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The quiet gift of music when
the power goes out

L

ast night, just after sunset, a great curtain of cloud fell from
the sky, and there was a whip-crack of lightning, and the power
tripped. I’m used to this; it’s a T & C of life on the Highveld.
I dashed outside as the first drops began to splatter, and I
opened the mains box to flip the switch to the up position. But it
was already up.
That could mean only one other thing, and it was swiftly confirmed by the stream of WhatsApps on the neighbourhood group.
There was a widespread power outage, stretching all the way
from Sandton and across the northwestern suburbs. Someone said
it had been caused by Eskom cutting trees to prevent them from
falling on power lines during the storm. In the process, a tree had
fallen on a power line, cutting off the supply in a shower of sparks.
Technicians had been dispatched, confirmed the City Power
Twitter account. There was no ETA for restoration. Darkness
cloaked the streets, and within, torchlight speared the way down
the corridors.
The emergency load-shedding light, on the kitchen table, shone
too brightly to look in the eye. From the house next door, the smug
purr of a generator. We got out the Cadac, its blue-yellow whoosh
signalling the backup plan for supper.
There comes a point, during a power outage, when you walk
around the house and switch the lights off, because by the time
they come back on, you would have switched them off anyway.
It was around 10 pm, after doing this, that I poured myself a cup
of tea from the whistling camping-kettle, and I sat down to flick
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through Twitter on my phone, hoping to see if there was an update
on the ETA. There wasn’t.
Instead, a news item caught my eye. ‘Mark Hollis, Talk Talk
star, dies aged 64’. I sat there, in the hush – even the generator had
gone to sleep – stunned, for a moment.
I pictured a star flickering in the night sky, and then disappearing. But the thing about musicians, is that they never fade away.
I tapped onto Spotify, and searched for Spirit of Eden.
Sometimes, you hear an album that seems to have been made for
an audience of one. You imagine that no one else has heard it, that
it is a gift to you alone.
Over the years, you discover that there are many other people
who think this way, for whom the music chimes a secret chord that
resonates on a hidden wavelength.
In the mid-1980s, Talk Talk were a highly successful synth-pop
trio, with a string of Top 40 singles in the UK and beyond.
Then, in 1986, they sequestered themselves in a studio that was
once the hall of a church, St Augustine’s in Highbury, and over the
space of a year, with the only light coming from flickering candles
and strobes, they recorded the album that would effectively end
their career as a pop group.
The legend says that when executives at EMI first heard the finished album, it brought tears to their eyes, not because the music
is beautiful – it is – but because, as they later claimed in a contractual-obligation suit that dragged on in court for months, it was
‘not commercially satisfactory’.
There are no easy hooks on Spirit of Eden, no hummable
melodies, no steel-hammered template of verse-verse-chorusbridge -verse-chorus.
The music on the album is a cycle of six songs, brooding and
meditative, with silences you can fall into, and an eccentric array
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of instruments, including oboe, blues harp, bassoon, harmonium,
dobro and muted trumpet, that play their parts in interweaving
curlicues of improvisation.
There is only one drum-break on the album, midway through
the more than seven-minute long ‘Desire’, and it is one of the most
ecstatic bursts of pure rhythm in the history of popular music.
The vocals by Mark Hollis are sleepy-eyed incantations that
ache with yearning, and in hundreds of listens over more than 30
years, I don’t think I’ve understood more than a couple of words;
I’ve never looked them up on a lyric site, for fear of breaking the
spell.
And yet, Spirit of Eden is a daring, mesmerising masterpiece, as
radical in its own way as Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring or Kind
of Blue by Miles Davis.
You can hear in these tracks the eerie pre-echo of Coldplay and
Radiohead and all the other downbeat, introspective pop bands
that would follow years later, but this is the original, the Rosetta
Stone, and it seeps into your pores like no other music ever made.
I listened in the darkness, and the songs, and the silences in their
spaces, shimmered with an incandescent glow, like the pulses of
light you see when you close your eyes. Goodnight, Mark Hollis,
star of Talk Talk, and thank you for the quiet storm of your music.
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Barry Hilton and the
science of funny

