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Here’s freedom to him who would speak,
Here’s freedom to him who would write;
For there’s none ever feared that the truth should be heard,
Save him whom the truth would indict!

– ROBERT BURNS

Nullius addictus iurare in verba magistri.
Quo me cunque rapit tempestas, deferor hospes

I am not bound to swear allegiance to the words of any master. Where the storm carries me, I go ashore and make myself at home.

– HORACE


FOREWORD

Justice often needs scientists to help her resolve vexed questions that arise when the truth has to be established. The mathematician, physicist, pathologist, chemist and other forensic experts in their disciplines are essential witnesses in proving where the truth lies. Often they are able to disprove the exculpatory versions put up by wrongdoers. Their evidence may lead to the conviction or the acquittal of an accused or the upholding or dismissing of a claim by a plaintiff in civil proceedings. Often the cause of an unnatural death has to be established.

Dr David Klatzow is pre-eminent among our few forensic experts. His academic qualifications and his experience of more than twenty-five years are evident in his numerous appearances as a witness in many cases, and as an advisor to both plaintiffs and defendants.

David and the late Dr Jonathan Gluckman, the country’s leading pathologist, were readily available to us in the Legal Resources Centre during the apartheid years and to the legal profession as a whole. Their evidence was vital to rebut the fairy tales made up by interrogators who tortured detainees, the policemen who shot dead peaceful demonstrators and the district surgeons who distorted their findings in post-mortem reports in order to avoid responsibility for the unnatural deaths.

On one occasion, five policemen testified that a teenager was shot with fine birdshot whilst he was part of a riotous assembly. The teenager denied it and maintained that he was standing with a friend at his grandmother’s gate. The shooting had rendered him a quadriplegic. David Klatzow provided expert evidence to disprove the state case, as a result of which the judge disbelieved the policemen. The youth was awarded a high amount of damages, which would not have happened if the expert evidence had not been led.

Judge H.C. Nicholas had been a teacher of English before he became an advocate and thereafter a judge. He expected a high standard from counsel. After judgment, he paid tribute to David Klatzow not only for the clear and convincing evidence he had given, but also praised his eloquent use of the English language.

Some cross-examiners tend to undervalue expert evidence. They like to tell of the one crucial question Norman Birkett KC asked in the ‘Burning Car’ case in the 1930s – ‘What is the co-efficient of the expansion of brass?’

The expert witness conceded that he did not know. This was a devastating answer for the defence. The jury rejected the expert witness’s finding that the fire may not have been a deliberate act, and as a result the accused was convicted and sentenced to death. Birkett was subsequently criticised for having put an unfair question, but the expert witness should have asked Birkett, ‘Can you tell me the precise proportions of the constituents [copper and zinc] before I answer your question, Mr Birkett?’ Birkett was not likely to have known, and the jury’s verdict may have been different.

In this book, the author relates numerous examples of how conflicts of fact were resolved in the cases in which he testified. In most of these, his opinions were accepted. The judges complimented him on his expertise and his readiness to reconsider his opinion when new information became available during the course of a trial.

David Klatzow challenged sloppy investigation, drew attention to the lack of care in safeguarding a crime scene and exposed suspected cover-ups of serious crimes.

His scientific knowledge and investigative talents were used to good effect in investigating the tragic crash of the Helderberg, a case which has never been fully resolved. He courageously challenges the findings of Judge Cecil Margo and accuses the apartheid government of a cover-up.

The book contains most useful material for all who are interested in the administration of justice. No trial lawyer, senior investigating officer or potential expert witness can afford to ignore Steeped in Blood.

ADV GEORGE BIZOS SC
CONSTITUTIONAL LITIGATION UNIT
LEGAL RESOURCES CENTRE


PREFACE

It is difficult to tell one’s life story. All too often, it can be seen as either an offensive and malicious criticism of past enemies, or an attempt to portray one’s life in a more favourable light than is actually the case. My intention in this book is neither. I would like to record a story in stark relief, with the successes unadorned and the failures undiluted. Objectivity is, at best, a difficult thing to achieve. With the excesses and atrocities of the apartheid regime still so fresh in my memory, a difficult task is made doubly so – I ask for indulgence where I stray from the ideal.

For some years now, I have appeared as a guest on radio shows that have been broadcast locally and nationally. In these talks I have attempted to tell a story of what occurred during a particular period in the political and historical life of South Africa. I have recounted events from my own perspective, as I can claim no wider insight into the greater scheme of past politics in this country than anyone else. I did have the incredibly good fortune, however, of being catapulted into the maelstrom of forensic science practice in 1984, during a very turbulent period of our history. By virtue of the fact that there was no one else, I became involved in some of the most high-profile and interesting cases that have passed through our courts in the past twenty-six years.

During the radio shows mentioned above, listeners have phoned in to ask me to write the story of what had happened in those mad times. This is an attempt to place on paper my experiences and the insights that they have brought. The book has been written to entertain and to inform; it makes no claim to academic rigour. It describes some of the cases that involved the criminal activities of the state and it explains the methods that I used to investigate these cases. It also discusses many of the non-political cases on which I have worked over the past two decades, including fire investigations, murders and a wide range of other forensic analyses. In many instances, the criminals who committed the awful deeds I investigated have been brought to justice. In other cases, that process is just beginning.

I write this not to criticise and denigrate some of those who were involved, but rather to tell the tale as I saw it. I hope that the insights I have gained and my telling of them will, in a small way, inhibit the repetition of the grotesque abuse of state power that I was witness to during the terminal years of apartheid rule.

I learnt the profession of forensic science as I went along: I was fortunate in starting with a large bag of luck filled to the brim coupled with my bag of experience, which was quite empty. My great good fortune was to get a significant quantity of experience into that bag before the bag of luck emptied.

It is also my intention in this book to thank those who have guided and taught me along the way. There are many who have given unstintingly of their knowledge and wisdom and, although in some instances their earthly life is run, I must recognise and thank them for their generosity of giving. Without their input, my life would be immeasurably impoverished.

DAVID KLATZOW
JULY 2010


AUTHOR’S NOTE

How does one encapsulate over twenty years’ worth of work and more than 3 000 cases in one concise book? How does one convey the genius and tenacity of a man who knows no boundaries in his quest to find answers, and possesses a unique level of honesty? It is a challenge, to put it mildly.

Working with David Klatzow has been an honour and a privilege, not only on a professional level, but also on a personal level. To be exposed to his insight, his depth of knowledge on a vast range of subjects and his humility as a human being is something not many people will experience in their lifetime.

David Klatzow is usually portrayed in the media as unsmiling and unflinching in his views, which are sometimes controversial and often unpopular – an austere man to anyone who does not know him. Yet, over the ten months that we worked on this book, spending many Saturdays and Sundays together, I believe I got to see a very different side to the public persona. He is a man who doesn’t accept no for an answer and who is not scared to challenge the system, but he is also someone who genuinely cares about people and will don his boxing gloves to go the full ten rounds to help those who have been wronged.

