time
before 1 could get to sleep. [39]

Wolfe also describes a mysterious African drug that drives

people mad:




You know that S is a worse drug than

3 hashish, the food of asssassins. The nacives are
addicted to it all over South Africa, especially
in Lembuland. There are different ways of
preparing it. In Lembuland they mix it with the
flowers of a herb called m_______ . It is the
wickedest of drugs, this mixture, one of the

B most precious formulas of African witcheraft.

0 (40}

It ims clear that Plomer is ignorant of what the parcel is

H

§ supposed to contain, or what ®S * is supp d to

,§ be. Such references to the strang. and supernatural un-
ﬁ; consciously reveal the extent to which Plomer shares the

| colonizer’s view of Africa, where the continent is tradi-

3 tionally portrayed as dark, mysterious, exotic, irrational
“% and primitive.

Plomer’s “outsider’s view” is also revealed through the

attitudes of Wolfe to Nhliziyombi, an African woman to

'
whom he is strongly attracted and who represents for Wolfe
- a primitive, noble, pre-imperial Africa which has been

destroyed by European penetration and conquest in Africa:

She was an ambassadrass of all that beauty (it
might be called holiness), that intensity of the
old wonderful unknown primitive African life,

~ outeide history, outside time, outside science.
(41]

The view of a pre-colonial, anachronistic Africa e.'isting

outside history and outside time is a typically colonial
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one, and contrasts ironically with the novel’s engagement
with social and political reality. In rejecting overtly
racist stereotyping of Africans as "Sambo® figures '
("natural® servants or @laves) or savage brutes, Plomer
adopts the image of Africans as "Noble Savages®, an essen-

tially European ideological construct which dates back to

the period of the Furopean Enlight t. R is
widely regarded as the father of the ”"Noble Savage", who
was "gradually adopted as an {llustration of the freedom,
simplicity and general closeness to nature, which the age
admired”. Contrary to the belief that the "Noble Savage"
was "practically dead as a literary fad* by the 1820s,
{42) the "Noble Savage" continued to survive in South
African colonial literature, for example, in the writings
of Thomas Pringle and William Scully, and in this century
in the work of Laurens van dar Post. (43] Plomer portrays
Africans as “Noble Savages" in order to contrast them rore
effectively with the "obscene civilization® of the vhite
colonials of the novel; while this specifically European
image clearly emphasizes Plomer’s outsider’s perspective
of Africa, it also shows the extent to which Plomer shared
the contemporary liberal view that Africans are
“naturally"” pastoral and should be protected from the

over-hasty penetration of western economic interests. (44)

In many ways Turbott Wolfe can be seen as a South African
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Hearxt of Darkness (1902). Plomer and Conrad employ the

literary device of a framing narrator who remains outside
the action of the narrative, but who introduces the reader
to a second narrator who is implicated in the plot. The
second narrator - Plomer’s Wolfe and Joseph Conrad’s Mar-
low - tells the story of an excursion into Africa; like
Conrad and Plomer, Marlow and Wolfe are tied to English
culture and society, and penetrate Africa from the out-
side. Wolfe and Marlow are participants in the stories
they narrate, but in both cases a second protagonist - the
mystexious Kurtz and Plomer’s Rupert Friston - plays a
pivotal role. Both Kurtz and Friston descend into a form
of insanity in the face of their Atrican experiences, and
ultimately revea. the central meaning of each novel in
remarkably similar ways; just as Kurtz sums up his African
experience through his deathbed utterance, "The herror!
The horror!" [45] Fricion cries out during a nightmarish
lapse into madness that "fear has withererd swiftly since

HORROR was written on the sun®. [46)

Turbott Wolfe and Heart of Darkness arc also similar in
their profound jdeological ambiguity, the expression of
moral doubt and trepidution, and their portrayal of mod-
ernist disintegraticn embodied in Kurtz and Plomer’s rris-
ton and Wolfa., {faxlow, like Wolfe, sees whites as

intruders in Africa; colonial penetration of the continent
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is a violation which brings despair in its wake. vhat

Marlow sees of whites’ behaviour in Africa represents some

LT O ——

form of evil or another; ruthless exploitation, futile ac~
tion, hollowness and protence. He perceives that the so-
i called "bringers of light" to the “Dark Continent® can
alsc be agents of darkness. Yet Marlow’s feelings about

h colonialism are profoundly ambiguous:

The conguest of the earth, which mostly means
the taking it away from those who have a dif-
ferent complexion or slightly flatter noses than
ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look
into it too much. What redeems it is the idea
only... [47]

- me s

Y what determines Heaxt of Darkness more than anything else
is "Conrad’s ideological confusion ovar colonialism.
Colonizlism is shown up in the first part of the novel as
unmitigated evil, yet Conrad’s loyalty to Britain, the

tagreataat® colonial powsr, prevents an unqualified

condemnation". {48] Indeed, it is efficiency and the

. "idea" behind colonialism which in Marlow’s eyes is its

saving grace. Like Marlow, Wolfe’s own loyalty to Britain

is expressed in his unwillingness *o relinquish his ties

to what he cond as an “ob civilization". Despis-
ing colorialism, Wolfe cannot accept integration into