Y

esterday, just for laughs, I attended
a workshop called ‘Talk Funny’, run
by the well-liked entertainer and funnytalker, Barry Hilton.
Barry is one of the few clean comedians on the SA stand-up
circuit, which is odd when you consider that he lives in Cape Town
and hasn’t had a bath in months.
There were a dozen of us at the workshop, ranging from a lawyer to a psychologist to a radio producer to the sports broadcaster
and conference speaker, Arnold Geerdts, who is known for his
sharp and easygoing wit at the podium.
Barry, who has the kind of elastic, panda-eyed face that is just
perfect for a career in comedy, kicked off by asking us to estimate
how many jokes he has told in more than 35 years of professional
joke-telling.
Thousands of jokes? Millions of jokes? Several dozen hundred
jokes? Then came the punchline. ‘I’ve told three jokes,’ said Barry,
and he lowered his jaw and checked us out with his Barry Hilton
face.
Of course there was a catch, and the catch was that there are
only three types of jokes that Barry tells, woven into his shtick of
physical comedy and observational humour.
There is the False Logic joke, an example of which is: ‘Two fish
in a tank. The one says to the other, you drive, I’ll man the guns.’
The second type is the Exaggeration joke. Example: ‘I used to
be so overweight, I was a reserve for the whales in Hermanus.’ And
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finally, the Pun.
Barry gave a real-life example, based on his appearance a few
years ago in a court case over the, ahem, disputed ownership of
a painting. ‘Your Honour,’ Barry told the magistrate, ‘I’ve been
framed.’
Three jokes, and within their orbit, an infinite variety. ‘Let me
explain it to you this way,’ said Barry. ‘What do you need to bake
a loaf of bread?’
Happily, someone had the answer, which was: wheat, flour, and
water. And how do you make olive bread? You add olives. And a
cheese-loaf? You add cheese.
So to make jokes, if I understand Barry correctly, you just add
olives and cheese. Then it was our turn to write a few jokes. ‘Don’t
worry how kak they are,’ said Barry, by way of encouragement.
We toiled for a while, using Barry’s Einsteinian formula of ‘A
plus B plus C = Funny’, and I came up with one about the water
crisis in Cape Town, since I had just come back from a few days in
Cape Town. Well, that’s my excuse.
I took a deep breath and delivered my joke to the room. ‘Did
you hear about the new alphabet they’re using in Cape Town?’ I
enquired. ‘A B C D E F G, P Q R S T U V, W X Y and Z.’ I paused
for a moment. ‘It’s because they haven’t got H2O.’
My apologies to Capetonians and everybody else, and my
thanks to Barry Hilton, my Cousin and yours, for a highly entertaining and informative day of serious endeavour.
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My fok, Marelize

I

n the future, as the artist Andy Warhol almost said, everybody will be famous for 15 megabytes. For proof of this
proposition, look no further than the moving tale of Marelize
Horn, who was riding her bicycle on an otherwise deserted
rugby field in Windhoek, Namibia, when she bumped smackbang into an immovable object that momentarily halted her
irresistible force.
The scientific explanation for why a cyclist, surrounded by
empty space, would collide with a rugby goalpost, is a principle
called ‘target fixation’, whereby one concentrates so hard on avoiding an object in one’s path, that one hits it.
But it was the muttered reaction of young Marelize’s mother,
Heidi Horn, who was video-recording the cycle ride from a safe
distance, that really made Marelize famous. ‘My fok, Marelize,’
she said, igniting an instant meme and a convenient expression of
all-round exasperation, when the video hit the social networks.
This liedjie*, composed in Marelize’s honour, is to be sung to
the tune of ‘Ironic’, by Alanis Morissette. (Ironically, Marelize sent
me a very sweet note on Facebook Messenger after the posting,
when her exploit had rocketed her to the top of the fast-moving
news cycle.)
It’s like a power outage on your wedding day
It’s like a TV licence that you’re being threatened to pay
It’s like trying to get to a meeting when you can’t find your keys
It’s My Fok, Marelize
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It’s like the Gautrain not running because of a strike
It’s like a rugby post suddenly appearing in front of your bike
It’s like trying to trace a parcel that was sent from overseas
It’s My Fok, Marelize
It’s like being out of warranty on a faulty appliance
It’s like getting another SMS from the Democratic Alliance
It’s like tripping on the pavement and grazing your knees
It’s My Fok, Marelize
Sometimes the world just won’t go your way
Sometimes you can’t reach your goal
Sometimes you triumph on the field of play
And sometimes you bang into a pole
It’s like having a braai and running out of beer
It’s like designing a product and Woolworths stealing your idea
It’s like someone ordering a pizza with pineapple on cheese
It’s My Fok, Marelize
Sometimes you can’t see the wood for the trees
Sometimes you wonder if you’ll ever live a life of ease
The answer, my friend, is blowing in the breeze
It’s My Fok, Marelize.
* With apologies, ironically, to Alanis Morissette, and Marelize.
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Sprinkling Wildblumen over Weimar

