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FOREWORD




My late father and grandfather would relate stories to me about the two brothers in this book. They knew them personally, albeit my father being just a young boy at the time. Some of these stories were somewhat far-fetched (as far as I was concerned) but I listened to them in awe all the same.

Some years after they had passed away I was relating one of these stories to my children, and they suggested I write a book about it, so I set about researching these events to see if they really did in fact happen – and the more I discovered, the more fascinated I became with Morris and David Langbourne’s life story.

Many of the events depicted in this book are true, and can be independently researched. There are some incidents that I obviously cannot verify, so I resorted to a little imagination to allow the story to flow in a way that I believe would have allowed certain known facts to eventuate. I hope my readers will forgive me for some of the inaccuracies.

I find it sad to think that a story of this magnitude could so easily have slipped into historical oblivion, and therefore it is my hope that this book will piece their stories together and bring their incredible life into the light of day for my readers to enjoy.




Alan Landau 2014
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CHAPTER ONE

Fear
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Pounka, Poland - 1879 (Bloomah 5, Morris 4 and David 3)




Reuben Breitstein thumbed the corners of the pages of his well-read and slightly grubby Tanakh, a Tanakh he regarded as a close friend and confidant. He was troubled with what he had heard over the last week as he stared blankly at the rich red velvet drapes and the intricate designs of the silverware in the Synagogue. Rumours were everywhere that the lot of the Jews was taking a turn for the worse. The freezing Friday evening service had finished ten minutes earlier and the congregation had already left the place of worship in a mumbling, mournful rumble. Now the synagogue was empty and silent, except for Reuben, staring at the floor and thumbing his Tanakh.

Rabbi Jacob Langbourne emerged from behind a curtain and started to clear some of the religious relics from the altar when he noticed the very depressed member of his congregation sitting silently, unmoving. He walked quietly over to Reuben, who looked up and smiled briefly at him.

“What is it that troubles you, Reuben?”

“Rabbi, I fear for my children’s safety and their future in this country,” said the young man. “I have a five-year-old daughter and two sons aged four and three, and another child on the way, and the rumours of war and persecution of the Jews have me very troubled.”

“Reuben, I wish I could say something to ease your concerns, but I too am worried for my children in this congregation, and for all the Jews in Poland. You have good reason to be concerned.”

“You know my business was robbed last week?” Reuben continued, worry etched deep in his face. Rabbi Langbourne nodded sadly. “My business was more than robbed, Rabbi, it was defiled. Those idiots smashed my counters and soiled my walls and my products. My stock is ruined! I can’t sell those goods anymore. What kind of people would do that?”

Rabbi Langbourne shook his head slowly in sympathy with Reuben. They sat in silence for a long while before the Rabbi spoke.

“Reuben, it is not safe for the Jews here, you know that. It is not safe for our children either. Two weeks ago Samuel Cohen was attacked in his home. You know that, don’t you?” Reuben nodded silently. “You know what they did to his daughter, don’t you?”

Reuben looked up suddenly, shock very evident in his face. He hadn’t known, but he knew now. Nothing more needed to be said.

“Samuel has left Poland. He left yesterday. He took his family and has told no one. He called past the synagogue to tell me and asked that I not say anything until people start asking after him. I see no reason why I should not tell you; after all, you have a beautiful daughter.”

“What am I to do, Rabbi?” Reuben asked, knowing full well he knew the answer, and hoping Rabbi Langbourne would verbalise his thoughts.

“It is not for me to tell you what to do, Reuben. You are a very learned man, a man who understands much of what others do not. You are highly respected in our congregation; people look to you for guidance, as you know. But if you were asking me, I would probably suggest you leave this country,” he said, looking at Reuben through his bushy eyebrows and cocking one of them as if to make a silent point. “If it were me,” he continued, shrugging his shoulders in surrender and casting his gaze to the ceiling, “I would perhaps take my family on a vacation to England, and not come back.” His gaze returned to Reuben suddenly, but this time his eyes glared unwaveringly.

The words ‘and not come back’ hung in the air as Reuben tried to digest the enormity of what the Rabbi was suggesting.

“But my business, and my home...?” Reuben implored quietly to Rabbi Langbourne.

“If it were me, I would consider my children above my business, Reuben. You are a smart man, you can always start a new business, and business in England is better than business in Poland. A train leaves Pounka tomorrow evening. If it were me, Reuben, I would catch that train with my family.”

“Rabbi, do you know something I do not?” It dawned on Reuben that the Rabbi was becoming a little more persistent than necessary.

The Rabbi thought about what he had asked. “Reuben, the journey is long, but it is not uncomfortable.”

