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Praise for Rainbow’s End

‘The starkly honest memoirs of a white Rhodesian forced to face up to the racist, violent truth of her society . . . St John’s disarming frankness triumphs’ Financial Times

‘Highly evocative, beautifully written . . . a world of striking colours . . . a tapestry of innocence, while the brutal reality of life encroaches into the travesty which is now modern Zimbabwe’ Daily Express

‘A girl’s-eye-view of life in 1970s Rhodesia: as powerful as Alexandra Fuller’s classic Don’t Lets Go to the Dogs Tonight’ Sunday Times

‘Precise, evocative and funny. Even as the Smith regime crumbles, as Mugabe waits to exact revenge and you know disillusionment is going to follow, you are irresistibly drawn into this personal story . . . A fine book’ Daily Mail

‘This is a paean of praise for what Zimbabwe has lost, but might find again. It is also a heart-rending account of the searing, slow dissolution of a marriage . . . This is an important book, worth reading for many reasons’ The Times

‘This memoir works on many levels. It is a spot-on account of coming of age in the 1970s, at once universal and intensely African. It also raises questions about the moral gymnastics of the time . . . Above all, this is a memoir of a country. It is a love letter to a harsh yet beautiful land, with invigorating prose soaked in African sunshine. Its poignancy stems from the way in which Lauren’s attempts to work out who she is parallel her beloved nation’s struggle to do the same’ New Statesman

‘A gripping account . . . told with depth and humour. St John comes of age amid a harrowing civil war and the dissolution of her parents’ marriage’ Vogue

‘Packed with so much of Africa’s sights, smells, and sounds that the place – beloved, beautiful, and troubled – practically seeps from its pages’ Chicago Tribune


For Miss Zeederberg, wherever she is . . .

And for my father, who I finally understood


For the safety and protection of individuals concerned, some names and identifying characteristics have been changed.
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Rainbow’s End


The barb in the arrow of childhood’s suffering is this: its intense loneliness, its intense ignorance

The Story of an African Farm, Olive Schreiner


Prologue

They weren’t supposed to be there. That was how Camilla always remembered it.

They had only gone because her mother-in-law, eighteen months ill with cancer, had taken a turn for the worse, and because the farm store that had been so many months in the planning was opening the next day, and because they had a house full of kids – the Lawson boy, Brian, and his stepbrother, Alan, up from Salisbury; and their own brood: Nigel, aged nine, Julie, eight in three weeks’ time, and Bruce, eleven years old and already so like his father in his quietness and passion for wildlife. And where better to take them than Rainbow’s End?

It was 1978 and the Rhodesian Bush War was at its height. For the past two years, the Communist-trained forces of the Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA) and the Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA) – terrorists or nationalists, depending on your point of view – had been pouring over the Rhodesian border from their bases in Zambia and Mozambique, and the struggle that had started in the mid sixties with a few minor skirmishes, easily crushed, had become a brutal and bloody war. The focus of the attacks was the white-owned farms. To Camilla, it seemed that almost every night now there was some grisly killing on the news and every week brought fresh reports of landmines and ambushes in nearby rural areas.

Not that any of that had stopped Ben Forrester from following his dream of owning a game farm. At Wicklow Estate, they already had all that they needed. Camilla came from a farming family of considerable success and renown and her husband had an excellent job running her brother’s cotton and cattle operation out in Selous. But Ben had an independent streak. He wanted to be the one to build a beautiful future for his family. He wanted to help them fulfil their vision of a life spent in harmony with nature and Africa.

In 1976 he’d bought Rainbow’s End, a pretty thousand-acre farm five miles from Hartley. They had continued to live on Shumavale, one of three farms that came under the banner of Wicklow Estate, some twenty minutes’ drive away, but Ben’s heart was at Rainbow’s End. He’d grown his own crops and sectioned off a hundred prime acres on the banks of the Umfuli River for use as a game reserve. He’d moved his elderly parents into the sprawling thatched house, where they could sit in their lounge and watch the animals drift down to the waterhole at sunset: fifty impala, a wildebeest, two ostriches and a giraffe, her legs splayed in a graceful triangle as she drank from the coppery dam.

For the most part Camilla stayed at Rainbow’s End only when Ben was away fighting in the War. Like most other able-bodied white, Asian or coloured men in Rhodesia, he was on compulsory ‘call-up’ with the army for periods which varied from unit to unit but could be anything up to six weeks. At those times Camilla would take the kids and they would spend a month or so with Ben’s parents, where he felt they were safer because they were not alone and where her training as a nurse meant she could help his father care for her gravely ill mother-in-law, Sheila. Camilla loved Rainbow’s End almost as much as Ben did but the terrorists were known to use the weir on the farm as a crossing place and she had come to dread the opening of the game park gate which led to the house, particularly when they had to wrestle with its lock after nightfall. It was the perfect place for an ambush. Once, when Bruce had climbed out in the darkness to open it, their extreme vulnerability – an anxious mother and a small, careful boy – had smacked her in the chest like a physical force and she had cried out to him to hurry.