Africa. To some extent Wolfe’s uncertainty and inner con- i

" tradictions express Plomer’s attempts to solve the con-

o tradictions within himself.
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There are further similarities between the two r.vels.
Marlow’s tale iz also about an ordeal which tests the in-
dividunl man, and which ravoeals him to bo fasclinatod hy
his own "dark instincts®. The novel operates on two dis-
tinct planes; an actual journey into Africa, and a sym-
bolic expedition into the psyche, into the human “heart ot
darkness®. One of the re« ring ideas Iin Heart 7L Daxk-
nzeg is that in Africa the veneer of ®"civilizecion” falls

away. Of Kurtz it is said that "his soul wan mad. Being
alone in the wilderness, it had looked within itself, and
by heavens! I tell you, it had gone madi® [49] In Turbott
Wolfe, Wolfe’s experiences In Africa also operste on an
actual and a symbolic plane. Wolfe's experiences in the
colonial ailieu in which he findse himself must also be
"% seen as a "voyage of discovery® within himself. Both
Wolfe and Friston are, like Marlow and Kurtz, examples of
"hollow men" from Europe who attempt to use Africa to com-

pensate for their psychic hollowness. Friston’s journey ot

self-discovery, in the face of the principle ot
*miscegenation® which he advocates, drives hia to madness.
For Wolfe, sclf-discovery is esrentially the rocoqnition. s
of his own limitations and the *hollowness® of his ideals.
He searches for meaning iun life in the apheres of love,
art, trade and politics, and vet leaves Africa a despon-

dent and Jdisillusioned wman:
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My life, Caleb, is like a bucket with no bottom.

Nothing can £ill it. Once I thought Africa

could £i11 it, kut I doubted., Now [Nhliziyombi]

is married and has children. Once I thought

came could fill it, but Mr Tyler-Harries, who

was going tc get it for me, went down to the

bottow of the sea - very unreasonably. With

Young Africa I allowed myself to be cheated into

the idea that politics would give me what

sought. Now, under the barren pear-tree, 1 mnee

that Young Africa was a monstrous farce. Caleb,

I have looked at everything. Perhaps the only

thing that catisfied me is my own image in a

looking~g'ass: but even that, perhaps, is not !

what I w:nt ... Caleb, I am an egcist. ([50)
Plomer, liks Conrad, predicts the eventual lecline oy ex-
1sting empires, and recognises the "heart of darkness® in
western civilization itself. Even this perception is
linked at one level to the writers’ “outsider’s view" of
Africa. Plomer’s concern with the demise of western civi-
lization and the decline of empire should be seen in the
context of post World War I Europe and Britain; fTurbott
Wolfe reflects the mood of postwar crisis and pessimism,
which also brought the validity of Imperialism into ques-
tion. [51] This ideological crisis is also expressed in
Wolfe's trepidation and existentlalist angst, and that of
Friston. Both these protagonists represent aspects of the
wodern postwar man vhose predicament is exemplified in the
alienating context ot colonial society. ZTurbott Wolfe has
been criticised by some critics for its “erratic* and

#confusing® structure, but in fact the expressionist form
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of the novel is ideally suited to convey Wolfe’s uncer-
tainty and sense of crisis, as can be seen in Plomer’s use
of "stream of consciousness" in Wolfe’s diary extracts.
{52) The modernist register of Turbott Wolfe means that
the novel remains an interesting and peculiar exception to
the main wave of literary realism in South African fic-
tion, since "it exhibits quite a strong understanding .f

European modernist art forms®. [53)

it is clear that Plomer is crucially tied to western cul-
ture and society. Plomer portrays Wolfe as a nonconform-
ist outsider in Africa, who recoils in horror from his ex-
periences there. Indeed, Africa proves fatal for Wolfe,
vho returns to England to die of a fever he has caught
there, and also for his fellow idealist, Rupert Friston,
who is mysteriously murdered. 1In Wolfe’s mind, Africa is

ultirately dangerous for oucsiders:

I thought of the unfortunate Tyler-Harries,
fresh from the keen intellectual air of
London...he was associated in my mind with a
whole host of others. He was with those who had
been broken or beaten or besotted with the al-
mighty violence of Africa, that violence which
was the tropical thunderstorm raging on the
roof... [54])

This view of Africa permeates Plomer’s writing about South
Africa. In his celebrated poem "The Scorpion®, for ex-

ample, Africa is portrayed as a harsh, inhospitable and
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ulilmately treacherous continent:

Limpopo and Tugela churned

In fiood for brown and angry miles
Melons, maize, domestic thatch,

The trunks of trees and crocodiles;

The swollen estuaries were thick

With flotsam, in the sun we saw '
The corpse of a young negress bruised

By rocks, and roiling on the shore,

Pushed by the waves of marning, rolled
Impersonally among shells,

With lolling breasts and bleeding eyes,
And round her neck were beads and bells.

That was the Africa we knew,

where, wendering alcne,

We saw, heraldic in the heat,

A scorpion on a stone. {55) .

Like Wolfe, Plomar is ultimately urable to come to terms
with what he perceives as the contradintions and violence

of Africa. Plomer writes the following in his autoblog-

raphy:

I remember Africa as a cowplex and violent
revelation made to me when young. From all that
I knew, its complexity and violence had in-
creased. I could not imagine living there in a
state of tension that I should only find en-
durable if bent upon martyrdom or at least
victimisation... (56)

in soma ways "Plomer’s venture into the interior eof South
African reality is little more than a foray by an essen-
tially European sensibility, which, moreover, is forced to

withdraw in horror from what it encounters." [%7)
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Colour is still the gquestion. It’s far more
than a matter of prejudice or discrimination of
conflicting loyalties - all things you can take
or leave alone; we have built a morality on it.
We have gone even deeper: we have created our
own sense of sin and our own form of tragedy.
{Nadine Gordimer) (58]

It came upon me suddenly in that harsh polyglot

gajety that I was living in Africa; that there

s a quostion of colour. (Turbott Wolfe) [59)
From the moment Turbott Wolfe first appeared in South
Africa, South African readers focussed on and were scan-
dalised by the attitudes towards race, sexuality and
“miscegenation" expressed in it. Many regarded the novel
as a betrayal of existing racial conventions. “Scrutator®
{A.W. Lee), the Zululand Times reviewer who believed that
he had been satirised in the novel as an ineffecstual, bum-
bling Anglican missionary, summed up the attitudes of many

outraged readers. Mr Plomer’s novel, he states categori-

cally, "is not cricket®. He continues:

Was the author consciously inspired in his
choice of a title for hir. book? The two words
sTurbott® and “Wolfe", slilowing for a slight al~
teration ir their spel'ing, do seem admirably to
fit this admixture of stinking fish and vulpine
ferocity in showing up other peopla's weaknesses

... Mr Plomer is evidently still young enough
to believe that to print indecencies ls the sign
of a superior mind. He is still impresced with
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the necessity of exposing all the seamy side of
colonial life to the gaze of the highbrow world
in order that the weaknesses of humanity may
provide that elevated class with causes for
thankfulness that they are not as other men are.
(€0}

While “Scrutator® seethed with indignation, other contem-
porary critics greeted Turbott Wolfe with varying degrees

of enthusiasm or repug +. Ruth Al (a con-
tributor to the Cape Timeg) called it "the most vital book
about South Africa since The Story of an African Farm®.
{61] Desmond Young of The Natal Witnesg praised it, (62)
and Roy Campbell wrote a vigorous defence in Yoorslag (no
1, June 1926). 1In “The Significance of Turbott Wolfe"
Campbell describes the novel as "an extremely bold and
sincere piece of work .... what has made Turhott Wolfe

such a portent is the manner in which Mr Plomer has seized

i

on the emotional aspects of the cclour situation." [63)
But most critics found Plomer’s racial and sexual themes
hard to swallow. YIt would be better burned, was one of
the milder shrieks in the public chorus of abuse in South
Africa, led by the howling leader - writars", Plomer
recalled in 1965. [64] Harold Wodson, liberal editor of
the Natal Advertiser, said that Turbott Wolfe mede him
"pristle” with rage, {65) while The Souih African Nation
labelled it "pornography®. [66) In his introduction to
the 1945 edition of Turhott Wolfe, Laurens van der Post

describes the negative responses to the novel in this way:
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I remember the excitement and impassioned argu-
ment provoked at variocus times by lady
’

' ees
But none equal.ed the pitch and hysteria of this
African occasion. I imagine one may well have to
reach back to some aspects of the Dreyfus affair
and Emile Zola for parallels, since the ap-
pearance of Turbott Wolfe had a marked
sociological and political as well as literary
impact. 1In fact, looking back on it all now, I
find it something of a mystery that Plomer es-
caped the public tarring and feathering in-
flicted on a lecturer at a South African Univer-
sity some years later for less sald. (67)

It is clear that most contemporary critics, whether in
praise or condemnation of the novel, regarded Turbott
Wolfe as a "hymn to miscegenation”, to use one critic’s
phrase. [68] Indeed, it is the novel’s focus on the highly
contentious issue of "miscegenation” that Plomer rather
proudly claimed was the main reason why his novel had been
kept under lock and key in the Durban Public Library along
with other "indecent® worke., [69] Reading the novel teday,
it is perhaps difficult to understand why Turbott Wolfe
caused such a storm of controversy when first published;
those who, intrigued by some of the more outrageous con-
temporary reviews, read the novel in the mistaken belief
that it might be South Africa’s first pornographic novel,
are in tor a c¢reat disappointment. The critical focus of
contemporary reviewers is significant, since it indicatea
a selective misreading of the text: while Turbott Wolfe
cannot adequately be described as a *novel about

miscegenation", other aspects of the novel were studiously
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ignored. This misreading of the text and the violence of
some contemporary responses tell one a great deal about
the increased raclalization of white politizal thinking in
the 19208, and the central importance of the "“colouar ques-
tion®™ -~ the guestion of what was toc be done with the
African majority. The fact is that Plomer touched on some
extremely controversial issues of his day, and since Tur-
bott Wolfe is at one level a conscious engagement with
contemporary political issues, Plomer’s thematic treatment
of race must be firmly situated within the context of the

*"colour question" debate.
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A. The "Colour Question®

The "colour question™ and segregationist solutions to this
question achieved particular prominence in the 19208, a
crucial decade in the formation of South Africa’s
"racetocracy®. [70) The “colour question® was hotly
debated at almost every level of society, as browsing
through contemporary newspapers will reveal (71]. A famous
sloyan from the 1922 str'ke - "Workers of the World Unite
for a White South Africa" - symbolizes the extent to which
white working class conscliousness was informed by prevail-
ing segregationist ideas. [72) General Smuts, in a speech

made in 1920, stated that:

Of our internal problems the greatest, the most
fundamental, the most far-reaching, is undoub-
tadly the Native question, and its present
developments are very ominous ... What is the
policy of the S.A. Party on this gravest of all
gquastions? Nine years ago our programme laid
down that the Kative question should not become
a party guestion, that we should secure for Na-
tives their natural and distinct development as
opposed to merely Europeanizing them ... {73)

The debate surrounding the “colour question” was of course
not confined to whites. The intense activity among African
and Coloured leaders in the face of their effective
political exclusion after the formation of Union in 1910,

has been recorded in some detail by Andre Odendaal, Peter

Walshe and others. {74] From its inception, every edition
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of Ilanga Lase Natal, like the Cape African newspapers
Inve, Jzwl and others, reveals the centrality of the
“colour guestion® which dominated not only political
debate, but increasingly, every aspect of Africans’ lives.
The S5.A.N.N.C., forred in January 1912, and the I.C.U, |
(Industrial and Commercial Workers Union of South Africa)
became the major organisations that vocalized Africans’
political aspirations, and actively opposed the policy of

subordination of the South African government. [75)

General lLouils Botha’s Government which took office in 1910
was dedicated to reconciiing Britons and Boers, and as far
as "native policy" was concerned, the consensus reached
amongst South Africa’‘s white rulers can be summed up in
one word: segregation. In Native Life in South Afxica,
first published in 1916, Scl Plaatje wrote:

Awakening on Friday morning, June 20, 1913, The

South African native found himself, not actually

a slave, but a pariah in the land of his birth.