I also witnessed a personal side to David Klatzow: he has nothing but praise for his wife and children, and his home, warm and wonderful, is in effect a farmhouse in the middle of the city. A man with many other talents, he also makes the best marmalade and home-made preserves that I have tasted in a long while!

This book has been a team effort second to none. Beth Housdon of Zebra Press provided excellent editing skills. Thank you, too, to Ronel Richter-Herbert of Zebra Press for her proofreading and collation skills. And a special thank you to David Klatzow, who demonstrated steadfast commitment and dedication to this project throughout, making my task so much easier. My hope is that, as a team, we have delivered a product that will enlighten, entertain and enthral the reader.

SYLVIA WALKER
JULY 2010
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CHAPTER 1

SETTING SAIL ON MY VOYAGE OF DISCOVERY

‘To thine own self be true, And it must follow, as the night the day, Thou canst not then be false to any man.’

– WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,

Hamlet, Act I, scene iii, lines 78–80

There was no doubt in the police investigators’ minds that Fred van der Vyver had murdered Inge Lotz. The crime scene pointed to a murderer whom she knew well – nothing was stolen and there was no sign of forced entry – and Fred knew Inge intimately. What’s more, they had just had an argument. Fred had motive and perhaps some opportunity, but, most importantly, the police investigators believed he was guilty. All that they needed to convict him was the evidence to prove this.

So how did he get away with it, if, indeed, he did commit the crime? It’s quite simple: each piece of evidence fell horribly short when subjected to scientific scrutiny. There was not a shred of evidence, scientific or other, to link Fred van der Vyver to the death of Inge Lotz. The police investigation was not about finding the truth; rather, it was so clouded by bias that reality blurred into fantasy. The ideals of forensic science were abandoned and replaced by the police’s desperation to gain a conviction at any cost.

Forensic science is akin to a voyage of discovery: the scientist unravels the clues and sifts through the ashes and dust to find the gems of information that will bring him or her as close as humanly possible to the true state of events. That is the crux of the work of a forensic scientist.

In each and every case, there are many external influences at work. One of the most dangerous is personal bias, and this is where the investigation into the murder of Inge Lotz fell so terribly short. The critical difference between a scientist and a layperson is the ability to observe and analyse information in a completely unbiased way.

This lesson was brought home to me vividly in my very first chemistry practical at the University of the Witwatersrand. As first-years, we all had a little black one-rand lab book in which to record our research and results, and we arrived fresh-faced and eager, ready to conduct our first scientific experiment. With our twenty coins of the same denomination in hand, which we had been told to bring on that first day, we were sent off to the weighing room.

The task was to weigh each coin individually and note down its mass to the fourth decimal point. We then had to calculate the coins’ mean and standard deviation, which is a measure of the range or dispersion of weights measured for the set of coins. No two coins ever had an identical mass, due to weighing or observation errors, or wear and tear from use.

We were then instructed to reweigh each coin and repeat the entire exercise. I discovered that the standard deviation on the second set of weighing was much smaller the second time around. Why? It was simple: the second time I weighed the coins, I subconsciously knew what the average weight was, and this influenced my later measurements. Thus, on the inaugural day of my scientific career, I was taught a fundamental lesson: as a scientist, you have to get rid of your bias. Subjective influences, knowledge you already have and misinformation can all lead to the wrong conclusions.

It is not for a scientist to pre-empt results or to seek particular findings. The scientist’s task is purely to find out what nature and the laws of science have put there to be found. If the facts do not support a theory, a good scientist will discard the theory with alacrity and look past the external influences until he or she gets as close to the truth as possible. That is the craft of science, and particularly of forensic science.

External influences play a huge role not only in science, but also in the development of a child, and I was very fortunate to have some of the best influences in my early years. These moulding elements inspired my interest in and keen passion for the world of science.

Let me start at the beginning. My father’s family emigrated from Russia at the turn of the century, fleeing the persecution of Jews at the time. My paternal grandparents moved independently from St Petersburg to England, where they met and married. Shortly after this, they set sail for South Africa in search of a golden future. They arrived in Durban just after the Boer War, and my father was born in Newcastle, in Natal, in November 1903. The family later moved to Bloemfontein, where they formed part of a thriving Jewish community.

I know very little about my paternal grandparents, except their names – Jonas and Leah. My father did not mention them once in all the years I was growing up, and we never had any contact with them. My father had married out of his faith – my mother was Anglican – and I suspect he was disowned for this decision. Perhaps my grandfather was never even told about the marriage.

My paternal grandparents produced four children, of which my father, Cyril, was the eldest. There were also two daughters, René and Gladys, and a younger son, Leonard.

My Aunt Gladys married a dentist in Cape Town and lived in suburbia with him for the next fifty years or so, while my father’s eldest sister, René Ahrensen, became a well-known Shakespearean exponent. In fact, she started Maynardville Open Air Theatre in Wynberg, Cape Town, with Cecelia Sonnenberg. There is a plaque commemorating these two ladies on either side of the entrance to the theatre to this day. René married briefly and gave birth to one daughter, my first cousin, Noel. Growing up, I saw Aunt René only occasionally – we were not a close-knit family.

My father’s youngest brother, Leonard, was by far the most interesting. He obtained a master’s degree in physics from the University of the Orange Free State, and later, having been awarded a Rhodes Scholarship, furthered his studies at Oxford, where he shared lodgings with Bram Fischer. When it had become known that Leonard had applied for the scholarship, Bram, whose father was judge president of the Free State and whose grandfather had been prime minister of the Orange River Colony, approached him, generously saying, ‘I see that you have applied for the Rhodes Scholarship. So have I. Because of my family connections, I will probably get it. You apply first and I will withdraw my application. I’ll apply next year and see you then.’

That’s exactly what happened. The two friends ended up in Oxford, where they shared a house. This was around the time when communist agents were turning Oxford students towards communism, and I am sure both Bram and Len were influenced by this. Len became chairman of the British Scientific Workers Union, and who knows what may have been in store for him had he been lured into the world of Anthony Blunt, Kim Philby, Donald Maclean, John Cairncross and others, who became communist spies after their university days in the late 1920s.

Len worked on a great many scientific projects, and had a keen interest in the effect of current passing through gases and vacuums. He was part of the team that developed the cavity magnetron, the device that generated the microwaves used in radar and became the scientific basis for microwave ovens. He also worked on the development of fluorescent coating for cameras, in the electronics world of physics, which ultimately resulted in the invention of television. His involvement in infrared bombsights eventually brought about his demise: he was killed testing a bombsight when the Wellington Bomber in which he was flying crashed. Sadly, this all happened before I was born, and I never knew him.

My mother’s side of the family came from the idyllic English countryside. My grandmother was born Langsford and lived on the River Tamar, which separates Cornwall from Devon in England. The Langsfords lived at the Cotehele Mill in the late 1880s, where they enjoyed a largely self-sufficient life – they made their own butter, milk and bacon and raised their own meat; they grew their own vegetables; and salmon were caught in the nearby river.

Gran was one of thirteen children. The names of many of these children reflect the times in which they were born – one child was called Horatio and another Nelson, after the great Napoleonic Wars leader Horatio Nelson.