T

he best book on writing that I have ever read is called On
Writing Well. It is by the late William Zinsser, an American
journalist, critic, and educator.
Aimed primarily at writers of non-fiction, the book is full of
sage and useful advice, none of which I can recall right now, other
than a single nugget that I am happy to share with you today. I call
it The Principle of the One Thing.
Zinsser believes that in order for a piece of writing to succeed,
it must leave the reader with one provocative thought, image, or
idea that will linger in their memory and imagination. ‘Not two
thoughts, or five,’ writes Zinsser, ‘just one.’
On the face of it, this seems oddly counter-intuitive. Wouldn’t
you, as a writer, want your reader to absorb and remember everything you write? That would be nice, but it is not how reading
works.
When we read, we intuitively filter what we need to know from
what we don’t. In this sense, reading is the same as all the other
senses; it is a process of processing data, which we do selectively, in
order to avoid the overwhelm of too much information.
The ‘one thing’, therefore, will be the thing that leaps from the
page and stays with you, serving as an anchor, a bookmark, a placeholder that stands in for the whole. Let me give you an example.
I must have read JD Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye at least
a dozen times over the years, but the one thing I remember, at the
expense of everything else in the book, is the part where Holden
Caulfield wonders where the ducks in the pond in Central Park go
when the pond ices over in the Winter.
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This is such a crucial scene in the story, a symbol of the teenage Holden’s quest for meaning in the chaos of an ever-changing
world, that it acts as the nucleus for everything else that revolves
around it.
Likewise, from all my years of acquaintance with SlaughterhouseFive, by Kurt Vonnegut, the one image that sticks with me is the
bombs floating serenely upwards into the bomb-bay over Dresden,
a poignant reminder of destruction, regret, and the impossibility
of turning time backwards.
Every book that is worth remembering and re-reading will have
its One Thing, that in the end will become the entirety of what the
book is about.
The reason I am telling you this is that I have just finished reading a very interesting book, a social history of an asocial condition:
shyness in human beings. The book is Shrinking Violets, by Joe
Moran.
It is a fascinating work, wittily told, woven through with illuminating case-studies of the chronically shy, from Alan Turing to
Agatha Christie to Morrissey.
But the one lingering thing I draw from the book is a short anecdote about the German poet and author, Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe, who was the brooding spearhead of the Sturm und Drang
literary movement, and whose most famous work, Faust, is about
a man who sells his soul to the devil.
There was another side to Goethe, however, and it is brought to
light in this single line from Moran’s book: ‘Goethe used to carry
violet seeds in his pockets, scattering them on his walks around
Weimar as his own contribution to the beauty of the world.’
What a revelation this is. The image of the austere Goethe
sprinkling Wildblumen over Weimar is, on the one hand, sweetly
romantic; on the other, it is purely pragmatic, since he was a
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botanist too, and so he may just have been doing his duty.
But as with all such images, there is a deeper symbolism at the
heart of it. Words and deeds are seeds, and the way we sow them
can make the forest bloom, or can strangle its blossoms at the
roots.
Gather ye rosebuds while ye may, advised the English poet
Robert Herrick in the 17th century, but how much better a place
would the world be if, in the manner of Goethe, we scattered violets all over it instead. And that, if I may, is the One Thing I will
leave you with today.
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I’m All Shook, Because English is Lit

