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)UTH AFRICAN 1'RAGEDY: The Life allll Times of Jaa 
Hofmeyr. By Alan Paton. Scribner's. $10. 

This is probably the most scrupulously researched biog-
11.phy to appear in English in the 1960s. Alan Paton is 
pfinitely qualified to write it: He knew the South African 
_,o)Jtical leader who is his subject, and he is himself the 
leader of the Liberal party in South Africa. 

· Jan Hofrneyr was one ·of those extraordinary persons 
of our time. At five he surprised his family by reading 
fluently in Afrikaans and English. He was blessed with 
nearly total recall. He did the equivalent of five years of 
schooling in one year, graduated with a bachelors degree 
at 15, had a brilliant career as a graduate student both · in 
South Africa and at Oxford. He became principal of Uni
versity College (Johannesburg) at 24, and held the admin
istratorship of the Transvaal at 29. 

Later, in the government Hofmeyr usually held three 
portfolios at once-for instance, those of interior, public 
health, and education. Often he was entrusted with those 
duties of ministers who were out of the country. And many 
times he was in charge of the government when.Prime Min
ister Smuts was abroad. In his role as cabinet minister 
and as Smuts' lieutenant, Hofmeyr performed brilliantly. 

All his life he seemed te> be getting groomed for the 
prime minister's job. But Smuts' long life, the mounting 
fury of Nationalist racism, and Hofmeyr's liberalism-all 
worked to defeat him. Hofmeyr's political temperament 
was not right for the time and place. 

BETWEEN Smuts' interest in Sputh Africa's prestige 
with the outside world, which gave rise to his vacillating 
political policies, and the more extremist tactics of Malan:, 
Herzog, Swart, Strijdom and Verwoerd, Hofmeyr's Uberal 
views on "the" South African problem were finally defeated. 
Hofmeyr died in 1948, at the age of 54, utterly exhausted by 
the war of South African politics. 

The man, of course, had shortcomings. He ·knew too 
little of life, his critics claimed. And, indeed this is a fair 
charge. This book is not only the story of Hofmeyr, but 

, 
/ 

-·- -......::..... ,I_ 
... _. . ' 

• ''l,. . The Sunday ·Dera,er· Po,t· • ~ 19 

_· ____ •L I 3.'">--' J_ J --. . -
Pi. 1 / t Ii /3 e--:7 I} 8 ,. . ✓ 

JLihir;} Leadei.-'s Fight in 
;_',~.:,:; ' ::>· .i~-: .. ·;;.~-~~:~., . ,, 

S. -Afri~a .. De·t~iled 
.. 7. 

-

\ -'/" . 
-

&'( 

.... ~ -

also the story of his mother and her iron grasp on the son. 
But while Mrs. Hofmeyr kept the boy (and the man) from 
the world (and especially the world of women), she was, 
nevertheless, responsible in many· ways for her son's bril• 
liance, his scrupulous honesty, his· great energy, and his 
courage in fighting for what was right. The relationship of 
mother and son is an amazing story. 
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But the heart ·of the book is elsewbere. It is profoundly 
a "South African tragedy." Here are all the big names .ol 
South African politics; here is the story of the hard-fought 
victory in racial matters which the Afrikaner Nationalists 
won; and here is the story o-f the defeat ·of the liberals who 
dared to save something for the blacks of South Afri~ · . 

Near the end of his life Hofmeyr was ~.till telling young
er politicians: "Forget about the leaders of the parties. Go 
into the world and talk to the young· black man and the 
young native and the young Indian and get him to come 
and sit down and reason with you to see if you cannot save 
this country for western civilization. We old men probably 
have lost .~~ f9r y~:• ;

1 
.. , ,. ~· ~- ,_;:· _..:'. ,. ' • · " \ :'· 

. AT THE ·soo 'l'IME.- M~tan wa's doing.'wbat he· had 
done since the 1930s, exploiting ''th~ black menace, the Je\ir: 
ish menace, the Indian menace and the Cornmu~st inena.cti, 

We all know which side won. After Smuts, the control 
of South Africa went to Nationalist party leaders; to Mal~, 
then Strijdom, then Verwoerd, the presenf prime minister. 

In capturing the genius of Hofmeyr, Paton's study ~ 
brilliant; as a record of mounting racism (including a vicious 
anti-semitism) in South · Africa, it cannot be disputed; as· a 
depiction of the internecine parliamentary struggles over 
the color question, the book is a startling docuµient in its 
specificity. . . , -

But there is too much detail: there are· too 
O 

many records 
of how the parties voted, and of what the major and minor 
politicians said year after year in government debates. 
Undeniably, Hofmeyr led a rather diminished existence out
side of his political offices, and so the book perhaps could 
not have been otheerwise than a detailed record of the work
ings ·of the government machinery in this most.furious ep► 
sode of South Africa's ~story. _ . .- • •.: . 

It is an extraordinarily intelligent book, but the fact that 
the study is weighed down in some chapters with particu
larities will keep Paton's work from ranking with the great 
biographical literature of this century. . 

BOB McDOWELL 
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