My maternal grandfather, James Bruno Blatchford, was born on the island of Jersey. As a young man he had trained as a fitter and turner, and he later worked in the naval dockyards in Plymouth, about fifteen miles away from the Cotehele Mill. It was at Cotehele Mill that he met my grandmother, and they eventually married.

Shortly afterwards, my grandfather contracted Malta fever, a form of brucellosis. The normal ‘prescription’ when a doctor didn’t know how to cure an illness in those days was a long trip to a hot, dry country. This is how my grandparents arrived in South Africa.

My grandfather found employment on the mines as a fitter and turner. Eager to better himself, he decided to study at night. Eventually he wrote his mine-engineering ticket and became a mining engineer, a role he continued to perform for the rest of his life, on the far East Rand.

My grandparents’ marriage was not always a bed of roses, it seems – I suspect that my grandfather had the same affinity for gambling and horse racing that my father had. Gran left him and went back to England with her first daughter when she was pregnant with her second child. My mother, Winifred Mabel, was born in Penzance shortly afterwards. A few years later, the First World War broke out, and my mother later shared with me her vivid childhood memories of seeing the Zeppelins flying over the British coast.

At about the age of eight or nine, my mother returned to South Africa with my grandmother, and my grandparents settled back down on the mines together, where they continued with their lives until my grandfather’s death in about 1940. My mother’s older sister, Bertha Bower, married a mine official who achieved some status as the mayor of Brakpan in the early fifties. I remember having a lot of fun driving around in the mayoral car, registration TO 1, in those days. Sadly, my aunt, who was a heavy smoker, died at the young age of forty-seven, and my mother and grandmother were the only two members of the family left. My grandmother died in 1960 when she was about eighty.

At the outbreak of the Second World War, my father signed up and went to fight. He met and married my mother towards the end of the war, and shortly afterwards, on 14 July 1944, my brother Peter was born. A few years later, on 8 December 1948, I arrived.

My father was an immensely intelligent man. He was an expert in all aspects that make a business work, and it is a great tragedy that he never formalised his knowledge or qualifications in any field. My earliest recollections are of him working at Brakpan Motors as the company secretary for a man called Syd Israel. My mother, an efficient short-hand typist, worked there as well. She had a Standard 8 education, which was considered a good qualification for a woman in those days.

From my early childhood perspective, we lived a happy, contented life in Brakpan, a small mining town on the East Rand, about fifty kilometres from Johannesburg. I was completely unaware of any sinister undercurrents in the family, or of any looming tragedy, but our reality was shattered in 1957, when I was nine years old. My father had a sustained and unjustified belief in his ability to predict which horses would win at the races. This caused considerable financial stress in the family after a particularly bad loss: my father was disgraced and ostracised by his friends and acquaintances, and found himself unemployable. Ruin was imminent, and he attempted suicide. The suicide attempt added to the stigma, as suicide was illegal in those days (as it still is today), and he was sent for psychological treatment. Through all of this trauma, we lost all our material possessions and my family was socially isolated.

Eventually, an old friend in Brakpan came to the rescue. His brother-in-law owned a glassworks in Standerton, but the business was losing money, and he offered my father a position. We moved to Standerton, and for the rest of his working life my father was beholden to Julian Berman, the man who had given him another chance. With his excellent business skills, my father managed to turn the glassworks around.

Life in Standerton for a nine-year-old was bliss. It was a rural community that made a Huckleberry Finn–type of lifestyle possible. My mother did not approve of the children who lived across the road from us, but I befriended them nonetheless. They were the children of a cabinetmaker called Alf Doubel, who was the finest wood craftsman I have ever encountered – he could make wood talk. I spent many happy hours in his workshop, and he inspired in me a love of woodworking.

Ignoring adult prejudice and blissfully unaware of any drama in my own family, I spent many happy afternoons and weekends running around barefoot, riding my bicycle, or swimming in or canoeing on the Vaal River with my new friends. A real treat was when my mother would give me ten cents and I could go to the movies and buy a cold drink. A whole afternoon’s entertainment could be had for ten cents!

I was baptised an Anglican, and my mother made sure that as much religion was poured into me as possible – in fact, until my cup ran over! I suspect that the rabbi and the Anglican priest drew lots over me, and the one who lost received my soul! I was sent to an Anglican church school – St Martin’s School, in Johannesburg – after we moved to Standerton, where my brother was also a pupil. He was conscientious and well behaved. The same could not be said of me. To put it mildly, I was found to be ‘difficult’ at school, and my school reports reflected this (two of my earlier reports are included in Appendix A).

St Martin’s was one of the more liberal establishments of its day. It had begun as St Peter’s, and one of its more famous pupils was Oliver Tambo. The headmaster, Michael Stern, was a man who judged no one unfairly. He had the ability to look past difficulties to see the potential in the unruly children in his care. He was passionate about the development of young minds, often overlooking broken rules if he could see that some good had resulted.

One Saturday afternoon, a friend, Donald Currie, and I were exploring a drainage canal that ran near the school into Wemmer Pan. We were strictly forbidden to go to the canal, as part of the canal was covered and obviously it was a dangerous escapade. While exploring, Currie and I found the body of a newborn black baby. We went straight to the nearest police station to report it, but this was the early 1960s and nothing could have interested the police less. I said to Currie, ‘Let’s go and report this to the boss (as Stern was known to us).’ Currie was appalled, fearing a caning for breaking the school rules by going down to the canal. I insisted, and we timidly approached Stern in his office.

His response was electrifying. He phoned the senior officer at the police station and raised hell. The next thing, a police car with a colonel and other officers arrived at the school and I went with the police to recover the little corpse. Not a word was said about the breach of school rules, and I seem to remember that Stern gave Currie and me twenty cents each. He was that kind of man.

Michael Stern, however, committed the cardinal sin of allowing the black school cook to swim in the school’s swimming pool. This was simply too liberal for South Africa at the time, as was the teachers’ regular participation in protest marches and their resulting arrests. The upshot of all of this ‘liberalism’ was that the school board intervened, and Stern left to found Waterford School in Mbabane in Swaziland, taking some of the better teachers with him. (My brother, interestingly, went on to teach Afrikaans and Music at Waterford School the year after his matric.)

St Martin’s provided a broad education. The teachers were unconventional and some were even a bit off the wall, but many of the more general lessons I was taught stood me in good stead. As Mark Twain said, ‘Education is what remains after what has been taught at school has been forgotten.’

Rob Taylor taught me science in Standard 8. He must have awakened a deeply covered interest in the subject, as I went from failure marks to respectable to even good results. At that stage, I also developed an interest in biochemistry. My brother Peter was in London at the Royal College of Music at the time, and he found a second-hand bookshop in Charing Cross Road where, quite serendipitously, he bought me two books, Biochemical Society Symposia numbers 22 and 23, for ten shillings.

