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DOFMEYR by Alan Paton 
The Story of a Dilemma 

Sir Robert Tredgold REVIEWS 

A Great Book About a Great Man 

THOSE of us who enjoy biography often feel 
that the author is unworthy of his subject, 

or that the subject is unworthy of his author. 
This is a great book about a great man. 

I must confess that, when I heard that Alan 
Paton was to write the life of Hofmeyr, I had 
misgivings. I wondered whether, without direct 
parliamentary experience, he could do justice to 
the political aspect of Hofmeyr's story; and I 
wondered whether, in the light of his persona.I 
relationship with Hofmeyr and in the light of 
all that he has suffered for his liberal views, he 
could preserve that measure of objectivity that 
is essential to good history. I need have had no 
qualms. Here is a fair and understanding politi
cal history of South Africa over a crucial period 
of some thirty years. It is also a portrait of one 
of the most remarkable figures in that history
to quote Cromwell's famous phrase "warts and 
all". Most of all it is interesting as a study of 
the dilemma in which a man finds himself when, 
subscribing to the great principles of the Christian 
ethic, he enters the maelstrom of modern politics. 

No M.P. Can be a Free Agent 
It is impossible for him to enter Parliament 

and remain a free agent. He is sent to Parlia
ment as the representative of an electorate and 
he owes a duty to those who have honoured him 
by electing him. He is there to voice their views 
as well as his own. l\lioreover the party system 
involves its own loyalties, circumscribing the un
inhibited pursuit of the objectives nearest to his 
own heart. The party system has been much 
criticised and much misunderstood, but it is the 
most effective and the most sensitive system that 
has been evolved for the working of democracy. 
Under it •a man joins with other like-minded 
people to further the causes that he deems most 
important. In doing so he has to recognise that 
he cannot have his own way in everything and 
that, to achieve the greatest good, he must 
acquiesce in and sometimes even actively support 
measures of lesser importance, with which he 
does not himself •agree. The point at which he 
must draw the line and break with his political 
associates therefore becomes a question of degree, 
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and questions of degree are ever the most diffi
cult to decide. 

Smuts and Hofmeyr-Protagonists 
In this epic the protagonists are Smuts and 

Hofmeyr, not opposed in ultimate objectives ( as 
the author points out each was in turn defeated 
for the same reason) but differing greatly in 
approach and method. Smuts was wont to say 
that he had just as sensitive a conscience as 
Hofmeyr, but that he had his more under control. 
The first part of this statement is open to ques
tion in one whose outlook was philosophic rather 
than devoutly religious. Nevertheless it is 
interesting to watch Smuts in the years preceding 
r 939 suffering humiliation and diminution of 
the international reputation, on which he set 
such stor.e, and allowing causes, in which he 
firmly believed, to go by default, all because he 
clearly foresaw the coming cataclysm and believed 
that it was supremely important that South 
Africa should stand right when it came. 

Hofmeyr Was Not a Prophet 
During the same period, and as a fellow 

member of a government in which the control 
rested with men of a very different outlook, 
H ofmeyr suffered acutely. He probably did not 
see the approach of war as inevitable. It is 
striking how often his judgments as to the course 
of future events were wrong-usually through 
over optimism. But was he r ight when he 
resigned in 1938? As it turned out, his resigna
tion did not have far-reaching results. Had Smuts 
resigned the consequences would have been fate
ful. This is the culminating example of the 
dilemma, but it was ever recurring in Hofmeyr's 
public service. Oddly enough, I do not think that, 
in dealing with this occasion, the author suffi
ciently stresses the cynicism of the Fourie ap
pointment and the revulsion · it must have caused 
in Hofmeyr. In dealing with other occasions he 
perhaps comes nearest to unfairness in some of 
his judgments on Smuts' motives and actions. 
Smuts had his faults but he was never petty or 
mean. All of which simply serves to emphasize 
the complexities that attend the dilemma. 