[76}
This striking opening sentence of Plaatje’s political tes-
timony refers to the devastating concequences of ths Land
Act of 1913, which effectively limited African land owner-
ship to a very small area through radical territorial
segregation. The 1913 Land Act was enacted to eliminate

once and for all the possibility that large numbers of
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rural Africans would be able maintain a sclf-sufficient
peasant existence, and followed a long series of legisla-
tive acts directed at pushing Africans off the land and
into the emplnyment of whites. Thia pattern of poiicy,
which persists to the present day, profoundly affected the
character of both urban and rural African society. The
result was a large-scale movement of Africans off the
land, either into a state of permanent urbanization or
into a migrant pattern betwzen rural reserves and employ-
ment in "white® areas. In the view of white urban-
dwellers, which coincided with the interests of the mining
industry, the ideal African worker was a wiorant who
worked on short contracts for whites and left his family
behind in the rural areas. Not only could he be paid less,
but he could also be accommodated in a compound or hostel,
thus preventing him from putting 4>wn permanent roots in

the white man’s city:

Just as the independent African on the land
threatened to undercut the livelihood of white
farmers by depriving them of labour, the inde-
pendent African in town threatened to compete
for jobs with unskilled whites, mostly rural-
wred Afrikaners, who were also being rapidly
drawn into the urban labour market. In order to
protect the status and prosperity of whites,
therefore, it was necessary that the whole
townwart movement of Africans be closely con-
trolled. (77}

For most urban whites the alternative to a rigid -vatem of
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control, reinforced by legisilation, was that "white® towns
would be overrun by surplus Africans, whose "natural®
habjitat was the rural areas, in labour reserves or

enployed on white farms. Thus:

In the 1920s segregation - industrial segrega~

tion, urban residential segregation, and ter-

ritorial segregation - became even more clearly

the leading principle of public native policy.

Laws were amended and old Acts were changed for

new in the afforts to draw more clearly the

lines between white and black .... Racial dis~

crimination and the protection of white man

against black man were avoved purposes of the

policy of segregation. [78]
According to the Native Affairs Commission of 1921, “the
cown is a European area in which there is no place for the
redundant Native, who neither works nor serves his or her
people but forms the class from which the professional
agitators, the slum landlords, the liguor sellers, tha
prostitutes and other undesirable classes spring.” ([79)
The Native Urban Areas Act of 1923 enshrined the principle
that Africans were oniy to pe in urban areas insofar as
they ministered to the needc of whites, and pass-laws
aimed to ensure that a rigid control over the mcvement of
Africans to urban areas was efficiently maintained.
Plomer’s father, working at the central pass office in
Johannesburg, played a direct role in this system of con-
trol, while Plomer’s story, "Ula Masondo™, effectively

describes the process of labour migrancy which brings
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da tn Joh rg to vwork as & “temporary sojourner®

on a mine in the *white* town, leaving his family behind

in & reserve.

In the 1924 election, Smuts and the SAP were ocusted by the
Pact government under Hertzog. The Pact government took
segregation further and made it more systematic; this
posed vary real threats to middle class and lowe. class

blacks.

That the immediate measures imposed to control African ur-
banisation were not entirely successful, can be seen from
the prominence of the “colour guestiou” in the 19208, the

proliferstion of segregationist legislation, and the emo~

i

tive nature of some aspects of the “colour question”

debate in the white ity. The dangers of being

"gwamped® by Africans wers oftan described in lurid
detail, sometimes 1. the language of biological rac’sa or

eugenics: (80}

The imagery of social Darwinism ia clearly dis-
cernable in three important areas of political
debate: speculation about the relative intel-
ligence of blacks and whites; the almost univer-
sai.y expressed horror of "miscegenation®; and
fear of racial “"degeneration® following upon the
uncontrolled development of blank and white
proletariat in the city. [81)]

The latter twn areas ~ fear of racial "degeneration® and
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of *miscegenation” - waere particulsrly emot.ve issues.

The phenomenon of "poor whiteism®, tor examnple, was fre-
quently used as a warning of what could happen to the
white race whan unrestrained African urbanieation and
proletarijanisation vas allowed to continue. For bioclogical
determinists the existence of ®poor whites" was a perfact
example of the inevitable decline and degzneration of
white civilisation and values under these adverse condi-
tions. Just as successive "Hative Bills" were often
portrayed as “protective® measures to safeguard Africans
from corrupting influences in "white" towns, so "poo~
vhites" were also portrayed as being in neeq of
“protection® from Africans, both economically and so-
cially, The spectre of whites being "tainted® or
"degenerating® through contuct with Africans was power-

fully exploited in vhite political debate. [82)

On the republication of Turbott Wolfe in 1965, Plomer com-
ments on the "emoticnal® aspects of his novel which had

caused such a stir in South Africa:

Wnite South Africans saw themselves reflected in
the book, ard didn’t like what they saw. What
agitated them most were my then unheard of as-
sumptions that black Africans were numan and
might have a future, and that the relations be-
tween White and Blacks were in fact emotional as
well as economic. What effect did all the rumpus
have on me? I was contemptucusly amused, and as
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gratified #s a mar has a right to be when he