These books described the structure and functions of the membranes and surfaces of cells, and methods of separation of sub-cellular structural components, nurturing the seeds of my future academic interests. Much of the content was beyond me, but the books stimulated me to enquire more, and eventually my postgraduate studies focused on cell-surface biochemistry and culminated in a PhD in the subject. Rob Taylor encouraged this sort of enquiry, and I owe him much gratitude.

The same could not be said of the other teachers at the school. They were by and large indifferent towards me, and some did not appear to be qualified in the teaching profession. I remember Mr Yule, the maths master, who suffered from post-traumatic stress as a result of the Second World War. He was stern and strict, demanding respect from his pupils. Often, at the slightest provocation, he would fly into a blind rage, leaving us fearful and uncertain.

My English master was Jeremy Taylor, of ‘Ag Pleez Daddy’ fame. He left after my first year to pursue a musical career with the Wait a Minim! show. My brother Peter, being very musically gifted, wrote down the music of ‘Ag Pleez Daddy’ in note form so that Jeremy could get the copyright.

Michael de Lisle succeeded Michael Stern as headmaster at St Martin’s. He was a rigid man, and I learnt some valuable lessons from him – including the fact that ‘military intelligence’ is a contradiction in terms! He had been a distinguished soldier during the Second World War, and we clashed from the word go, as he believed in creating and upholding rules, no matter what the consequences. Michael de Lisle and I were not destined to be happy with each other at all.

I had set my heart on studying medicine after school, but my grades were poor. The only way for me to be accepted was to put in many hours of extra work, which would mean studying in the library after prep, late into the evening. The school rules stated that we could do this two nights a week, and De Lisle was not prepared to waive them. He appeared to be totally insensitive to my motivation – rules were there to be obeyed.

I did not accept this lying down, and after ongoing tension between De Lisle and me, my mother was called in and asked to take me to a psychiatrist. De Lisle thought that I had some deep-seated personality issues that needed resolution.

The psychiatrist found me to be a reasonably normal sixteen-year-old, and I left St Martin’s and returned home to Standerton. The rest of the year was largely wasted. I attended the local Afrikaans high school to brush up on my Afrikaans, and started at Nigel High School the following year, in Standard 9 again.

I met up with Michael de Lisle recently when he attended a public lecture that I gave. He and I appear to have mellowed considerably, and he complimented me on my performance. Memories are short, and I bear him no lasting animosity – we were both products of our own experiences.

The headmaster at Nigel High School was Louis Spruyt. His wife had been at school with my mother, who had been taught by Louis in the early days of his career. He had a soft spot for me, and sometimes allowed me to use his office to study. There was none of the rigidity that I had encountered up until that point. I worked almost every evening up at the school library – I had my own key – and my results reflected the effort I put in.

Looking back, what amazes me was the short-sightedness in the education system, where teachers were often more focused on upholding rules and regulations than on recognising ambition and determination, and facilitating the development of the young minds in their care. Louis Spruyt, for me, was a breath of fresh air.

In my last two years at school at Nigel, I encountered many people who can simply be described as incredible human beings. One of these was Dr Gevers, my English master. A German by birth, he had a PhD in English and exuded wisdom and knowledge. Imposed discipline did not form part of his world: for his pupils, to disappoint Gevers was punishment in itself. We looked up to him in awe, and the many life lessons he imparted through teaching his subject still live with me today.

Gevers was Socratic in his approach to teaching, constantly questioning and engaging in debate with his students to stimulate critical thinking. I recall one such instance when we were studying William Blake’s poem ‘The Sick Rose’:

O Rose thou art sick.
The invisible worm,
 That flies in the night
 In the howling storm:

Has found out thy bed
 Of crimson joy:
 And his dark secret love
Does thy life destroy.

The poem’s bleak political overtones reflect Blake’s insecurities with the changing world around him. I went to Gevers with an interpretation, and his approach was mindful. He never said that I was wrong, but questioned me on how my analysis interacted with the matrix of knowledge that I had about Blake. He did not criticise my interpretation, but pointed out in a very gentle way its inadequacy with regard to what I already knew about the poet.

These English classes taught me a number of things, one of them being the open-endedness of knowledge. I realised that you will never know everything there is to know about your subject, no matter how limited the subject matter is. There will always be others who will surpass you in knowledge – others from whom you can learn.

Another valuable lesson I was taught by Gevers is that whatever you know about a subject has to be factored into the matrix of your general understanding on that subject. Blake’s poem had to fit in with whatever else Blake had done and said, with his philosophies, and with how and where he interacted in other circumstances. Any interpretation of Blake’s poem had to be coherent – I could not simply create an interpretation in a vacuum.

This is true of any scientific logic, and, of course, of forensic investigation. You have to investigate everything, covering all the intersecting points and the logical flow of events. The forensic scientist has to place the actual crime scene in the context of events leading up to the incident, and needs to investigate each event carefully to ensure a coherent conclusion.

Even if you are seeing a situation for the very first time, you need to conduct research – you have to create the matrix of understanding to reach the correct conclusion. Let’s say, for example, that I was to investigate the properties of a protein in the blood. I would determine the name of the protein, then research and gather all the information that is at hand about that particular protein. I would then conduct a ‘what if’ set of circumstances and ask how it would react under different conditions – whether it would affect coagulation, for instance. I would plot my findings and draw scientific conclusions based on results, thereby creating a picture to aid my understanding. Those conclusions would be based on scientific information and, eventually, my comprehension would become more and more coherent, reaching a final point of scientific conclusion.

Everything you do in life is like building a jigsaw puzzle. Pieces of information fit, sometimes slowly, into a greater picture, up to the point where you reach a more advanced understanding. Gevers taught me this. He also taught me never to accept anything at face value: question everything, I learnt, to find out how it fits into the matrix of your understanding.

The other English teacher who had a profound influence on me was Jean Cameron. I recall her coming to me to tell me that I was going to win the English prize. She asked me, ‘Klatzow, have you read Alice in Wonderland?’ When I replied that I had not, she said that it was high time I did. That was a huge compliment for me, as Alice in Wonderland is not a children’s book. Lewis Carroll was a mathematical scholar, and Alice was written on multiple levels – very little of the book is accessible to children. There are many complex wordplays, and he invented words in that book that are now accepted as part of the English language – ‘chortle’, for instance – in order to paint a precise picture in our minds. I received a copy of Alice in Wonderland as a prize that year. Gevers and Cameron had a remarkable influence on me, and we corresponded and kept in touch for many years after I left school.

Through these influences, I developed an incredible love of the English language, which is one of the most amazing mediums we have at our disposal. English is the language in which some of the deepest and most noble thoughts of mankind are embedded, and is an important means of conveying concepts from one mind to another. It is not without reason that English is the lingua franca of the scientific world.

When I testify in court in my capacity as forensic scientist, I have to create a picture in the judge’s mind. The more accurately and precisely I can use words to do this, the more effective I am – it’s as simple as that. Everything is an image or concept in your mind, and the only way to share that with someone is through words, which paint that picture. This is true whether you are using the Queen’s English or slang.