HOFMEYR-continued 

His Life a Single-minded Pilgrimage 

It is interesting to speculate as to the right 
solution, in the abstract, of such perplexities, yet 
no one who reads this book will doubt that 
H ofmcyr did what he believed to be right. He 
gave outstanding service in many fields--educa
tion, administration and politics. Yet what meant 
most to South Africa was that, in a world of 
compromise, one of her most gifted and distin
guished sons, steadfastly followed the light as he 
saw it. His views changed greatly as he very 
anxiously freed himself from the narrowness 
and prejudice that had surrounded his youth. 
He might have mellowed sooner were it not for 
his strange blindness to some of the principal 
aspects of beauty. We, in Toe H, would like 
in all humility, to think that the light, as he 
finally saw it, had in it something of the light 
of Toe H. Certainly it derived from the same 
source. It remains unquestioned that his life 
was a single-minded pilgrimage. All this the 
book makes clear. 

Vltimately We Will Remember Him with 
Proud Thanksgiving 

There has been much speculation as to the 
effect, had Hofmeyr lived, upon South African 
history. It is most unlikely that he could have 
altered the course of events. The powers against 
which he pitted himself were probably, in the 
short term, irresistible. In the end, when good
will and sweet reasonableness have come again, 
we, together with South Africans of many races, 
will remember him with proud thanksgiving. 

OF THE AUTHOR OF THIS REVIEW, 
R.P.T.A. WRITES ... 

The names of Robert Tredgold and Toe H 
Rhodesia have been interwoven since the early 
days of Toe H north of the Limpopo. 

Robert Tredgold, a foundation member, 
came from pioneer and missionary stock and was 
a Rhodesian. He saw in Toe H something which 
he believed could make a vita"! contribution to 
the land he loved. He brought to it a clear legal 
mind, a pawky sense of humour, a conviction that 
Toe H mattered and a simple Christian faith . 

He served the movement as Area Chairman 
and as Hon. Commissioner. He served his coun
try as M.P., J udge, Cabinet :\Iinistcr and Chief 
Justice. At all times he fitted his Toe H re
sponsibilities into his official duties. 

He guided the movement in its vigorous days 
of expansion, he played his part in developing 
T oe H Southern Africa while the Rhodesians 
were part of our organisation and he handled the 
process of hiving off of the Rhodesias from 
Toe H S.A. in such a way that it at no time 
savoured of secession. 

His main contribution to Toe H was, how
ever, himself with his humour, wisdom and faith. 

Many Rhodesians will remember occasions 
during a Rally or training weekend when sitting 
round a campfire they were privileged to hear 
Robbie Tredgold talking informally about 
Rhodesia-its past, its people, its folklore, its 
future and what it demanded of its citizens. 

Sir Robert Tredgold has grown up with 
Toe H, shared its hopes and joys, its fears and 
disappointments. ,vhen he speaks to us today 
he speaks against a background of nearly 40 
years of the family life of Toe H. 

THE SEED WHICH FELL ON FERTILE SOIL 

HOW often does one hear the cry for more 
publicity for Toe H. Toe H does indeed 

need to be better known but so often we clamour 
for newspaper ·articles and neglect, what I believe 
is far more effective, the spreading of Toe H 
on our own doorstep by the means we have at 
hand. 

What use, for instance, do we make of the 
little booklet, "The Story of Toe H" or our 
excellent South African card "Do You Know?." 
{reading time 2-½ minutes)? 

It was one of these publications that caught 
the eye of a young man as he opened a church 
hymn book one day. It set him thinking. Some 
time later he came across another-of all places 
in the ablution block of the workshops where 
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he was employed. How it came to be there was 
as big a mystery as the one in the hymnal. His 
workmates were a hard-bitten crew and he 
couldn't think of one for whom Toe H would 
have any appeal-and yet there it was. Jim's 
interest was rekindled. He took no steps, how
ever, until the evening there was a guest-speaker 
at the youth fellowship. His name was Leslie 
Gow and as he began to talk Jim realised that 
for the third time Toe H was being presented 
to him. A strange coincidence indeed-only Jim 
doesn't call it "coincidence"-and so, though he 
has several activities already he is determined 
to make time for Toe H, and has promised to 
do what he can to help get a group started in 
his neighbourhood. F.O.J. 
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