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A Long Way from London by Dan Jacobson. 
Published by Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London, 19^8. Price 15s. 

ANOTHER young Jewish South African remarked of Dan 
Jacobson's third novel, "The Price of Diamonds", that only we 
could really appreciate how well it was done. It is tempting to 
re-apply that commendation to "A Long Way from London." 
For this collection of twelve short stories is full of things speci
fically ours—settings, atmospheres and human types, situations, 
problems and perplexities which it cannot fail to bring us the 
thrill of familiarity to come across as neatly caught, as feelingly 
recorded as Jacobson has them in these pages. 

But if no more than this could be said in Jacobson's favour, our 
praise would be backhanded indeed. The thing has been done 
before, and in itself is not far beyond the scope of every second-
rate journalist. Besides, it is only we who experience this 
particular thrill: our familiar glimpse may be the metropolitan 
reader's blank of strangeness. From London they have a longer 
way to go for meaning and pleasure in this book. But it was 
worth mentioning what the metropolitan reader is not going to 
get because it is closely related to one of the chief things I 
imagine he is going to get. That is a portrait of us. 

Jacobson is one of us. That is why his reminiscences have 
their power over us. And his reminiscing is done in the process 
of building up (most probably unintentionally) an expressionistic 
self-portrait: in his own person he appears in prominent roles in 
five of the stories. But it is a portrait not so personal that it 
fails to give an essential line or two in the profile of a generation. 

In the early works of Plomer, van der Post and Campbell, 
South Africa heard the voice of her angry Young Men about 
thirty years ago. And not much later Jean Blignaut, Herman 
Malan and the others associated with "The Sjambok" expressed, 
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though in a very different idiom, something akin to the spirit of 
the Beat Generation. We, in this segment of the present 
generation that is represented by Dan Jacobson, still care, so we 
are not Beat. We are sharply aware of wickedness; but we 
are also aware of its complicating insidiousness. The wicked 
establishment molly-coddles us. We find it difficult to ap
portion blame, nearly impossible to dissociate ourselves from 
blame. Decision and derision are almost out of the ques
tion. We are not Angry Young Men, but Awkward, Ashamed, 
Apologetic Young Men. 

The mood of much of this volume, accordingly, is contrite. 
The first story confesses something very like a failure to be 
human, and the last a failure to be heroic, while "mea culpa" 
sounds repeatedly in the intervening pages. Now, apart from 
the interest it lends to the portrait, this apologetic state of mind 
of Dan Jacobson's is probably the source of several of the good 
things in these stories. At the same time, however, it is 
certainly the source of Jacobson's worst literary faults. 

Jacobson's writing, on the whole, has the authority and con-
creteness of keen observation. In description he is both lucid 
and evocative: 

" . . . the desert was in the sudden gust of warm wind that 
rose with no rustle of leaves to warn of its approach; the 
desert was in the wailing call of the train that rumbled round 

o 

the outskirts of the town, beginning its long drag to the south, 
to the sea . . . " 

In narration he is quiet but compelling. 
He also has—and this is both paradoxical in Jacobson and rare 

among South African writers of English, who usually can't see 
the character for symbols—-the grace of nonchalance when he is 
describing African or Coloured characters. Like many Afrikaans 
writers, he accepts simply what is before his eye and is not shy of 
giving his black characters the same fleshiness and familiarity as 
he gives his white ones. 

But the best thing about these stories relates rather to con
ception than to execution. Jacobson's ideas are rich and various. 
1 'The Zulu and the Zeide", his story of the tender relationship 
that develops between a " r a w " young Zulu and the weak-
minded old Jew he is hired to keep out of harm and trouble, who 
do not even have a language in common, is as irresistible as 
anything I know of in South African literature. In contrast is 
"The Stranger", about a wealthy man's retirement to a neglected 
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Karroo town in preparat ion for his dea th : an elaborate parable 
(significantly, about detachment from and involvement in social 
issues) that is rather m o r e subtle than any of Olive Schreiner 's . 
Wha t is distinctly Jacobson's own, is his flair for a special type of 
episode: brief, often simple exchanges be tween characters that 
crystallize whole complicated si tuations; miniature dramas 
charged with a sort of tor tured meaningfulness. 

In " T h e B o x , " an inconveniently elaborate gift made by a 
Coloured " b o y " for his young; masters is made over by them to 
be more suitable for its purpose; when he discovers his work 
destroyed he astounds them by weeping. In "Af ter the R i o t " a 
posse of sixteen j i t tery policemen looking for African political 
t rouble-makers in a factory yard find only an African couple 
making love. 