The accurate use of language enables me to give more focused and elegant explanations of my thoughts, and a case can be won or lost depending on the ability to communicate. Through the skilful use of language, you can enhance the evidence and make it accessible to the judge. In a courtroom, I teach the judge about the basics of a subject of which he or she knows nothing: the legally trained judge doesn’t know how to combat a fire or measure heat or evaluate a scientific argument. My job is to lead him or her on an intellectual pathway by providing the stepping stones of thought along which he or she must tread to discover my reasoning and the conclusions that I have reached. I am not there to adjudicate the issue; I am there to tell the judge plainly what evidence I encountered and how I reached my conclusions so that he or she can make the appropriate decisions.

During my last year at St Martin’s School, I spent the December holiday at Charles Johnson Memorial Hospital in a small hamlet called Nqutu in Northern Zululand run by an interesting and wonderful husband-and-wife team, Anthony and Maggie Barker, missionary doctors of great humility, kindness and skill. They ran a model hospital in the wilds of northern Natal for about thirty years before they returned to England.

The Barkers’ lives were dedicated to administering medicine and treatment to the poorest of the poor. Maggie was famous for not wearing shoes, and she had thick calluses to prove it. Anthony had a huge beard that had to be swathed in a special type of operating cap during surgery. Their kindness and compassion was boundless. Anthony had the most beautiful italic script, in which he wrote even his clinical notes and prescriptions. I have included a letter he wrote to me to show something of this fine man (see Appendix B).

At Charles Johnson I was exposed to medicine in its most idealistic form. The Barkers’ attitude to life can only be described as sublime. Breakfast was rough and ready but was invariably accompanied by Beethoven or any of the other great classical composers. Beethoven and Maltabella porridge will always bring memories flooding back to me of those mornings with the extraordinary couple. Sadly they were both killed in a cycling accident in Britain a few years ago. Somehow I think that is the way that they would have liked it to happen.

Another remarkable man that influenced my interest in medicine was Leon de Villiers, the district surgeon in Standerton. He became a surrogate father to me, as my own father was largely uninvolved in my life. To me, De Villiers was larger than life and my role model. He also practised as a general practitioner, pouring endless energy into treating those who could not afford private medical consultations. As district surgeon he conducted the post-mortem examinations on any unnatural deaths that occurred within the area, and I eagerly assisted him on many of these occasions. Leon would do his district rounds after the daily grind of consulting, and during my school holidays I was fortunate enough to accompany him late into the night, visiting sick folk in the district. He was a good teacher and never spoke down to the young, eager student. He was one of the many people who motivated me to aspire to great heights in the field of medical research.

Leon’s wife, Thea, was also wonderful, involving me in so many of the medical activities in the Standerton area. I travelled the length and breadth of the district with her, and inoculated countless babies against smallpox, which was then in its dying days worldwide. I was also a volunteer at the local blood bank, which she managed, and spent many happy evenings taking a pint from members of the local population.

Following my dream of working in the field of medical research, I applied to the University of the Witwatersrand Medical School. To my great joy, I was accepted, and I obtained an Ernest Oppenheimer Memorial Trust Scholarship based on my matric results.

In February 1967, my mother dropped me at the residence to which I had been accepted, and I set about settling into my studies. My years of hard work were going to start paying off: I was about to climb the first rung of my ladder to success – or so I thought.

[image: Images]


CHAPTER 2

A SCHOLAR AND A GENTLEMAN

‘Men are four:
He who knows, and knows that he knows.
 He is wise, follow him.
He who knows, and knows not that he knows.
He is asleep, wake him.
He who knows not, and knows that he knows not.
He is a child, teach him.
He who knows not, and knows not that he knows not.
He is a fool, shun him.’

– ARABIAN PROVERB

Residence at Wits University in Johannesburg was awful. First-year students were ‘initiated’, and the hard-drinking louts who headed up the student hierarchy ensured that the treatment of first-years was crude and largely inane.

One evening – which happened to be just before an important class test in zoology – we were taken to meet Phineas, the residence mascot. We were blindfolded and led along the rocky bed of one of the tributaries of the Braamfontein Spruit. After meeting Phineas at about 1.30 a.m., we were loaded onto a bakkie, soaked to the skin and, still blindfolded, dropped off somewhere on the western side of the city.

I was wet and cold and completely lost. All I could recognise was the Brixton Tower in the distance, so I made my way towards it. Once there, I ran the few kilometres to the university and, when I arrived in my room, found that my bed had been dragged out and soaked with a firehose. Needless to say, I didn’t get much sleep that night.

My mother fell ill a month or two later, and, unbeknown to me, was taken to a sanatorium in Sandringham. She had been diagnosed with depression and was receiving electroconvulsive therapy – shock treatment. She was at death’s door: the ‘depression’ had been caused by the fact that she was really ill, having suffered a heart attack, a fact that the doctors had completely missed. The ability of her heart to pump blood had been severely affected. The anaesthetic that was being administered to her at the sanatorium as part of the therapy was causing rapid deterioration. The psychiatric oaf who administered the shock therapy had failed to note all the clinical signs of real and extreme illness, and my mother developed severe pneumonia in the sanatorium, which was also not diagnosed. She was dying.

Meanwhile, I was being subjected to the boorish rituals of initiation, and was not enjoying life in residence. I was struggling to deal with the university work, and my mother’s illness was constantly on my mind. Matters came to a head one day when I forgot to do telephone duty, as I had been to see my mother. I was hauled over the coals by the residence committee chairman, who demanded that I kneel down before him and apologise in front of everybody. Something snapped inside me, and I let him have every four-letter expletive in my vocabulary (a considerable number, as I had attended a church school).

I decided to leave residence and managed to find digs near the Park Lane Clinic in Johannesburg. It was a dingy little room at the back of a house, and my landlady spoke no English, only French – communication was difficult. After she found out that I liked kippers for breakfast, I had them every day!

The situation was really not conducive to studying. I was miserable, and decided to drop out of university, go home and start again somewhere else when I could find the strength. I went to say goodbye to a friend at varsity and, while looking for him, I bumped into a senior medical student, Beau Loots, who asked me why I was looking so down. I told him. He sat me down for an hour and, rather like Dick Whittington, turned me around. I decided not to leave and found a different flat. I have maintained a friendship with Beau ever since.

My mother, who was still extremely unwell, contacted a friend, who removed her from the sanatorium and had her admitted to Johannesburg General Hospital. Her heart condition and the lung infection were diagnosed and she was placed on appropriate medication. She then developed a persistent cough, and by June or July that year was diagnosed with bronchial carcinoma. Her health deteriorated quickly, and she died in September 1967.

My interest had always been in research and, in particular, cancer research. My mother’s death was a powerful impetus to extend this interest, and my former English teacher, Dr Gevers, also encouraged me to go into research as a career. Gevers wrote a letter to me that had a huge influence on my career, and revealed much about Gevers, the man and the scholar. In this letter, which I still have to this day, he wrote:

By now you will have gone to Johannesburg to register as a medical student. I wish you much luck in your endeavours. Some hold that the first year is the most difficult; others believe it’s the third. In general, no doubt, it must be the first, but in your case there should be no trouble at all, seeing that you have been a very independent student for some time. If you have not done any shorthand, you should begin to develop a system of your own to keep up with the lecturers. It is believed that very often the top third of a medical group, after having obtained their degrees (M.B., B.Ch.), become research men and/or Biologists, Biophysicists, Biochemists. The middle group develop into specialists, and the lowest third into medical practitioners. As you are an idealist, I take it you may become a research man.