So it was that the next evening Reuben, his pregnant wife Esther, and their three children, Bloomah, Morris, and David, departed on a one-week surprise birthday holiday to Germany. They did not tell any of their friends, except that Reuben called past the synagogue to say goodbye to Rabbi Jacob Langbourne, just as his friend Samuel had done two days earlier.




















CHAPTER TWO

Overheard
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Manchester, England - 1889    




(Bloomah 15, Morris 14, David 13, May stillborn 9 years ago, Louis 8, Harry 7, Sarah 1)




Morris carefully sprinkled just the right amount of tobacco on to the cigarette paper, pushed it gently into the semi-circular groove, lightly ran a sponge soaked in paper glue across one end and pulled the metal lever. A complete cigarette popped out the other end. This new invention to make uniform cigarettes impressed him. He had run his quota for the day and was slightly ahead of his target. He looked over at his brother, David, who was busy with the same task. Making perfect cigarettes was one thing; doing this for fourteen hours a day with a fifteen-minute lunch break, however, was gruelling.

David popped another cigarette and glanced up at Morris. Morris was staring at him. Nervously, David looked over at his supervisor and noticed he was dozing in his chair. He looked back at Morris who had not stirred, but when their eyes locked, Morris shrugged and rolled his eyes. David returned the gesture with a smile. Morris casually touched his earlobe, then gently scratched an itch on his wrist with two fingers before flashing a wink at his younger brother. They had learnt to communicate in a secret code and David understood the message; Morris had reached his daily target and was ready to go home. If their brotherly bond was not strong enough, their code bound them closer, as it was theirs, and theirs alone. They only had an hour left to go on their shift, and without prompting, they got back to rolling cigarettes. As they walked back to their very small home, which was more like a shed, laced with a fine dusting of soot on the outskirts of Manchester, Morris kicked a small stone which sped down the path in front of them, bouncing joyously before ricocheting off to the right and disappearing into the grassy verge.

Morris, now a lean fourteen-year-old boy, was the elder of the two. They had an older sister, whom they called Bloomy, but Morris was the eldest son and therefore regarded as the eldest child as far as his father was concerned. Then came David, and after him another daughter was born, who had been named ‘May’, but she was stillborn. Their father blamed the stress and trauma of their hurried and secret migration to England from Poland, and the icy and treacherous journey that took its toll on their pregnant mother nine years ago. Reuben never really got over the sadness that the death of their infant child had brought upon him. He seemed to find solace in the local synagogue and spent many hours every day discussing the Tanakh with the Rabbi. He also seemed to have lost his drive to be the smart businessman he was in Poland, a well-respected draper and purveyor of fine quality cloth and fabric. In a new and miserable country where no one spoke his mother tongue, and devoid of friends, Reuben felt isolated, alone and empty. His family was everything to him, and the loss of his infant baby seemed to rob him of his soul.

A year after May had been born dead, Louis had been born, followed shortly by Harry, a mischievous child, and then there had been no more children until last year when Sarah had entered the lives of the family. She was a cute baby who smiled a lot and everyone loved her, including Morris, who seemed to especially enjoy the innocent happiness infants and young children displayed in a world of grey misery.

Morris took after his father; he was smart, had a good brain in his head and was constantly looking for opportunities to make money. Whenever someone spoke to him, he listened and measured what was being said. He analysed, projected, and looked for ways he would do it better. He believed that every time someone did something there was a better, more efficient and smarter way to do it, and he constantly refined ways to make money out of other men’s ideas. Even at the age of fourteen he had already managed to save a small packet of coins. Working as a team with his older brother, David was not far behind.

“David, you know how we make those cigarettes with that new machine?” Morris asked suddenly.

“Yes, why?”

“Well, we do everything from put paper on the slot, then the tobacco on the paper, then rub some glue on the paper, then pull that lever.”

“So?” questioned David, knowing that this was leading somewhere - these conversations with Morris always led somewhere.

“Well, if one person put the paper in the slot and another dropped an exact amount of already weighed tobacco in the paper, and then a third person smeared the glue and pulled the leaver, they could make at least three times more cigarettes than the way we are doing it now. Maybe even as much as ten times more cigarettes.”

“But they would have to employ three times more people to do this, wouldn’t they?”

“Yes, of course they would. But after the first hour, they would cover that expense by the increased production, and after that, it would be pure profit for them. Have you any idea how much that company could be making? We know how much they buy their tobacco for, don’t we?” he questioned, although he was really making a statement, as they had found an invoice from the supplier in the waste bin some months back. “And we know what a cigarette sells for on the streets, don’t we? Well, the profits are huge!”

