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      Preface

      
      This revised memoir was written to recover three school friends who died young, and come to know what their friendship had
         meant and how the fifties had shaped us as women. By the end, their voices did feel close, but what I didn’t foresee was the
         impossibility of sustaining those voices in quite the way they existed while writing this book. The loss that followed was
         more final because this memoir was no longer in the making.
      

      
      It would be untrue to say that I never thought of publication, but it seemed at the time unlikely since the feelings of people
         who had loved these women might forbid it. I feared too that the doings of insignificant girls in so remote a place might
         be off the map. As it happened, it was accepted at once by Mary Cunnane at Norton, Liz Calder at Bloomsbury, and David Philip
         in Cape Town. With their understanding of Africa, David and Marie Philip were the perfect publishers to initiate this book,
         and I was honoured to be on the list of this pair who had carried on oppositional publishing through dark and dangerous years
         of apartheid. When I met them in December 1991, there had been a break-in at their publishing house. ‘A little nothing,’ said
         Marie. ‘Damage? Theft? What’s that compared with raids of the Special Branch who destroy whole runs of books?’ As she and
         David took us round their garden, they pointed to where they discussed risky undertakings, since their home was bugged. Apartheid
         was still in place, but Mandela had been released and a new South Africa was about to be.
      

      
      That was the political moment when this memoir was written, a time of transition, so that the situation in 1988 when I began
         had changed dramatically by the time it was completed in 1991. ‘The Struggle’, the inescapable topic of South African writing from the 1940s to the 1990s, would soon end – local readers were
         already sighing at its predictability – which meant that different kinds of writing had to come into being. As apartheid ended,
         South Africans would have to start seeing themselves in relation to the rest of a world that had undergone a women’s revolution
         in the seventies and eighties. This revolution had not penetrated the barriers that cut off our country for several decades,
         reinforced by a mentality of distance which, strangely, persists even now. To go from America or Europe to visit family in
         Cape Town was like going back to another age. South African men still behaved as in the fifties.
      

      
      So it was that what I had conceived initially as an experiment in applying the methods of biography to the lives of the obscure,
         turned into an expatriate perspective on forms of female life produced in the fifties in that most twisted and rigid of societies.
         How should biography approach girls whose gifts for friendship had no public importance?
      

      
      This memoir opened up new friendships with readers; in particular the writer Joan Smith all of whose feminist detective novels
         I had already enjoyed; Mary Dyson who had lived in Ethiopia and was then with the World Bank; Nicola Beauman who was to found
         Persephone Press; and the political activist Hilda Bernstein who had founded the first multiracial women’s organization in
         our racist society, the Federation of South African Women, and told her own story of women’s defiance as prisoners of the
         apartheid regime. Each of the readers who made contact had some story to share. A letter came from an Englishwoman, Anne Maxwell,
         who had left for Canada as a war bride before her husband could join her. She wrote vividly of her lone journey across a country
         that she had to make her own. Then there were letters from South African contemporaries like Sue MacGregor, and various men
         (one a London barrister filling me in about two of the characters) who had points of contact with the story I had to tell.
         Curiously, readers from very different places like the north of England or New Zealand also conveyed a sense of kinship, even if younger or older. It has intrigued me that what we experienced as Jewish
         girls in the fifties embedded in the mindset of a colonial town could speak to other times, other places.
      

      
      Many people who are part of this story helped to reconstruct it through their memories and photographs. I must thank Winston
         Rosenberg and Ronald Klein in particular, and also Shirley Gelcer for new details: an extraordinary dream she heard from Ellie
         and a letter from our friend Phillippa who was with Romy when she died. Some names were changed, and some elements fictionalized,
         but two central contributions can be identified: one by food writer Phillippa Cheifitz whose eye and artistry have helped
         make Cape Town as distinctive in spirit as in natural beauty, and the other by Sindiwe Magona whose novel For My Children’s Children, set in the Cape Town of our divided generation, gripped me while writing this book. I heard the confiding voice of her survivor
         as sister to Romy’s dauntlessness. Both told woman-to-woman stories of domestic and sexual disaster, and both had the vivacity
         to give these a comic twist.
      

      
      I am grateful to Lennie Goodings at Virago for taking this on, and to editor Sarah Rustin for handling revisions in so friendly
         a way.
      

      
      It remains to thank Siamon Gordon who participated in all drafts and gave, as ever, transforming advice. Finally, a special
         thanks for the enthusiasm of our daughters, Anna and Olivia, to whom this book is dedicated.
      