One of the reasons I had wanted to study medicine was that I thought it would allow me to carry out research. Soon, however, I realised that medicine was not the right road to research.

Medicine is a strange set of learnings. The workings of the human body are very complex, and are based on an intimate understanding of the body’s biochemistry. Its delicate balance is affected by any invasive activity, including an operation, a healing wound or medication, which affects the biochemical reactions in the body. Even something as simple as an X-ray has an impact. There is no branch of medicine that does not have an underlying biochemical basis.

Ordinary chemistry is the chemistry of elements, chemical compounds and substances, such as salts. It is about the energy needed to bond chemicals to create other compounds. Biochemistry, on the other hand, is the chemistry of living things – the study of the molecules of life – and deals with the reactions of the body to external events. A person’s skin goes brown in the sun, for example, because the chemical changes that the skin undergoes are a biochemical reaction of the body to the sun’s rays, producing the brown pigment, melanin. Biochemistry controls all aspects of our body, from our breathing to our heartbeat – the structure of DNA, the molecule of life, is a biochemical wonder. If a person is diseased, there is something wrong with his or her biochemistry.

I wanted to understand the biochemical pathways deep within the cells, and I realised that medicine would give me just a smattering of the knowledge I craved. Medicine would teach me how to follow a recipe, how to cut along a dotted line. I wanted to design the recipe, to establish where to place that dotted line. I needed to grasp the fundamentals; I needed an intimate understanding of chemistry.

I went to see the dean of medicine at the end of the first year, and switched from medicine to second-year chemistry and biochemistry. It was the golden age of biochemistry: James D. Watson and Francis Crick had just received the Nobel Prize in Medicine for their groundbreaking work on the DNA molecule, and this exciting subject seemed to me to be the answer to most of the problems confronting medicine at the time. I have not recanted from this view some forty years later.

It was not an easy year for me emotionally, with the shadow of my mother’s death hanging heavily over me. My relationship with my father was also difficult. He was angry with me for dropping medicine, and when he remarried some years later, I didn’t get on with his new wife at all.

Despite all of the family issues, I set about focusing on my studies. I lived in a small flat in Braamfontein that my mother had arranged for me before she died. My tuition fees were paid by the scholarship that I had been granted, and living expenses were covered by the forty rand a month my father gave me. The flat consisted of one room with a small bathroom and an alcove for cooking, which contained a two-ringed hotplate stove. The flat, which was sparsely furnished, was right next to the university in a block called Nelmay Court.

My budget was tight. The rent was twenty-eight rand per month, and electricity cost one or two rand. This left me with ten rand for food, entertainment, books, and so on. I didn’t have much furniture – a fridge was a luxury I could not afford, so I would buy a half-litre of milk and drink it before it went off. I could buy a kilogram of rump steak for twenty cents and vegetables for five cents, to make myself a princely pot of food for twenty-five cents! An old family friend had given me a pressure cooker, and my hot-plate cooked many a stew, which was always tastier on the second day (it became dubious on the third day in summer, and on the fourth day in winter!).

Eating out was a luxury. A hamburger cost thirty-five cents and a mixed grill around forty cents, but this was over the top. With my home-cooked stew I could feed myself for three days on twenty-five cents! I didn’t go out much, and never caught the bus or went to the movies in my entire university career. I went to my first movie since early childhood only after graduating.

My lifestyle was incredibly frugal, as there was no one to borrow money from if I ran short. It was a difficult time, and I worked during my holidays, mostly to be able to buy books. I studied, worked and lived a humble life. There was no time to cry about life being tough, and I knew no better, so I just got on with it.

Being able to afford the books I needed was one of my greatest challenges. I recall agonising over a book that cost ten rand. It was Morrison and Boyd’s Organic Chemistry, and I had to think very carefully before I took the decision to buy it. I was fortunate to become friendly with Harry Fagan, who managed the university bookshop (who, incidentally, had worked in earlier days with Bob Edmonds, the uncle of the girl I subsequently married). Fagan gave me the little bit of help that I needed so badly: he extended credit to me, allowing me to buy the books and pay them off. He was fantastic and never pressurised me.

Another man who had a huge influence on my life was Jack Allen, a senior member of the anatomy department. I came to know him at the end of my first year, when I worked at the Electron Microscope Unit to earn some extra money. Allen was a remarkable man who had completed a vast amount of work on varicose ulcers, a condition arising when varicose veins cause the flesh to become debilitated and septic. He would come into the room and say ‘Allen’s ops are tops!’, and it was indeed widely accepted that his knowledge of clinical anatomy was unsurpassed.

One particular incident moulded me forever: Allen entered the unit saying that he had to leave shortly to operate on a little girl to remove a glass shard, but that he was going up to the lab just to check his anatomy one more time. Despite all his knowledge and practice, he knew that it was necessary to check one more time. This valuable lesson struck me at the time, and has stayed with me all these years. We have remained friends for over forty years. When carrying out ballistics work, I would always check with Allen on the anatomical implications. I never cease to marvel at his knowledge of anatomy, and his humility in always double-checking to make sure that he is right.

In my second year of university, I had befriended a woman called Sister Faith Hermanson, who had nursed my mother in her last weeks at Johannesburg General Hospital. She told me that all leftover food from the wards is discarded at the end of each day and sent off as pig fodder, and offered to put a plate aside for me each lunch time. Every day I would walk to Ward 22 at the hospital, which was close to the university, collect my plate of food, sit behind the door and eat my lunch, wash the plate and walk back in time for my practical class in the afternoon.

I managed to find employment at a chemical company, McLaughlin and Lazar, towards the end of my third year, and was paid three rand per hour, which translated into twenty-four rand per day – a huge amount of money for me at the time. This helped enormously in paying off my debts.

In my final honours year at Wits, I worked at a shop in Braamfontein called The Bread and Butter from 12.30 p.m. till 2 p.m., serving customers over the counter. I was paid a rand a day for the hour and a half, and I was allowed to eat one item from the menu, usually a long roll, which kept me alive in my honours year!

These times were tough, but there were some good times in between. I had very little – not even a heater or extra blankets – and spent many winter nights bitterly cold. I also did not have much in the line of clothing, and remember being hugely upset when I had saved enough money to buy a set of flannels, only to tear them on a fence the first night I wore them. Those experiences in my life may have built tenacity, but they were hard – really tough times – and I never want to go through that again.

I completed my honours year and became romantically involved with Geraldine Weatherby, who lived on the floor above me. She was about twelve years older than me and unmarried, and we grew to enjoy each other’s company. Geraldine was from an old Kimberly family, and her aunt, Daphne Edmonds, was married to the then chairman of Standard Bank.