T

oday I had the great pleasure and privilege of talking to a
gathering of English teachers – the correct collective noun, I
believe, is a ‘conjunction’ – at the annual IEB English conference
in Midrand.
As I told the teachers, the last time I had been in such a situation,
having to deliver something resembling a speech to an academic
audience, was during my matric oral exam in a previous century.
And that was in front of only one English teacher. This time, there
were 420 of them.
The title of my talk was ‘I’m All Shook, Because English is Lit’.
This caused great consternation among the Millennials in my
and when I ran it
household, who reacted with a mixture of
by them.
As any parent will know, the moment a parent utters a Millennial
term out loud, that term is forever cursed, and must immediately
be discarded.
To make matters worse, I spent part of my talk delving into the
etymology of ‘on fleek’, which was coined by Kayla Newman on
21 June 2014 – it is possible in the digital era to trace the origin
of a word or phrase to the very moment of its Big Bang – before
immediately soaring into virality and then, a few months later,
plummeting in usage like the price of Bitcoin, no doubt because
too many parents were using it.
I also tried, in my naïve techno-utopian way, to counter some
of the popular myths about the supposedly woeful influences of
smartphones and social media on the everyday usage of English.
I used a case study from Twitter, which is often criticised for
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encouraging informal, awkwardly constructed, typo-ridden language, but which is in fact watched over by the most ruthlessly
vigilant grammarians, purists, and pernickety pedants you will
find anywhere outside of an examination room.
Having said that, my experience of being taught English at
school was anything but constrained and constricted by the rules,
conventions, and disciplines of grammar.
That was just the foundation, the bedrock, the platform on
which the teachers I was lucky to have would set us free to explore
and imagine and toy around with words, emotions, and meaning.
Almost without exception, the English teachers who taught me
and my peers were open-minded, progressive thinkers who were
driven by a deep love of language and learning.
For my matric orals, back then, I chose ‘Unjust’, a long, freeverse poem by the American journalist and author, Don Marquis.
‘Poets are always asking, where do the little roses go, underneath
the snow,’ it begins, before going on to lament that no one ever
thinks to say, where do the little insects stay.
Marquis is best known for his series of tales about the cat
Mehitabel, who believed herself to be a reincarnation of Cleopatra,
and the typewriting cockroach, Archy, who believed that he had
been a Bohemian free-verse poet in a former life.
As for Don Marquis himself, he had this to say about the process
of education: ‘In order to influence a child, one must be careful not
to be that child’s parent or grandparent.’
What he was saying, I believe, is that you should strive to be that
child’s teacher.
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Hey, Siri, we need to talk

S

iri, for those of you who have never been in a position to enter
into a conversation with her, is the automated robotic assistant
who pops up on your iPhone when you summon her with a ‘hey’.
She has a soothingly modulated, convincingly human voice,
with the tone of a schoolmistress who has yet to lose her patience
and throw a chalkboard duster at you. The same, however, does
not necessarily apply in reverse.
This is me, this morning, on the way to the airport, talking to
Siri on my iPhone:
‘Hey, Siri. Lanseria.’
Siri: ‘Land Syria.’ (Presents me with a map of Syria.)
Me, a little louder: ‘LANSERIA.’
Siri: ‘Gran Canaria.’ (Presents me with a map of Gran Canaria,
which I now know is an island in the Canary Islands.)
Me, more slowly, with heavy accent on the second syllable:
‘Lan-ZE-ria.’
Siri: ‘An area.’ (Presents me with a Google link on How to
Calculate An Area.)
Me, in rapid succession: ‘Lanseria. Lanseria. Lanseria. Lanseria.’
Siri, trying to keep up: ‘Rands area. Vandalia. Lan zero. I’m not
sure I understand, Gus.’
Me, adjusting the algorithm a little: ‘NAVIGATE TO
LANSERIA.’
Siri: ‘Navigate to Lanzarote.’
Me, sighing, then yelling: ‘DIRECTIONS TO LANSERIA.’
Siri: ‘Directions to Denver.’
Me, breathing in deeply, calming down, trying again in sudden,
178 electric graffiti