      
      Lyndall Gordon

      
      Oxford, 2004


   



      
      
      
      

         The best present I can give you are my friends

         Romy Gevint

         That mysterious being, the ordinary man or woman …

         Anthony Storr, Solitude

         The question now inevitably asks itself, whether the lives of great men only should be recorded. Is not anyone who has lived
            a life, and left a record of that life, worthy of biography – the failures as well as the successes, the humble as well as
            the illustrious? And what is greatness? And what is smallness?
         

         Virginia Woolf, ‘The Art of Biography’
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      Friends

      [image: image]

      
      That we had to leave an indefensible way of life became clear when Flora and I were students in Cape Town. In March 1960 came
         the Sharpeville massacre, when police opened fire on demonstrators against apartheid in a black township. I went to America;
         Flora to many places. She died in Paris in 1976. This book is her biography, as exact as if she had public importance on the
         stage of history. It is also the story of our origins and friendships, shared lives which go on in memory, though now I see
         these were sharings of women in a particular place and time: South Africa in the late ’50s.
      

      
      We were the last virgins, growing up in an increasingly fantastic colonial tribe. Dimly, we knew this at our girls’ state
         school: our lessons seemed hopelessly distanced, at the bottom of Africa, from the great world, six thousand miles away from
         thoughts that mattered, from cogent opinion, political and otherwise, from education itself. Once, Flora, Rosie and I lay stubbornly at the bottom of the grounds after the bell had gone, saying ‘It’s
         pointless to go in’. We were sixteen, in our matric year, 1958. The bell seemed to fill the whole jar of space around us,
         resounding like the boom of the speech teacher, like the insistent, half-heard clamour of what we must grow up to be. We lay
         on the farthest verges of the school grass, not rebels without a cause, but held – for a space – intact by the sun, in its
         circle of heat.
      

      
      Miss Potts, in her white lab coat, bore down. I can see her, a white speck, growing larger as she strode down the dried lawn,
         looming over our heads, blocking out the fierce African light. ‘Now, gals’ (she had a Cockney accent), ‘lazing? Inside. Quick
         march.’ Inside, we took down notes on the digestion of the fish. In English, Miss Tyfield, in what Flora called her ‘iron’
         hairnet (against the tearing south-easter), dictated a character-sketch of Heathcliff. In maths, flecks of foam appeared at
         the corners of Miss Johns’ mouth as she strove to explain a theorem to girls who could feel their breasts pushing against
         the buttons of their green uniforms. Those buttons were always straining, for the uniform had been designed by British teachers
         who had come out to Africa in droves after the first world war and had in mind bony girls who played hockey in the rain. Here
         on the scorching beaches our bodies ripened early to the pulse of the climbing waves as their crests broke over the rocks.
      

      
      ‘God, make me normal,’ I prayed at assembly that last year at school. ‘Don’t leave me plain; take away my freckles.’ The word
         ‘normal’ called up my sporting father at cocktail parties, winking, surrounded by blondes with painted claws and beaming,
         wide-open lips who giggled easily at his jokes.
      

      
      It occurred to me to offer God a bargain: ‘If You make me normal, I’d be willing to fail maths.’

      
      As we sang through the many verses of ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, I looked down the line at Flora, who was coaxing
         her lips into the inviting pout of Brigitte Bardot. The pout had been designed to hide her slightly crossed front teeth; its
         success prompted further efforts: her plumpness was redistributed by a powerful Merry Widow whose emphatic outline managed to defy
         the severity of the uniform, and her wild red crop was growing into the vivid mane that was to make her a beauty. At this
         time her work began to lapse (except for maths, where irrepressible aptitude showed itself in quick flares of comprehension).
         A psychological idea occurred to the speech teacher, Mrs Grazinsky: the lapse might be explained by Flora’s dismay at the
         angle of the offending tooth. So, after assembly, Flora was summoned to the Head’s office where Miss Tyfield, like a small
         hawk in her black suit, fixed her with a hard eye.
      

      
      ‘Open your mouth,’ she ordered without ado.

      
      Astonished, as Flora reported later, her jaw dropped automatically.

      
      Putting on her glasses, Miss Tyfield peered into the cavern. ‘Nonsense,’ she said crossly. ‘Go back to your classroom.’

      
      In the classroom the overtrained voice of Grazinsky, articulating every syllable of Tennyson with exaggerated distinctness,
         reverberated from the walls into every crease of our skulls. ‘Stand up, class,’ she boomed. ‘All together now.’
      