Geraldine and I tied the knot, and spent hot, dry Christmas holidays with her family in Kimberley. They were golfing people, and I felt that if I had been an accountant who played golf, I might have been more acceptable to them. Our marriage would not last, unfortunately.

Geraldine and I shared a flat opposite the university, and I taught and demonstrated in the evenings while completing my PhD. She was of immense help to me in this time. I also started giving extra lessons in maths and science, and distributed letters advertising my services.

One of the schools that I contacted was Kingsmead School for Girls. Shortly after receiving my letter, they discovered that their science mistress was pregnant – a completely unacceptable state of affairs at an all-girls school! The pleasures of carnal knowledge could not be so openly displayed, and it was causing great distress at the institution.

The headmistress, Vera Paver, was a tall, austere, angular woman. She approached me to fill the post, but was gravely suspicious of allowing a man into her school. One of her more practical problems was where would I go if I needed to use the lavatory. Caught between the devil and the deep blue sea, she was forced to hire me, and I was the only male on the premises – apart from John Male, an Anglican priest who also formed part of the school, but who was considered benign.

I taught in the mornings and worked on my PhD in the afternoons. Paver found it difficult to understand me. The girls in my class worked hard, and I would occasionally take them to The Firs, a shopping centre across the road, for coffee, to reward them. Paver never approved, and was often verbal about it. I did not change my approach, though – rules are there for the guidance of wise men and the observance of fools. Paver did not understand that sentiment or agree with it; she was rigid in her approach, a type of rigidity I had experienced all too often in my own school career. She probably wanted to dismiss me on a number of occasions, but science teachers were scarce, and having me there was less of an embarrassment than having no science teacher at all.

After two years, I left Kingsmead to accept an offer of a full-time post at the Department of Surgery at Wits Medical School. The department was headed by Professor du Plessis, a remarkable man. The students referred to him as ‘God’. What he said had the effect of Holy Writ – no one ever challenged him. He either liked you or he didn’t, and if you were in his good books, you could get away with a lot.

I have always believed that your results are only as good as your equipment. If you abuse your equipment – by not cleaning it properly, for example – the results will be less reliable. I started to buy my own equipment, but some pieces were costly, and I managed to get various items on loan from companies. Eventually, the value of the equipment that I had acquired on loan was substantial, and I was summoned to Du Plessis’ office. Dressed the part, I waited to see him. Once inside, he read me the riot act, stating that any hired or donated equipment had to be organised through the faculty office. I had fully equipped a little lab where I could do my PhD, so I was in hot water again, but agreed to arrange things via the faculty office in the future.

I was offered a full-time research post in the surgery department at the princely salary of R400 per month, which was a fortune for me. I could focus on my passion – research – and continued to do so until Du Plessis left to take up the position as principal of Wits University and Professor Bert Myburgh took over.

One of the strange rituals in those days was the so-called ‘prefects’ meeting’, which took place once a week at 12.30 p.m. sharp. Du Plessis would come in and we’d sit around a big boardroom table in order of decreasing rank, starting with the professors at the top, followed by the associate professors, and so on, until the bottom end of the table was reached, which was where I sat. At one of these meetings, I was asked to arrange the annual surgeon’s dinner party – a challenge to say the least! In fact, it was more of an order than a request. ‘Klatzow,’ Du Plessis said to me, ‘you have not a lot better to do, so kindly organise the surgery departmental dinner.’

The surgeons were full of demands. They didn’t want chicken; they wanted lamb. They didn’t want cheap wine. No disco; they wanted a live band. And they were not prepared to pay more than five rand a ticket. Venues were expensive, and I was lucky enough to secure the brand-new Bozzoli Pavilion. There were still piles of cement in places, but it was functional, and I was to organise the first event ever to be held there.

I ran around planning the menu, decor and other details, and all seemed to be on track until the evening of the dinner. I was to fill the role of MC as well. As I was supervising the last arrangements, the caterer switched on the stove and all the lights blew out: the entire building was devoid of electricity.

There was no hope of finding an electrician at 6.30 p.m. on a Saturday evening. After much panic, I found the switch-gear room at the rear of the building, and managed to break the brand-new door down so that we could get the electricity going again. The caterer had to hold a match while I worked the mechanism, but we managed to fix the problem! I raced home, had a quick bath and was back by 7.10 p.m., with no one any the wiser as to the stress we had gone through. The university tried to charge me for replacing the broken door, but Bert Myburgh, the new head of department, wouldn’t allow it. The evening was a great success.

I completed my PhD amidst many difficulties with the faculty under Bert Myburgh. The heads of departments typically wanted students to work on their topics of choice. Du Plessis was the exception, but he left, shortly after I joined the Department of Surgery, to take up his position as principal of Wits University. When Bert Myburgh took over as head of department, I felt like I was being sabotaged – there seemed to be active resistance to enabling me to do my research.

The main problem was that the department was linked to transplant immunology, and I was working on cancer research. It was my passion, and I had invested many hours in my work. I felt that Myburgh was uncomfortable with my line of work, and he tried to encourage me to stop what I was doing to focus on liver immunology research. I was dead against it. In any event, transplant immunology and tumour immunology are closely linked from a scientific perspective. If you can understand the one, you will be close to understanding the other.

I also encountered unnecessary obstacles from my new supervisor, Koos Smit. One such example was that the technicians produced sterile cottons and pipettes for students to use, yet he objected to my using them – I had to make my own. As a PhD student, I should automatically have had access to these items. It became extremely difficult to work with Smit. I started working in the lab in the early mornings and evenings and spending my days in the library to avoid a confrontation with him, working around eighteen hours a day.

Matters finally came to a head when I arrived in the lab one evening at around 6 p.m. and Myburgh confronted me, asking me where I had been. I told him that I spent my days in the library, and had obtained permission from Koos Smit to do so. He claimed that I didn’t have permission, and fired me there and then.

I immediately went to find Smit and challenged him. He admitted that he had been sabotaging my work, and I told him in a rage that he was to follow me to Myburgh’s house and explain everything, including the fact that I had obtained his permission to work in the library.

We arrived at Myburgh’s house in Sandringham at about 8.30 p.m., just as he was having supper. Smit and I waited for him until he had finished, and we sat down and spoke to him. Myburgh appeared to be very taken aback – I think he knew the truth but feigned astonishment. I was reinstated the next day, and completed my PhD based on work relating to proteins that are elevated in people suffering from cancer. It was interesting work.

The thesis was sent overseas to be marked by two external examiners. One sent back a glowing report; the other damned the thesis. Confused by this, the faculty submitted it to a third external examiner, who passed it with no difficulty. The delay took an extra year.

Researching some literature on the subject the following year, I was astonished to find a paper by the second external examiner (the same one who had held the thesis back) on exactly the same topic I had covered in my research. I am sure he did not plagiarise the material, but it certainly seemed to have been held back to give him a competitive edge. Unfortunately for him, I had already published the work in the South African Medical Journal. Such is science.

I met a remarkable man by the name of Gerard Vos in the early stages of my PhD, when I went to visit the Natal Blood Transfusion Service. We started talking, and he was immediately able to see the importance of the cell surface in a whole range of biological and disease processes.