scores a bull‘s eye with his first shot. (83}
from this somewhat selfconsciously arrogant statement it
appears that Plomer intended the novel to be controver-
sial. Not only does Turbott Wolfe engage with the “colour
question® debate, it is in many ways an outspoken critique
of contemporary white political thinking, focusing
specifically on the more emotive aspects of the debate, as
campbell pointed out. (84] Howaver, Plomer‘s comment that
nis view of Africans as human beings was "unheard of" is
at some levels an exaggeration. Not all white South
Africans were proponents of the crude racism to which Tur=
bott Wolfe was partly a response; indeed in some ways the
novel owes much to the influence of contemporary white
liberal thought. [8%] Plomer was also limited by the so-
cial environment in which he wrote. Plomer, like, most
South African liberals between 1921 and 1953, never satis-
factorily grasped the ideological challenge thrown up by
territorial segregationism, [86) despite his attacks on
other aspects of the "coiour question®. With Turbott wWolfe
Plomer does not create a new political discourse, but
operates within the confines of existing discourse. It is
in and through a social deformity, inflicted on him by his
class, race and educatiopr, that Plomer reaches for the
i{dea of a common humanity. Moreover, Plomer’s suggestion

that his approach was *unique® effectively omits the

218




powerful influence his contact witn membera of the African
intelligantsia in Natal wust have had on his political
thinking, {87}
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¥Whare Turbott Wolfe's engagement with the "colour gues~
N tion" is concerned, Plomer’s portrayal of his protagonist
Wolfe as an *"outsider", an Englishman in Africa, is an ex~

tremely useful literary technique, Plomer portrays Wolfe

as arriving in South Africa untainted by an awareness of
the "colour question®™ or by racial prejudice. only

e gradually does he become aware . "+ in South Africa there
is "the unavoidable question of colour.® [88) His initial
responses to the racially divided nature of South African
society =~ his Youtsider's view"” ~ can therefore be
portrayed as fresher, more objective and detached. As

Wolfe ccmments at one point:

. T felt myself to be like a scientist who watches

o some enormity of nature through a microscope - I
was an ent>mologist observing the titanic and

- elemental lustr of beetles infinitesimal in a

L tiny battlegreund, where blales of grass were

i greater than tree~trunks ... {89]

Wolfe first becomes aware of the importance of the “colour

guestion® when he visits a funfair, "Schonstein’s Betler
Shows", where he encounters a microcosm ¢! South African

society:
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Round us as we talked circulated a crowd of
black, white and coloured pecple: Enylish,
Dutch, Portuguese, nondescript were the whites;
Bantu, Lembu, Christianized and aboriginal,
Mohammedan negroes were the blacks; and the
coloured were all colours and all races fused.
(901

b R

In 1905 an article in the Diamond Fields Advertiser, which

highlights the centrality of the "rolour gquesticn® at

every level of soclal intercourse, makes the following

comments about the famous Pagel’s Circus, then visiting

Kimberley:

if the management desire the people of Kimberley
to patronise the reserved seats, better arrange-
ments will have to be made than'was the case on
Saturday evening. Ladies who attend cannot be
expected to force their way through a crowd of
all colours - especially in this weather - and
many turned away in disgust rather than faca the
ordeal. {91}

Nevertheless, during the 1920s, circuses, funfairs and
menageries remained "the only democratic entertainment

that caters for all, irrespective of race, creed or

colour® (92}, and it is in this "polyglot gafety® that

Wolfe witnesses a white man kiss a girl who is not white.

The incident becomes one of prophetic significance:

Bawdy laughtex. A sally in the darkness. A pur-
sujt by the crowd. And after a time the man
saunters back to his friends, fluttering one
hand high above his head in lewd farewell. Is it

a flay on - =, that apand? A portent, preced-
ing a half e worlid? (93]
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Wita this experience Wolfe becomes "colour conscious”: he
veains to concern himself with the colour of people’s
skins. By the time he meots Rupert Friston, Wolfe has
"become the complete Colonial®, and they immediately begin
talking "like all white xen in Africa, about the natives.”

[94]

For Wolfe, a to a race~ob d society, the
crude and blatant aspects of racisem arc vivid and shock~
ing. Flo.ser has been criticized #nr his steresotyped
caricatur.s of racist colonials, [95] but as J.M. Costzee
reminds us, "If we return to the discourse of racisa
before 1945, what strikes us first about it is itc naked-
ness, its shamelessnens ... S0 remote does the biologlzed
history seem that formed (the basis of racist ideas) that
we might conclude they are best aimply consigned to
oblivion." {96) Coetzee makes the important point that
*What we may tend to ignore about ideas like these,
however, is that they were viable intellectual currency
for a long time ..." [97] It is precisely on these com-
monly held racist beljiefs and ideas that Plomer focuses,
and seen th.rough Wolfe’s eyes thay are shocking rather
than commonplace. His portray.l of the repulsive Flesher,
Bloocdfield, Schwerdt and Soper is a pointed attack on the

reality of blological raclsm which often informed the lan-
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guage and imagery of contemporary discourse on the 'colpur

question®. Thus a ption gst white

colonials in Turbott Wolfe is that Afrlcans are *like
children® or "animals® in terms of a paseudc-scientific ra-

cial hierarchy, [98) an assumption that echoes Lord
Selborne’s statement that "As a race, the white raca has
received a superior intellect and mental endowment. The
white man is the racial adult, the black man is the racial

child." [99] .

In attacking racist assumptions, Plomer etfectively
reverses racist stereotyping and jai'gon. The crude racism
of some of Wol a’s neighbours is echoed by their physical
repulsiveness, and they are recurringly described as
degensrate, "filthy" and “unclean®, while Flesher has
"rotten blood” and hideous sores. [100] Contrary to com-

monly held assumptions that whites (specifically Western
Suropeans) . ere bioligically destined to rule Africa and
the worle® -lomer’s portrayal of white colonlials com-
pletely . derrines this notion. Wolfe argues that western
civillzacicy in vitimat: ; “obscene®”, and that "the poor
whites, like Fflesrevr ( ¥ his kind, like the Government,
like *he rulers and taskmasters of tie unfortunate natives
.. seemed unclean ..." [101) The "unfitires® of South
Africa’s white rulers ia emphasized by d'Elvdere’s wock~

ing memory of Nigel Blades (Cecil Rhodes}, sdulated symbol
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of impsrial rule in Africa and founder of the *Dark Con-
tinent Exploitation Company”, "laid cut by a bottle of
brandy ..." [102]) While technological superiority was
generally seen as a sign of inherent racial superiority,