      
      ‘Break – break – break –’ she conducted with heavy pauses – ‘On thy cold grey stones, O Sea!’ It was easy to overdo the agony
         as we stood to attention, perspiring a little under our arms, in that still, dust-laden heat of the afternoon under the crest
         of Lion’s Head.
      

      
      My mother used to say that the name Flora Gevint sounded like a girl in a story but this, I repeat, is life, not fiction.
         It will be an authentic record of a group of women who met in 1954 at the age of twelve at a girls’ school. I should not be
         writing it if three of this group had not died prematurely in their thirties and forties, but primarily it is about the most
         vital member of the group, Flora, or as she called herself variously, Florian, F’lora, and (finally) Romy. There were, then,
         different Floras. There was the exuberant redhead who bounced from the slums into a classroom full of girls who knew one another, and unabashed, in a poor-white gabble we could hardly follow, demanded of twenty-five girls in
         succession to know our names. There was the Flora who took up Xhosa at the University of Cape Town, and who taught maths in
         Jo’burg in the ’60s and loved Mark, the intellectual; there was the glamorous Romy who mingled in fashionable circles, smoking
         and dieting; there was the member of the Black Sash who opposed the regime, and the Romy who left South Africa and settled
         in Paris. Whatever milieu she entered, she took on its colouring so completely – through quick sympathy – that it took to
         her as one of its own.
      

      
      Flora was not, in fact, her name, any more than the names she later adopted. Her parents, who had fled Europe at the last
         possible moment to avoid the extinction that befell other Jews during the second world war, had given her a Yiddish name:
         Fruma. This is what she was called at home, but when she went to school she was given the more acceptable name of Flora, which
         stuck through her teens. The old-fashioned propriety of ‘Flora’ was incongruous: she was a raw, untamed girl who seemed to
         belong neither to her bowed and struggling parents nor to suburban Cape Town, which retained in the ’40s and ’50s the exaggerated
         Englishness of a colony. Girls at school talked of England as ‘home’: Flora called them dismissively ‘Rosemary-Anns’.
      

      
      Later on, when she returned to South Africa after her first stint abroad, she came back as ‘Romy’. We agreed to call her that
         though, privately, I thought it a movie star sort of name. But by the mid-’60s, when she was at the height of her beauty,
         she was no longer quite the wild creature of our school-days – though she retained something of her freedom always. By then,
         she did not look much like a Fruma or a Flora, with her long, straightened hair cut in provocative chunks around high cheekbones
         and her strong, slimmed-down body in the tight miniskirts of the time. She argued that ‘Romy’ was closer to ‘Fruma’ than either
         name to ‘Flora’, but the real reason for change was to cast off finally and for ever her outlived identities as child of vulnerable
         immigrants or undesired fat girl. The stunning Romy would replace these according to the standard female dream of transformation. I, alas,
         remained plain, and perhaps for this reason more attached than any in our group to the Flora with whom I once shared a phase
         of freedom. For plainness has this advantage: it can free women from the distorting temptations of conformity. For a space
         in our teens we gave rein to authenticity, and this was formative, for later we both rebelled against certain norms of womanhood
         in more serious ways. Flora’s rebellion took the form of a protracted refusal to marry, which she sustained in the face of
         pressure from suitors and, more difficult, from her distraught parents.
      

      
      Plainness, if nothing else, absolved me early from the struggle to look right, but Flora and others, Rosie and Ellie, took
         up the business with ironic dedication. As we had known one another in what Flora called our ‘gruesome’ stage, there was always
         the understanding that rightness was contrivance – and it was with glee as well as reproof that Flora continued to call me
         ‘Gruesome’ at the time when she and the others embraced fashion. All were daughters of immigrants and, as such, were compelled
         to take on a society in which their parents remained aliens. They took on its shallow glamour, its visual opulence, the lavish
         make-up and body culture of women whose undemanding lives were propped by servants. Savagely, at sixteen, Flora nipped her
         waist to set off stiff petticoats and forced her sturdy toes into the narrow points of ‘winkle-pickers’; her spontaneity was
         transformed into the gushing warmth that was the mark of womanly responsiveness. And yet she and Ellie, the most determined
         image-makers, were the two to hold out against marriage.
      

