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PATON ON HOFMEYR * 

A book by Alan Paton on Jan Hendrik llofmeyr must 

inevitably excite interest . And this is a notabl e book -

accurate , just and compassionate . It is a contribution of 

great value to South African history , and at the same time 

a personal study, instinct with understanding , of a great 

man. It is no mere panegyric . Hofmeyr ' s faults are not 

glossed over, nor are his great qualities , the qualities for 

which we loved the man, minimised . 

Those who enjoy seeing the weaknesses of a great man 

expressed will read with some avidity the account of the 

Stibbe case and also the masterly stu.dy of Hofmeyr ' s 

relations with his mother. These are, indeed , necessary 

to the book. Only a study of the Stibbe case can explain 

Hofmeyr ' s curiously ambivalent attitude to the University 

of the Witwatersrand , and only a deep understanding of the 

relationship between mother and son can help one to 

understand hi s character . The education of a genius under 

the tutelage of a dominant and strong- willed mother is 

fraught with perils for· both. rteal caring and vicarious 

ambition are strangely mixed in the mother . The affections 

of a good and loving son are too rigidly canalised . It is 

certain that jl,"rs . Hofmeyr was the obstacle to her son 's 

marriage: it is probable that marriage would have made him 

an even greater man than he was • 

Mrs . tlofmeyr developed in the last years of her son's 

life a dislike for General Smuts . She felt that he was 

working Jan too hard , and this is true, though Hofmeyr was 

an all too willing victim. Paton feels that Smuts' fault 

was not ingratitude but insensitivity. He tells the 

story of one of Hofmeyr ' s few real holidays , a fortnight at 
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Umdoni Park, and concludes wit h this moving and revealtng 

passage: 

Two weeks and all too short . No cares of office , 
the sun and the sea , surrounded by lovers , eating 
and swimming and playing and sleeping, and a little 
flirtation. He had taken three weeks , but they 
could not stay longer , becuase Smuts wanted the use 

of the house . For Mrs . liofrneyr, it was another 
proof of Smuts' insensitivity. Did he not know 
that this was the first holiday for ten years? 
Did he not know that her son had worn himself out 

in the service of his Prime ~inister and his country? 
Yet for the mercy of that happiness , that shouting 

about the house, let thanks be given. 

Perhaps there ,as a certain jealousy in Mrs . tlofmeyr's 

heart as well. She did not usually exhibit this towards 

Hofmeyr's friends, even those with whom he was more rel axed 

than with Smuts; but Smuts was her only competitor for her 

son ' s deepest loyalty , Had Smuts become a father fisure 

to him , replacing the father who died ~-1hen b.e was three 

years old? There is , perhaps , a rather less personal 

explanation. Smuts was a great man and Hofmeyr had not 

eo many great men to work with. Smuts was in the Cape 

Afrikaner tradition , Onze Jan's tradition, of loyalty to 

volk~ and Empire both . Moreover Smuts faced , no doubt 

with a difference , Hofmeyr's own perennial p:r·oblem of how 

to be loyal to liberal ideas and at the same time not be 

estranged from white South Africa , liofmeyr went much 

further than Smuts in his liberalism, but he too was , 

until the end , bound and hampered by his relationship with 

the United Party , which at that time was the only possibl e 

instrument other than Nationalism for ruling white South 

Africa. 

In 1946 , Smuts , goaded on against hie own wishes by 

United Party supporters in Durban , introduced his Asiatic 
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Land Tenure and Indian Immigration Bill , 

end of him in the international sphere . 

Thie was the 

No one would listen to him. His old power and 
prestige were gone. No 1111.lStrious gatherings 
rose to their feet as he came in. He was no longer 
one of the chief ambassadors of a great family of 
nations. He was only the leader of a small white 
aristocracy seeking to cling to its privileges in 
a changing world. 

All this he lost, and two years later he lost white South 

Africa too. 

Hofmeyr would have gone and did go further than he did . 

But he too, trained as a parliamentarian, a magnificent 

debater and a superb fltlro1nistrator, could not break away 

from the parliamentary machine which enabled him to exercise 

his splendid gifts , but would not let him be consistently 

true to his great ideals. 

Ought he to have broken away and formed a Liberal 

Party as so many urged him to do? For quite a few readers 

this may be the most important issue in .Paton's book. 

Everyone in our country who cherishes freedom and justice and 

at the same time cares about white South ilrica - and this 

includes Paton himself - must feel the poignancy of 

Hofmeyr' s struggle, In this Heartbreak House of O\lI 

country, any man truly interested in public affairs can 

escape beinb torn to pieces only-by not bothering about 

justice, or not caring about white South Africa. In the 

end this , and not merely overwork, may have been a cause 

of Hofmeyr'e early death . 

Hofroeyr's idiosyncrasies - his passionate love of 

cricket and of cats, for example - are dealt with tolerantly 

and, eo far as cricket goes, more than tolerantly. On one 

occasion he scored 1, not out , and noted down that it was 
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"better than O or even than l" . His limitations are brought 

out , too , but Paton rightly stresses the great passions of 

his life - justice , duty and honesty . And after recording 

one of his unknown generosities (the gift in his last years 

of four-fifths of his salary to a trust fund to be used in 

African education) he adds these words , which may well sum 

up the book: 

,ho , having read all the tale of his virtues 

and his faults , would deny him the epithet of nobl e? 