More recently, too, something else had happened to make her think differently about the place. She had awoken one night with the overwhelming sense that an evil presence was in the house. The feeling was so intense and she was so distressed by it that she shook the children from their sleep. They’d all held hands and said a prayer. Over the weeks, the feeling had faded but she’d never totally dismissed it. It was gone but definitely not forgotten.

On Monday 9 January, the Forresters rose to the hiss of crickets and the fierce singing of birds – Africa’s fervent celebration of life after a bout of heavy rain. Before long, the echoey old passages of Rainbow’s End rang with the laughter of their sons and the husky, fresh-broken voices of the visiting boys. Julie, the lone girl, was sick in bed. So was Sheila, for whom they had just taken on a black nurse’s aide. Camilla did her best to keep them from feeling left out, particularly because old Mr Forrester was away in the Eastern Highlands. Ben was to spend the day procuring the last of the supplies for the farm store and the bare-chested boys were already on their way down to the rushing brown river in front of the house, the summer sun warm on their skin.

Later that morning Camilla had to drive to Wicklow on an errand. By then Bruce had had his fill of splashing and diving with the others in the foaming pools below the weir, and he dried himself off and told her that he’d like to come with her and fly his falcon. On the air strip at Wicklow, they stood together and watched the falcon’s freedom flight. It soared in the haze above the crop-sprayer’s ragged runway. Bruce had never been a particularly demonstrative child; he had something of his father’s shy reserve. But in the thrill of the moment he turned to his mother and gave her a hug. Camilla squeezed him hard and felt elated.

Yesterday it had come home to her how precious, and brief, life was. They’d gone to church as usual. During the service the minister had told them of an attack the previous day on a farming family in the rural community of Norton, which lay between Hartley and Salisbury. The congregation winced audibly. Most of them were farmers, well aware that at any given hour it could happen to them. Many were friends of the family involved.

Billy Miller had been on patrol with his army unit in the valleys around Lake McIlwaine, coincidentally close to his own farm. His wife and two daughters were alone at home. When a fuel delivery driver knocked on their door asking for directions to the house on a nearby farmstead, usually occupied by Billy’s brother and sister-in-law, out for the day at a children’s party, they offered to show him the way. And walked into an ambush. Sheilagh Miller and fifteen-year-old Sarah were killed outright. The other daughter, Victoria, was left for dead. Down in the valley, Billy heard the shots.

Camilla had found it difficult to come to terms with the realization that an entire family, bonded tight by love and memories, could be devastated at the speed of a bullet. Or the notion that no one in the tragedy was where they should have been – or could have been – had circumstances been different. She was quite shaken by the story.

Back at Rainbow’s End she spent time with Julie, who was still unwell and in bed, and read her The Snow Goose, the Paul Gallico story of a lonely hunchback lighthouse-keeper and a bird wounded by a gunshot. When she had finished Ben took her aside and explained to her in detail how the store would work. Camilla sat in the shelter of his green eyes, as she had done for the thirteen and a half short years of their marriage, and allowed herself to be carried along on the rush of his enthusiasm. A lot of people considered Ben dour but all were agreed that he was a true gentleman, the highest accolade Rhodesians could give. He was totally devoted to his family. Ben was not a liberal but he had a vision of making life better for the Africans in his employ. He was good to them. He had already built a farm school for their children and the store was just another step towards his goal of creating better conditions for them. His truck was loaded with goods and tomorrow they’d have a grand opening.

At seven, dinner was ready to be served. The nurse’s aide had taken a tray to Sheila in the main bedroom to the left of the hallway and Camilla, Ben and the boys were in the lounge. Inside the house the air was noisy with good-natured banter. Outside, the frogs were in competition with the weir’s ocean roar. Camilla debated whether to collect the back-door key and secure the front door. The same key fitted both locks. But the sun had only just set. Through the window it was already profoundly dark but it was still early.

Julie called from the back bedroom. Camilla went down the passage to check on her. That’s when she heard it – a discordant noise in the garden. Something about it was threatening.

‘What was that?’ she shouted through to Ben.

‘Stay where you are, Cammy,’ he yelled, and then the world exploded.