      
      They were helped in this by their attractions. The plainest girls married first. Beauties could afford to wait. Looks were
         so important because, in that time and place, women could express almost nothing else. You could not hope for discernment
         from the run of South African males. They were virile bodies on the beaches, saying to schoolgirls with thrilling condescension:
         ‘Phone me in five years’ time.’ You had to speak to those bodies or be left out. I knew already at fourteen I was to be left out when Phillippa, her strap slightly stylishly off one shoulder as we strolled
         along the promenade at Muizenberg, asked if I were a member of the ‘WHS’.
      

      
      ‘I’ve never heard of it.’

      
      ‘It’s the Wandering Hand Society,’ she explained in the low, secretive voice of an initiate. She was projecting an image of
         sophistication, not confessing any infringement of our code of virginity. The sign of Phillippa’s superiority was that she
         had been chosen to be put to the test.
      

      
      A boy might put his arm around you or lay a ducktailed head in your lap or stand face to face holding your hands, but you
         were known – by virtue of your family – to be destined to be a ‘nice’ girl. When I went abroad for the first time, at seventeen,
         I was shocked by the lunges of a man in a taxi. Unprotected by family, you were prey. But at home, the price of protection
         was another sort of trap: the assumption that the nicest girls would be engaged by twenty-one to a boy from a comparably nice
         family.
      

      
      It is impossible for any outsider to understand fully the rites that governed our lives, their anthropological rigidity, all
         the more primitive for the fact that they were, for the most part, unstated – imprinted in preverbal habits of mind, deeper
         than language, and therefore unquestioned. The obsession with group-identity in South Africa extended far beyond the racial
         divides that excited international attention: each group closed off from others, and none more exclusive than Jews who, anyway,
         looked upon themselves as a Chosen People. In this they were mirrored by Afrikaners, who had seen their Great Trek into the
         interior in terms of an exodus to a promised land, and imagined themselves, too, the People of the Book. So the ghetto mentality
         of eastern Europe fitted rather well in the remoter rural areas of southern Africa, where Afrikaners farmed and where many
         of the immigrants tended at first to settle. Within this group nothing could have been stricter than the rites to do with
         women and marriage. It was these that Flora was to refuse through her twenties, and Ellie to invite and evade to the end of her life; and to these Rose succumbed.
      

      
      None left any record apart from letters. What, we might ask, shaped these lives in the shadow of possibility that lurked between
         the certitudes of conformity and those of liberation? Were there forms of sharing as yet unrecorded in the years before women
         emerged as political ‘sisters’? What unrealized possibilities lie unnoticed behind the silence of women’s lives in the outback
         of history, biography, and memoir, the standard records of the past? I shall approach this through my own past in South Africa,
         through diaries, letters, and memories, my own and those of my contemporaries who were, most of them, forced into exile and
         scattered widely in England, America, Israel, Canada and Australia.
      

      
      Inevitably, the obscure reaches of Flora’s life, and the lives of Ellie and Rosie, took on the peculiarity of white women
         in South Africa. Their potentialities struggled within the framework of a white tribe in which mental habits of categorization
         – of gender no less than race – verged on the grotesque. Though Flora, Rosie and Ellie grew up amongst liberals who repudiated
         apartheid – a milieu that found it easy to distance itself mentally from the country in which it lived – no woman in the ’50s
         in this society could be impervious to the norms of gender. These women, coming to adulthood in the late ’50s and early ’60s,
         belonged to the last generation to have no political awareness of their fate as women, and yet each contrived to resist, in
         different ways, the models which they did also absorb.
      

      
      To look back in this way is to attempt to recover what Henry James called ‘the visitable past’, which in any generation is
         still within reach of memory: a doomed way of life, like that of the American South, at its apogee in the late ’50s, just
         before the Sharpeville massacre that could be said to mark the beginning of the inevitable end of white minority rule. This
         will be an attempt to convey both the rot and residual vitality of individual life in a terminally sick political context,
         now outlived and passing away: a particular generation of the white middle classes whose way of life, as they were intermittently aware, was on the edge of
         eventual extinction. It has to be a form of history, going on below the platform of public fact and usually lost to record.
         Acts of memory will dredge up four or five motes in creation as they pass swiftly in the current of time, moving steadily
         towards oblivion.
      

      
      I have thought of this book all through middle age, from 1976 to 1988, through my mid-thirties to mid-forties, but only at
         forty-six did I see in perspective that Flora’s death at the end of youth, in 1976, foretold a first lapse of energy twelve
         years later, marking the imminence of the moment when our generation will move into the past. The time has come, then, to
         record the end of a way of life and, more elusive, the truncated lives of women who were shaped by a warped society yet who
         were, all the same, portents of the future.
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