Wolfe states that:

1t has always seemed to me to be the chief mis-

take of our age tha: we take it for granted that

science is a panacea. The chief tendency of

modern science has been to produce noise. {103}
The idea that Western civilizetion =nd white dominance was
disintegrating - highlighted, for exz ~!+ .n Friston's
commente that "the white man’s day is ove.' [104) an} that
“EBurope is as dead as a mutton,” [105] ideas echoed by
Wolfe and Mabel van der Horst - clearly expresses the
ideological crisis within a broader political context,
with massive repercussions in the realm of Empire. Another
cruciai factor was Plomer’s contact with some of the
jdeals of African nationalism, through his friendship with

Lucas Makhoba and John Dube.

By contrast with most of the .ite colonials, Wolfe sees
Africans as physically, emotio ‘ally and morally superior
=5 their detractors; Wolfe is increasingly attracted by
them, and this does not go unnoticed. Wolfe soon roulizn:
that the "colour questiun® is not merely a question of

personal prejudice; it permeates every level of society
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and formr the basis of governmental policy. Wolfe receives

two anonyrous letters which reveal the extent of political

polarisation around the ®colour guestion® igsua, one from

an African and one presumably from Flesher:

I am aspeaking for my native people [reads the

firast letter]. We see that you arz in sympathy

with us: and we are glad ... We hope that you

will not be atraid to help us in the political
world. We krow that u good mrn is greater than
governments. We pray that you will carry on the i
good work you have begun. [106)

The second letter is decidedly ominous:

You had better be careful. You think people have
no ears or eyes. Your tricks are known. If you
go on hobnobbing with niggers there are others
besides the government that will get their knife
into you. There are other white people in Lem-
buland beside you. You call yourseif a white
man: but you behave like a -. Louk out! {107}

PO

Wolfe is profoundly disturbed by the possibility of
governmenta® disappro 1. On rereading his trading licence
agreement, the following r..ause, written in painfully con-
voluted bureaucratic language and dealing specifically

wf with political aspects of the “"colour question®, catchos

Wolfe’'s eye:

The licensee is not to interfere or intervene in
any way or to cause interference or intervention
of any kind or description whatsoever or to en-
courage or to provoke in any way any form of in-
: terference or intarvention in any guestions,
1 matters, arrangements, laws, rules, agreements,
settlements or disputes arising from, or per-
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taining to, or concerned or in any way connected

with any political or tribal affairs whatsoever,

pertaining to or in any way concerning the

aboriginal inhabitants, commonly called natives,

of Reserve No. 61, commonly known as the Ovuzane

Reserve ... tiie GOVERNMENT to be the scle ar-

biter of what does or does not constitute inter-

ference or intervention on the part of the

licensee, [108)
Wolfe is 8o incensed by the letter and by "the restric-
tions some olly bureaucrat had attempted .o place on the
warm heart of any human that saw the black man first not
as a black but as a man ... that I was almost driven on
the hot impulse of the moment to that very political in-
terference so expressly forbidden.® [109] What is inter-
esting here is the word *driver.” Wolfe is forced through
personal experience into an understanding of the
centrality of the "colour question® and thus to political
involveaent. Politics thus constitutes an invasion and
distortion of Wolfe's artistic or “aesthetic® nature. In
some ways this echoes the development of Plomer’s own
political consciousness. Plomer regarded himself as an
*aesthete", [110] and his political development was
primarily informed by personal experience and by his con-
tact with individuals like Edward Wolfe, Luces Makhoba and
John Dube. It is perhaps not surprising that Plomer’s for-
mulation of an answer to the "colour question"™ should

focus primarily on the area of personal velationships, as

we shall see.
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In the words of Mabel van der Horst, ths “"Native question®
is not a guestion, but an answer, and in this way Plomer
attempts to undermine the entire “colour question® debate,
The idea of the negation of tegregationism, specifically
in the realm of personal relationships, finds political
expression in the "Young Africa® organisation: "A society
of small size, grest energy and clea’ views .... How it
would stir the poor whites!" [1111 But the formation of
"Young Africa" is not only a personal response to white
racism; it also has its basis in real ¢vents. Tre back-
ground to the idea of "Young Africa®™ can be clarified by
an understanding of the type ot organisations that eprang
up in the 19208. During this decade

the African National Congress and the iCU ...
becare the major vehicles for voicing black
aspirations, Within these organisations, liberal
and communist views were influencing factors. 1t
is the manifestation of the former, and the type
of organisation that arose as a result, which is
clearly reflected in the Young Afrjca movement

in Turbott Wolfe. (112}
One of the central problems confronting white liberals and
welfare workers prior to and during the 1920s was how wel-~
fare organisations and mission work could be adapted to
rapid industrial transformation and the growing political
divisions around racial issues, specifically in urban

areas. {113] In addition, “large ~umbers of private in-
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dividuals ... witnessed with increasing nervousness {thej
manifestation of the growing will to unity among the
Bantu", exemplified by the I1.C.". and African National

Congress:

It wes amazing to see how, almost overnight, so
many Europeans, hitherto seemingly indifferent

‘  +he pli~ht of Africans, now emerged as

pi.. antl - ista, became "interested in the poor
Nati..s" and vished to "do something to help
them.* Joint councils were organised, welfare
clubs sprang up, missionaries and parsons came
out openly with appeals for a Christian attitude
towards the blacks ...... [114]}

Frederick Bridgman, for example, an American Board mis-
sionary in Johannesburg, argued that *the church as a
whole clung to the medieval fallacy of .aving souls while
ignoring the body in which the soul lives®", and urged thLe

need for recreational facilities for africans on the Rand
to direct thea from political pursuits and other corrupt-
ing influences in the city. {115] A number of welfare
societies were established in response to such concerns,
for example the Bantu Men’s Social Centre, which Ilanga
Lage Nata)l comments aimed to assist Africans to spend

their leisure hours "in an innocent and pleasurable way.”