desperate flash of inspiration: ‘Directions to airport.’
Siri: ‘Looking. Which airport? Tap the one you want.’ (Presents
me with choice of four airports. I tap Lanseria.)
Siri: ‘Getting directions to Lanseria International Airport.’
(Presents me with map, takes me straight to Lanseria International
Airport.)
Me: ‘Thank you, Siri.’
Siri: ‘Your wish is my command.’
The scary truth about artificial intelligence is that the robots we
programme to serve us, are secretly programmed to programme
us. Machine learning is really human learning. Once you understand this, life becomes a whole lot simpler and easier, and you can
go anywhere you choose, eventually.
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How Eskom’s Prince
of Darkness saved us
from the bees

‘T

he thing about a beekeeping outfit,’
says Andrew Etzinger, snapping
on a pair of fire-red gloves to match the
headlamp on the wide-brimmed hat that crowns his face-veil, ‘is
that it isn’t Gucci. You get a hole in it, you patch it up, and you just
carry on.’
And with that, he unfolded his lightweight aluminium ladder,
propped it up against the tree, and booted his way up to deal with
the swarm in the hive. It was twilight, the best time of day to bother
bees and find them a new home, Andrew told us, because they
buzz over to the nearest white light and congregate there, rather
than flitting around invisibly and stinging people.
Once, seeing off friends in the driveway, I was stung by a bee on
my armpit, which is one of the least pleasant places to get stung,
so I knew what he was talking about.
We found Andrew via Facebook – where else? – and he fearlessly
took on the task after another beekeeper, hearing that the hive was
in the crook of a tree, politely declined. But Andrew had no such
qualms.
It was a complex, meticulous, painstaking job, and he popped
over five twilights in a row, going about his chore with an easygoing
wit and an aura of Zen calm that seemed to relax even the bees.
He told us it would have taken him five minutes to fumigate
the colony, but of course we didn’t want that, and nor did he, as a
bee-farmer who collects his honey from hives in the Magaliesberg.
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Over the course of his work, we buzzed him with a barrage of
wide-eyed questions – do bees have distinct personalities? Do bats
eat bees? Do bee-eaters get stung? Are bees really going extinct?
– and he answered them all with patience, good grace, and an
astonishing depth of expert knowledge.
It was only on the third night that I discovered why our beekeeper’s name and voice sounded so familiar to me.
From the fog of déjà vu, a bright light began to shine. In his day
job, Andrew is a senior executive at Eskom, and at the height of
the load-shedding crisis, he was the power utility’s chief spokesperson, a calm voice of reason amidst the darkening chaos.
The Citizen at the time called him ‘Eskom’s Prince of Darkness’,
which was meant as a compliment, since he generally got on very
well with the media. I asked Andrew, as he prepared to tackle the
hive again, whether there was any similarity between an angry
swarm of bees and a room full of journalists at an Eskom press
conference. He laughed, and said, diplomatically, ‘Well, you do get
stung a lot.’
On one of the twilights, as he was about to put on his hat,
Andrew himself got stung by an errant bee, and he brushed off the
sting with barely a flinch. I would have been running around the
yard, yelling for someone to fetch me a credit card. (The recommended method for scraping away a stinger.)
The bees have buzzed off now, thanks to Andrew, and thanks
also to his expertise and the bees, I have a jar of Buffalo Thorn
honey, dark, rich, and malty, from his DarlingHoney stable.
It’s always a pleasure to watch someone who really knows what
they’re doing, going about what they do for a living, or in Andrew’s
case, a sideline from his busy executive role.
As he was about to call it a night one night, we asked Andrew
whether beekeeping ran in his family, and he said, ‘I think it skips
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a generation. My children don’t want anything at all to do with
beekeeping.’
He held out his arms in a look-at-me-in-this-beekeeping-outfit
gesture. ‘It’s not cool,’ he shrugged, and then he waved his fingers in the air. ‘The thing is, you can’t really Snapchat with these
gloves.’
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