Gerard had no formal qualifications other than an extraordinary ability to understand and work with blood groups, a field known as serology. He was recruited to South Africa by the Natal Blood Transfusion Service from his adopted home in Perth, Australia. He had been born in Java, Indonesia.

I learnt from other people at the time – Gerard seldom spoke of his own achievements – that he had an OBE for his work on blood groups, particularly the blood groups relating to haemolytic diseases of the newborn. He made singular and distinguished contributions to this vital field of serology. Despite his lack of formal undergraduate qualifications, the University of Natal was happy for him to complete his PhD on the work he was doing, which was of an extremely high standard. He then obtained a higher doctorate, receiving two of the highest qualifications that the university could offer.

Gerard regarded me more as a son than as a colleague, and we became very firm friends. We worked together on a number of issues and published several papers together, including an article in the serology journal Vox Sanguinus (the voice of blood).

It was Gerard’s support during the difficult time in the surgery department at Wits, when there was severe pressure on me to abandon my chosen field of research, that saved me. His support and, above all, his belief in me were invaluable during those difficult days. Later, when I moved to Durban for a period of time, our friendship was cemented. He was a man as generous in spirit as he was erudite in the field of his choice.

In August 1977, I attended a cancer conference in Cape Town, where I met Arthur Hawtrey. Arthur was originally from Salisbury, Rhodesia. He told me that the University of Durban-Westville – which today is part of the University of KwaZulu-Natal – was looking for a lecturer in biochemistry, and I decided to apply for the position. It was a university for Indian students, forming part of the apartheid structure of separate education for separate races. At the end of 1978, I left Johannesburg, the Wits Medical School, and my wife, and moved to Durban to take up my new position in the academic world.

I rapidly discovered that the ethnic universities were a sham. The theory was that these universities should be ‘separate but equal’. It was certainly separate, but definitely not equal. Many people who taught there were so lacking in ability that they could not have taught anywhere else. Some were excellent, though: Arthur Hawtrey, the head of biochemistry, for example, was probably one of the finest chemists this country has ever seen.

The university was riddled with politics, and tear gas was frequently used by the police on the campus. The students were unhappy, the staff members were unhappy, and the whole place was fraught with tension. The research facilities were very elementary, and the bureaucracy stifling.

It was as if I was starting out yet again when I moved to Durban. I had left my marriage with very little – a few rugs, a desk and my books. I had nothing else – no stove, bed, linen, fridge, or even pots and pans. One morning I went to a local furniture store and furnished my flat, using my credit card to pay. I woke up late that night in a cold sweat, realising that I had no way of paying back the enormous debt that I had just incurred.

At about 1 a.m., I took a pair of scissors and cut up my credit card, then applied my mind to making extra money. Durban has the highest median age of people living in South Africa, and women outlive men, so I concluded that there must be many elderly women who needed help with basic handyman chores. I took my last twenty rand and used this to have a sign made, which read ‘Handyman. No job too small’ with my telephone number. I approached a hardware store in Musgrave Centre and agreed to buy all my materials from them if they displayed my sign in their window. My phone didn’t stop ringing, and I was in business!

I was lecturing during the day, and in the evenings and over weekends I would return messages, give quotes and carry out the handyman work. It was all work that I was capable of – fixing windows, hanging doors and other minor repair work.

One day I received a call to quote on fitting out a poodle parlour. The business premises were brand new and, on arrival, I realised that this was way beyond my elementary carpentry talents. I provided an outrageous quote, hoping never to hear from the owners again, but an hour later my phone rang. The chap who came to quote after me had been as drunk as a skunk, and they wanted me to do the job!

There were some men working at the university building on a new addition, and I approached the foreman to ask him if there was a carpenter on his team looking for after-hours work. Jerry Sewnarain came to work for me, and for the next two years we ran around Durban doing a wide range of handyman work. It was the only time in my life that I actually had cash in my pocket.

There was a constant demand for wooden window frames to be replaced in Durban, as the humidity meant that they used to rot quite quickly. One day we were called in to do some work at a house of a very snooty woman, whose husband was a senior anaesthetist in the city. When we arrived at her house, she served us tea in a jam tin and had the maid keep an eye on us in case we stole the spoons!

We finished fixing the window, and then she haggled over the price, but finally we were paid and we left. The story took a rather amusing twist, as I was due to be the guest speaker at an anaesthetic conference later in the month. I will remember to my dying day the look of surprise and horror on her face when she arrived at the conference with her husband, only to find the handyman sitting at the top table as the guest speaker!

I soon realised that the University of Durban-Westville was not for me, but I was not keen to be a full-time handyman, so I started looking for another position in the academic world.

An advertisement appeared for a lecturer at Wits in the Department of Biochemistry, and I applied. In 1981, three years after I had left Johannesburg, I was on my way back to work at Wits. Disillusionment was not far off. The back-biting was as bad at Wits as anywhere else, and it was particularly bad at the medical school. So much energy was being consumed just fighting battles with colleagues, and this was not where I wanted to be.

I also found that the way in which funding was provided appeared to be problematic. Universities were given grants in return for producing a certain number of papers on an annual basis. Driven by volume, not quality, some papers that were produced can only be described as rubbish. I could not be party to this, and I objected to the ‘publish or perish’ mentality, as, in my view, it leads to cheating and the publication of mediocre information.

I am not a conformist and wanted to publish only what I felt was worthwhile. But, coupled with my huge lecture load, I found that publishing useful, quality articles in the journals was difficult, which inevitably led to problems with the dean and the vice-chancellor of research, Professor Peter Tyson.

I also experienced petty office politics. One instance concerned the use of instruments. There was a particular instrument called an integrator. A colleague, Richard Cantril, had one in his lab, and I asked him if I could use it. He told me that I couldn’t, as he was using it all the time. During tea one morning, I went to his laboratory, lifted the lid of the box it was housed in, and signed the chart paper with my name and the date. Eight weeks later, I approached him again and received the same answer – he was using it all the time. I opened the lid to see my name and date in the same place, undisturbed. I pointed this out to him, and he had no answer. The motto at Wits seemed to be that not only must one be seen to succeed, but others must be seen to fail. Teamwork and pride in the achievement of colleagues was an unknown ethos.

During my time at Wits, I organised the weekly journal club, and it was at one of these meetings that I met Hillel Shapiro, a forensic pathologist. He was accompanied by Dorothy Gill, from the Department of Health. Shapiro gave a very interesting lecture, and I realised when talking to the two of them afterwards that there were major problems in the field of forensic science in South Africa. There were no private forensic laboratories, and I saw this as a huge opportunity.

Dorothy, an analytical chemist from Britain, had been warning the authorities that there was a problem with the blood-alcohol testing procedures. After some discussion, she decided to resign from the Department of Health to start a forensic practice with me. Without much planning as to how I would start a private forensic laboratory, I decided to take the plunge and resign my post at Wits. I would seek my future outside the world of academia. A new chapter of my life was about to begin.
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