{116] Inter-racial contact in societies like the Gamma
Sigma Club, a literary and debating sociaty centred »t the

Rantu Men’s Social Centre, convinced many white liberals #

of the value of such groups where they could involve them-
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s3lves in dialogue with members of the African intele
ligentsia such as R.V. Selope Thema, Selby Msimang and
Horatio Mhelle. [117] Such contact waa not only motivated
by the idea of philanthropic “rescue®, but also by the
possibility of exerting considerable political influence:

Though the discussions ve e described as ‘often
%, the gr d 11 for inter-racial co-
ration was laid through the dissemination of
1 beral ideas that samphasized the role of in-
dividual rights and libaerties at the expense of
nationalist and group identities. [118]

The value of inter-racial contact was emphasized atter the
1920-1472 strike wave, with attention focused on the

Afric 1 intelligentsia in the towns. In 1920 General Smuts
made the following comments about African polivical un-

rest, specifically the 1920 nine strike:

The secession movemenc of the Nationalists and

the Bolshevistic tendencies of labour sre not
ieaving the Natives untouched. A sane and

moderate S.A. native thus describes tho present
“endencies of Native opinion: *"Bolshevism and

ite Nihilistic doctrines are enlisting many Na- [
tives up country. Socialism of the worst calibre

is claiming our people.® [119)

The strike not only illustrated the exten. of African
proletarianisation, but the possibility of their being in-
fiuenced by radical groups like the International
Socialist lLeague, or after 192), The South African Com-

murist Party. At this stage militancy was so widespread
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amongst Black South Africans, that many whites believed
that revolution was imminent. The crucial mediating role
played by the African intelligentsia was seen as a key to
defusing radicalism by instilling "some form of political
accommodationism linked to alternative political outlets
through the rural reserves.* [120] Prominent liberals such
as C.T. Loram and J.D. Rheinhalt-Jones, {121)] attempting
in the inter-war years to define a role for liberalism in
relation to government segregationist policy, [122] can be
said in some ways to have played a mediating role beatween
the state and sectors of the African intelligentsia. In
the 1920s this occurred primarily through the Joint Coun-
cil movement, where African opinion could be expressed,
and where liberalr attempted to exert political influence
through perscnal contact and dialogue. A contemporary com-

mentator writes in JIlanga lLase Natal that:

The membership of this Joint Council of

Europeans and Natives I think, discuss Native

matters affe 'ting their (Natives) existence in

this country and bridge the guif between whites

and blacks. [123}
The Joint Council in some instances acted as a channel by
which African organisations on the Rand could obtain white
liberal support on certa’r issues, for example the issue
of "night passes"™ for African women. [124] Although tne

Joint Council achieved only partial political support
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amongst the African intelligentsia ~ for example, the
radical ANC leaderst ip centred around the newspaper Abantu
Batho diszssociated itself fros the Council - it did have
many prominent suppo-ters, including A.W.G. Champion and
John Dube. A leadinc member of the Joint Council movement
at the time Plomer met him, Dube wrote in 1926 that "Race
co-operation must be the watchvord”, particularly in the
light of the existence of "hot headed agitators amongst us
Natives, who might prove to be a bigger menace to this
country than is generally realized today." ([125)
similarly, James E. XKwegyir Aggrey, a West-African edu-
cated in America wh> visited South Africa in 1921,
preached racial harmony and co-operation at a time of
tremendous militancy amonge. Black South Africans. His
ideas had a profound ©.*z3t on many whites and middle-

class blacks. [126]

It is this type of organisation, based on the idea of
inter-racial co-operation and dialogue through personal
contact, that provided Plomer with precedents for his

portrayal of "Young Africa".

Like the Joint Council, the membership of “Young Africa"
is made up of "enlightened Europeans*® and "African
Intelligentsia®. It concerns itself with "political

opinion® and the "furtherance of sociologicai positions
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and welfar ~:u peoples throughout the continent of
Africa t s cur Fatherland, and Elsewhere." [127] The
pan-Africanist view implied by this last statement sug-
gests the possibility of influences other than the multi-~-
racial organisations which emerged in the 19208. For ex~-
ample, the ideas of W.E.B. Dubois, one of the ideclogical
fathers of pan-Africanism, made a considerable impact in

South Africa during the 1920s. In 1521 Ilanga lLase Natal

raeported extensively on the Pan-African Congress and
) called Dubois “the centre and soul of the Congras~ ... a
- remarkable man, a born leader of men, whose intellectual
ability places him above the ordinary". [128] Another pos-
sible influence is indicated by one ot the principles of

? "Young Africa”, namely that "Africa is not the white man’s
"% country”. ([129] This is similar to one of the central
%ﬁ ideas of Garveyism, [130] exemplified by the slogan .
g *Africa for Africans® popularized by Marcus Garvey (1887 -
i 1940) .
4

The Jamaican-born Garvey was a pan-African nationalist

dedicated to “"the tctal liberation of Africa from alien
rule, and the eventual establishment of a united and
powerful African state." {131] Martin Luther King
eulogized Garvey as "the firet man of colour in the his-
tory of the United States ... on a mass scale and l.vel to

qive millions of Negroes a sense of dignity and destiny
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..<% {132] In 1917, Garvey established a branch of the
Universal Negro Improvement Associaticn in Harlem, and
five yenra later the membarship had {ncreased to “mevern}
million® Blacks in the U.3., The West Indies, Latin
America and Africa. Addressing an audience of an estimated

25 000 in New York in 1920, Garvey stated:

We are the descendants of a suffering people ...

we shall organise the 400 million Negroes of the

world into a vast organisation to plant the ban-

ner of freedom on the great continent of Africa

... If Burope is for the Europeans, then Africa

shall be for the black people of the world...