Afterwards Camilla would ask herself time and time again whether she should have picked up the shotgun in the bedroom and gone out with both barrels blazing. But it was over so quickly. There was just a shout and the ear-splitting jackhammer of machine-gun fire, and then Camilla heard the most terrible sound of her life: a deathly hush.

The minutes passed. More gunshots. Then footsteps whispered on the concrete floor of the passage. Two bloody apparitions appeared at the bedroom door: Brian Lawson, wounded but alive, and Nigel, eyes wet with tears, his leg shot to pieces.

‘Daddy’s dead,’ he burst out. Then: ‘Bruce was so brave.’

Camilla would never know what he had meant by that. Frantically, she began to hunt through the chaos of bags, discarded swimming things, and school uniforms – ready for the start of the new term the following morning – for the first-aid kit. Blood was bubbling like a spring from Nigel’s leg and she didn’t want to lose him too. Finally, she just grabbed an eiderdown and bound it around the jagged hole. She tended to Brian. She comforted Julie. Then she left the room in a trance.

The lounge was crimson, the floor slick with gore. Ben had died with his hand curled around his son’s foot. Half of Bruce’s face had been shot off. Camilla stood gazing down at her boy, thinking, irrationally, tenderly, how healthy his exposed young bones were, so clean and new. Alan was slumped bloodily in a chair. He groaned. Camilla started mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on him before realizing, agonizingly, that what she’d heard was not a living breath but air escaping from his dying lungs. Numbly, she moved into the main bedroom. The old lady was slumped over her tray in a spreading pool of scarlet.

Everywhere there was the smell of death and food and the intolerable sound of silence. The kitchen was empty. The cook and nurse’s aide had fled into the night. Mechanically, Camilla locked the back and front doors, as she’d meant to do earlier. She had no idea where the terrorists were or if they were regrouping for another attack. She went back into the bedroom where the children were huddled and dug out the revolver. Her hands shook so badly that it accidentally discharged. The bullet missed Julie by inches.

Into the shocked room blasted the telephone’s defiant ring. Camilla walked back down the passage and through the puddles of blood to pick it up. As if through a time warp, she heard loud, jovial Richard Etheredge, their neighbouring farmer on the river, boom down the line: ‘Are you all right? We heard shots.’

‘No,’ Camilla said. ‘No, we certainly are not all right.’

Someone, she could never remember who, drove them to the clinic in Hartley that night. And even that was fraught with risk because the Umfuli River was in flood and the Peugeot station wagon bobbed on the torrent as they crossed and Camilla found herself thinking: ‘That would be just our luck. To now be swept away.’ She put her arms around Julie, who was just as white as the boys, because the security forces, who had come to their rescue thirty-five minutes after Richard had called them, had failed to cover up the bodies, and the little girl had witnessed the horror for herself.

‘I saw Daddy dead,’ she told her mother.

At the clinic, Dr Bouwer wanted to give Camilla something that would knock her out, at least until the morning, when she’d wake up in an antiseptic Salisbury hospital, but she refused to take anything until the ambulance men arrived to take care of the children.

‘Then you can hit me over the back of the head for all I care,’ she told him.

She never returned to Rainbow’s End. Instead it was her brother and his wife, heavily pregnant with their first child, who mopped, scrubbed and wept over the blood-splattered walls and floors. After that the house stood empty. The trees, which had always crowded too close to the house for comfort, giving the place a gloomy air, seemed to crowd closer still; the yellow grass grew right up to the windows; the thatch turned grey and sagged and fell in; and the impala and monkeys tripped through the silent rooms. That’s how it was the day I first saw it.

The day we decided to move to Rainbow’s End.


Giant Estate, Gadzema

1975–78


1
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Most people left Rhodesia to get away from the War. We came back for it.

It was April 1975. One year after moving to South Africa to start a new life, we were in a car crammed with possessions and we were barrelling once more into the indigo haze, into the thorny blond bush, somewhere beyond which our next new life was waiting. Dad had a Peter Stuyvesant out in the air, twisting smoke, the twin grey lines of the strip road were tapering crazily into the horizon, and he was saying, categorically: ‘Two things got me down about Cape Town. One was the weather and the other was people telling me I’d run away from the War. I couldn’t stand people saying I’d run away from the War.’

Which was ironic, because it wasn’t even his war.

It had only become his war because in 1960 he had happened to see a recruitment ad for the Rhodesian Army the same week he received his National Service papers in his home town of Uitenhage, South Africa, and he’d thought to himself: ‘A chance to see another country! What a pleasure!’ Even though he was only eighteen and it would mean fighting for someone else’s cause. And even though his family had been putting down roots in the Eastern Cape ever since their ship, buffeted by ice storms on the Thames in England and ocean winds in the Bay of Biscay, had docked at Algoa Bay with the 1820 Settlers. By the seventies the Rhodesian War had become Dad’s war because he’d spilled blood for it and also because he’d married Mom, whose great-grandfather had been an associate of Cecil John Rhodes, who ‘discovered’ Rhodesia. Her ancestry was full of stories about pioneering uncles walking barefoot from Durban to Bulawayo, over a thousand miles, to save their shoes.