These examples indicate how jacobson's " a p o l o g e t i c " state of 
mind leads him to some of his best material . But the urge to 
placate the social conscience also leads him in several instances to 
the misuse of his material and his powers . He has to make sure 
that his fables have the " c o r r e c t " meaning. He is anxious on 
this point , and so, instead of trusting to his own considerable 
narrative power , he frequently interpolates footnote-ish com
ments (one of them begins: " I suppose my at t i tude could be 
verbalized into a wonder . . . " ) which are usually dispensable 
and sometimes quite unacceptable. Instead of leaving the events 
in his stories to speak, as they so eloquently could do , for them
selves, he surrounds the firm core of incident wi th a great, soft 
area of commentary , explanation, in te rpre ta t ion : there is 
something decidedly out of joint , for instance, in his comments on 
the episode in " A Day in the C o u n t r y ' ' . And finally, even when 
there is less of this commentary, n o w and again he brings situa
tions and incidents into puzzling conjunctions, as though he 
would force t h e m into a mutual relevance which, as in "S top 
Thie f !" , does no t clearly emerge . Need he be quite so un
certain of himself? 

LIONEL ABRAHAMS. 
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A Time t o Speak by the Rev. Michael Scott. 
Published by Faber & Faber, London, 1958. Price 2 is . 

MICHAEL SCOTT has taken part in many world causes and is now 
in the thick of another. He writes of deep religious experiences 
and intense emotions, and these are all of profound significance 
in his life, taking up a great part of his book. But what we need 
to consider particularly in "Africa South" is the impact he has had 
and is having still on African affairs. 

I would narrow the field even more and leave out of the count 
the important part he played in the reinstatement of the Kabaka 
of Buganda and the Bamangwato Chiefs, Seretse and Tshkedi 
Khama. Neither campaign has the hallmark of defenceless 
misery that one finds in the other African causes for which he has 
fought. 

Most pitiful of all is the case of the African convicts held in 
the farm prisons of the Eastern Transvaal for some petty breach 
of misunderstood pass laws, and then flogged to work on wretched 
rations. That horror continues, and the threat of it hangs for
ever over the head of any African who grows articulately resentful 
of his oppression. The number of Africans assaulted—some
times to death—on these farms mounts year by year, and the 
derisory punishments meted upon the guilty mocks us in our 
casual dedications to honour and justice in the Commonwealth. 

Commonwealth too can hardly be the name for a society of 
nations among which there is one which treats the people of 
another as the Union of South Africa treats the Indians. 

When Michael Scott stood with the little groups of Indian 
passive resisters in Durban to meet the attacks of the white 
mob, he identified himself with a race of pariahs. Since then, 
and partly through his influence, these people have found friends 
to speak for them in the United Nations, but they are still being 
segregated and robbed of their property and occupations. 

Michael Scott's calibre as a statesman has never been so clearly 
shown as in his long-drawn struggle at the United Nations for the 
Herero people of South West Africa and the education of inter
national opinion against the annexation of that mandated territory 
by South Africa. In this long campaign all the honours have gone 
to him, but not what he would consider his only reward. For 
the actual position of the people remains unaltered. It was a 
great triumph that he should have persuaded the General 
Assembly to hear him as a delegate of this scattered and defeated 
tribe. Throughout his account of this, he stresses the impor-
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tance of avoiding a single false step which would have given his 
enemies the chance to discount his evidence and deny him a 
hearing. The caution with which he moved through each 
different stage has been reflected in his attitude to other issues 
in Africa. It was necessary that he should have kept out of the 
rights and wrongs of the Mau Mau revolt and its suppression. 
To have given any excuse for the world to brand him as the 
champion of men who were widely accepted as obscene and 
brutal savages, would have reduced the influence he needed to 
help the Hereros. It is valuable to Africans that Michael Scott 
and the Africa Bureau should be in a position to put forward 
from an uncommitted position, aloof from extremes, com
promise solutions that are not, merely because they issue from 
that source, unacceptable. And that is the position that he has 
gained by unremitting patience and care and statesmanship. 

What then is his achievement in altering the political position 
in Africa? 

The Government of the Union continues to suppress the 
mass of its subjects by violence. But the world knows of the 
situation, and white South Africa is infamous throughout the 
world. The Union Government still holds South West Africa 
and administers it as a province of its own. But the member 
states of the United Nations are affronted at this arrogance, and 
Great Britain is shamed by her need to champion her associate. 
The Federation of Central Africa was established in the face of 
Michael Scott's opposition, but the people of this country are 
more alert now than they were to check the relentless grasping 
for power of the settler minority. The Asians in South Africa 
are still bullied and robbed, but India and Pakistan are growing 
impatient. In each issue where so little success can be seen, 
Michael Scott with the African Bureau, Fenner Brockway with the 
Movement for Colonial Freedom, and, of course, Canon Collins 
with Christian Action are building up a weight of public 
displeasure at home and abroad that will first stop and then reverse 
the policy of the oppressors. 

This book is a very personal record by one of these champions. 
It will help us to see the reasoning and the emotions that are 
behind the increasing effectiveness of the movement in Britain 
and the United Nations against racial persecutions. 

T. S. L. FOX-PITT 