[133]
It seems likely that the idea that "Africa is not a white
man’s country®, expressed by "Young Africa®, has its
source in Garvey’s considerab” .. irnfluence in South Africa
in the 19208, where the slogan "Africa for the Africana®

found popular appeal amongst many Black South Africans.

However, the most striking aspect of the "Young Africa"
manifesto is its promotion of "miscegenacion" as a colu-
tion to the "colour question® and the "true foundations
for the future Coloured World.* {134) The solution to the
“colour gquestion" thus lies in thas realm of personal
relationships and the breaking of racial taroos, and in
this, to use Plomer’s words, the "Young Africa® members

are indeed "pionecers".
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B. "Miscegenation" and TURBOTT WOLFE

“Mere prejudicce is becoming unfashionable®, wrote Edgar
Brookes in 1934, "and those who hold rcactionary views on
tha status of the Native in South African society are at-
tempting to rationalise them by various cultural,
anthropological or political theories ..." [135] Such
theories were by no means new; by the turn of the century
racism was firmly established not only in white popular
opinion, but also in science. [136] Eugenics - the
rgcientific® study of "racial stocks™ based on the idea of
social engineering through the manipulation of ge.etic
pools [137] - was one of the theories used tc justify

racism.

Nowhere is the language and influence of eugenics more ap-

parent than in the ok ion with "mi g tion® -~ a word

soldom haard today bul commonly usod In the earl, twen-
tiath century to refer to inter-racial sexual relation-
ships -~ which reached fever-pitch in the 1920s. So strong
were feelings regarding this issue “"that African
politicians took care to distinguish their political
claims from the implication that they desired "social
equality® - ofien as not a euphemism for miscegenation.*®
[138] Eugenics warned against the fatal dilution of "pure
racial stocks" through the admixture of the blood of dif-
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ferent races, which would lead to the inevitable degenera-

tion and decline of white civilization. The word

Pateenorat fon® tont an air of despectabiiity 1o Lhe atark
raclsm of prevailing attitudes towards such relationships,
while horror and foear at the idea of “race fusion®
(another popular euphemism) could be freely expressed in

the name of science.

One manifestation of the prevailing fear of "race fusion"
can be found in the occurrence of “Black Peril®” scares -
sporadic outhreaks of mass~hysteria in tha white com~

menity, engendered by widespread fear of sexual attacks by

Mricans on white women. [139] Although the last major
*Black Peril" scare had occurred before the First World
War, the sexual terror and hysteria which characterised
the periodic waves of “Black Peril®™ on the vitwatersrand
batween 1890 and 1914 remained a powerful influence in the
19208, contributing to the genaral asura of fear and repug-

nance surrounding the “miscegenation® iassue. An article in

Ilanga Lase Hatal (August 26, 1921) comments as follows on
wRisck Peril® scarea: !

Instancas of tle so-zalled “black peril" are re-
corsed in esery pare of our daily papers, and
the average Europea- hes beer. {orced %o the
Lelizf that every Native is a potentisl danger
to his wewentolk ... it would be as impossible
to satisty the majority of white wen that the
Kstive is generally no more vicious than they
are themselves, as it would be to convince the
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white housekeeper that the Native male domesti~n

is human flesh and blood ag she is. [140]
The article also examines the possible origins of "Black
Peril® cases, which often involved white females and their

bl=ck domestic workers or "houseboys®:

There is no doubt whatsoever that the house bhoy
is in many cases given freedom of access to the
intimacies of white fewininity from which the
whita nale would be rigidly excluded. [141]

Another contributor to llanga, outraged by the hypocrisy

and hysteria surrounding "Black Peril®, argues that the
real danger ia in fact “White Peril®:

While this white peril is tbreatening our very
existence, while our villages are full of white
children, and while our women and girls are at
the mercy of some immoral white men, we hea:
much of the doctrine of "no intermixture of
blood". Did ever such hypocrisy exist before ...
Of course those who employ it mostly are the
promotorn of the po-ontted achens of reqroegn-
tlon, and to get supporters they have created o
bogey known as “Black Peril® ... [142)

As discerred by this writer, the "solution" to preventing
"migcegenation® was seen to lie in increased
segregationist measures. Thus the Tielman Roos Act of
1925, the forerunner of the infamous Immorality Act,
prohibited all inter-racial sexual relationships,

bolstered by a host of other segregationist le, ~lation.
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The same year, 1925, saw the publication of Turbott Wolfe

as woll as Tightening Colle by Ernest Stubbs, a

magistrate. Subtitled “An Fassay on Segregation®, Stubbs’s

work paints an apocalyptic portrait of the dangers of

"racial fusion®:

The danger in which we live is real and urgent.
It is contact that makes the prepunderating Na-
tive population a real and ever present menace
to the security of the Wnhite. It ls cortact that
gives a suicidal flavour to every step taken by
the white race for the rental and moral improve-
ment of the Black. Continued contact means the
utter and irretrievable ruin of the vhite races
of South Africa ... [143})

A contemporary review of Stubbs’s work in the Eshowe-based

Zululand Tiges commente as follows:

The Author draws an alarming, but not over-
coloured, picture of the result of the intermix-
ture of races as he sees them ... the inevitable
outcome of the presentc intermixture of races is
the degrada“ion of the white. His cure for this
is segregation ... [144)
Stubbs’s crude use of "Black Peril" scare tactics, far
from being isolated or aberrational, clearly echoed
popular sentiments. Thus the liberal thinker Maurice
Evans, speaking on behalf of the "average white South
African", states categorically that “the admixture in
blood of the races is the worst thing that can happen,

leant for the white race, and perhaps for both." [145)
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