Mom always said that Dad was Rhodesian from the moment he set foot in the country and saw how beautiful it was. Not that South Africa wasn’t. In almost every way it was more blessed with visual splendour, richer in natural resources and, unlike its landlocked northern neighbour, it had the ocean, steaming up to the coast in a smoking white rush. But something about the landscape of Rhodesia spoke to Dad. He liked its unshowy loveliness. He liked the way of life and he liked the people who, for the most part, didn’t think there were many worse crimes than getting above yourself. Above all, he liked the sensation that poured through him as he crossed the Great Green Greasy Limpopo – ‘this incredible sense of being free’. It stayed with him even after he stepped hot and sticky from the train in Bulawayo, aged eighteen, and saw the smart peaked caps of the RLI (Rhodesian Light Infantry) officers, who waited with crocodile smiles and soft, welcoming voices to greet the new recruits. He thought of Rhodesia as the Promised Land and he’d brought me up to do the same.

Now we were Rhodesian to our souls.

Heat and dust boiled in through our car windows and the leathery smell of cattle and something else – something that forced its way into your nostrils like a dissident spirit and set nervy adrenalin jangling through your veins. Something as old as Africa, like the loamy earth or the sweat of the Africans walking along the roadside, backs as stiff as cats, their heads loaded with sky-scraping stacks of mielie-meal, crates of chickens or economy-sized Sunflower Oil tins slopping water. They passed in an arc of Viewfinder snapshots.

‘How come their heads don’t get sore?’

‘Their heads are very hard,’ Mom said. ‘Shhh, keep your voice down. You’ll wake Lisa.’

She took off her tortoiseshell sunglasses, pursed her lips in the vanity mirror and reapplied lipstick in anticipation of the journey’s end. I leaned over the wicker carrycot and smoothed the downy hair of my sister, thinking that, though she’d cried so hard for so long that some days it seemed a miracle she found time to draw breath, she still resembled a Pears’ Baby Competition winner. But her skin was thin and clammy. I noticed with alarm that my own arm was as blue-white as hers and snatched it away lest my mother should see it and comment. ‘Are you anaemic?’ grown-ups were always asking me. ‘Have you been ill?’

A black sign flashed by: GADZEMA.

If there was a town about, it wasn’t apparent.

We flew over a narrow bridge and ramped up the other side. Dad had one eye on his watch and he drove without troubling the brakes, never once slowing for pedestrians or cyclists. Their only warning was a last-minute toot, at which point they’d jerk into life, see they were about to join the kaleidoscope of twitching butterflies on the grille of the car and fling themselves sideways, trying desperately to maintain their towering loads.

‘Dad!’

‘Errol, please slow down,’ Mom entreated. ‘You’re going to kill someone.’

‘For goodness’ sake, you people, I’m not going to hit them. What do you take me for? But why must they walk in the middle of the road?’

He bore down on a bicycle. My fingers dug into the seat, trying to stop the car by sheer willpower.

Mom said, ‘I don’t understand why you’re driving like a maniac. If we’re five minutes late, it won’t be the end of the world.’

I didn’t have to be in the front seat to know that Dad’s blue eyes would be turning Cape-of-Good-Hope-in-a-squall grey, and he said through his teeth: ‘Any minute now, I’m really going to lose my temper. No ways am I going to be late. No ways.’

I twisted around. The cyclist was skidding uncontrolled down the gravel incline, bare toes splayed, scrabbling for a foothold. His back was rigid with indignation. He wobbled to a halt on the edge of the bush and turned his head to glare at us, but by then he was just a speck against the green and gold and the red dust spun up and erased him.

I faced the wavering strips again, but the atmosphere in the car had changed and I was no longer looking or listening. On my lap were my favourite books, their covers faded and scarred. A dozen times over the past year I’d pressed my palm against their pages and wished that the lives of the characters, the pea-soup fogs on smuggler-crowded moors, the starlit beds of heather and bracken, the wild gallops over mountains and deserts, would flow into my fingertips by osmosis. Now I would no longer have to. Now I had the promise of a horse of my own and life on a farm, all in the middle of a war with terrorists.

I widened my window and leaned out into the charged, leathery air. Please God, I thought, let me be someone who has adventures.
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