David didn’t question Morris’ maths - he was exceptionally bright when it came to numbers. “Maybe so, Morris, but then we would have to work a lot harder, and not only that, with less to actually do, we would be even more bored than we already are, and, trust me, I am bored to tears, literally. I hate this job and I’m freezing cold and hungry from the moment I walk into that ghastly factory until I get home at night. And then the whole stupid process starts all over again. I hate it, Morris.”

“So do I, believe me, David. I was not born to roll cigarettes all my life. Nor were you.”

“So don’t tell me you are going to tell Mr Supervisor there how to make more money?” he said pointing over his shoulder with his thumb. 

“Don’t be stupid, brother David!” Morris smiled. “Why would I do that?”

“So?” David asked expectantly.

“Well, I have to question why you and I can’t do this ourselves. Once we start making some money, we can be the ones paying people to do it for us.”

“Steady on, brother, steady on! Are you suggesting we start our own tobacco business?”

“Yes, why not? We know exactly how to do it - much better than Mr Supervisor, and even the Governor, now that I think about it.”

They walked in silence for a full minute, David digesting what Morris had said, and Morris wondering if what he said would actually work. The wind picked up and bit at their ears. The cold was very uncomfortable, and the attention of both young boys drifted from the idea of owning their own tobacco business to that of eating a hot meal, anything, as long as it was hot. It became a tug of war between the hunger and the cold that ate relentlessly at their spirits.

“Morris?” David broke the silence. “We have to get out of this place. It is no better than Poland. I hate it here, and I hate working for that slave driver.”

“Be careful how you speak, David!” Morris scolded. “Your language can get both of us in big trouble here. If they find out we are Jews we will be finished. Even Father will bear the brunt of your carelessness.”

“Yes, I know, I’m sorry, Morris. I just can’t bear this place, and I am so unhappy here. Aren’t you? When was the last time you saw the sun? My fingers are hurting so badly from the cold I worry I will not be able to roll cigarettes anymore and will be pushed out of a job, like Horace and Peter last week. I’m worried, brother.”

“Of course I am unhappy here. Father is so depressed he is not himself anymore, and I fear our family will just exist like this until you and I are old men like him. I am trying to find a way to make more money to help the family. I also want to keep some of the money we earn instead of it all going to feed the family.”

David took a deep breath. “Morris,” he said slowly, “remember last month when Father took Mother down to Liverpool to see the doctor there, and they took me with them? Well, I got the chance to listen to two sailors down by the docks. They were talking about this new country in the south of Africa they had just been to. They said the sun shone almost every day and the weather was nice and warm.”

“Africa?” Morris looked up in surprise. “Africa is a very long way from here, and in any case, it is infested with beasts and insects that kill and maim people, and if that’s not enough, the natives eat people like us,” Morris laughed. “I’m surprised the sailors lived to tell the tale you overheard!” He laughed again. “You won’t catch me going anywhere near there, David!”

“Well, they said it was actually a very nice place. The British have started colonising it and turning it into a productive and prosperous land. They said that if you want to make good money, you need to go there; the opportunities are everywhere.”

“The British? Are doing what?”

“Colonising. I think that they own the country and it means they can send their citizens over there to open the country and start families and build the country up. They said there is hardly anyone there at the moment so whatever you do there you can make money.”

“Really?” said Morris, almost to himself, suddenly becoming very interested and forgetting the man-eating beasts that plagued the Dark Continent.

They continued to walk slowly towards their home that now stood like a windswept, rundown shack in the middle of a large open field some distance off. The soft glow of a single paraffin lantern beaconed their progress home as if begging them to help ease the loneliness it had to endure.

“Africa?” Morris mulled.

“Yes, Africa, in the south of Africa. I would far rather test my courage against some wild beast than be slowly devoured by this damning cold because believe me, Morris, we will all die a sad death in this misery.”

“Africa?” Morris mused again.

“Yes!” David shot back, getting excited now that he had planted a seed in his older brother’s head. He tried to offer some encouragement to turn the seed into a smouldering ember. “Those sailors said it was warm and sunny, and food was plentiful.”

That did the trick. He couldn’t have chosen a better moment or more perfect subject to get that smouldering ember to burst into a life-giving flame. Morris stopped in his tracks.

“Food?” he exclaimed. “What did those men say about the food?”

“Well, the shorter one said if they need meat they just go and hunt for it with guns, and there is so much they give half of it away to the natives who helped carry all the meat back to their houses. Some men farm the land, and because of all the sunshine, the crops grow very well, and rapidly. Oh, and they grow all kinds of vegetables, some of the names of which I have never heard before.”

They stood silently in the icy wind contemplating what was said and heard, until a gust of freezing wind cut mercilessly through their threadbare jackets, reminding them to get home quickly. As they strode off in the direction of the grey, miserable shack that was home, Morris stole a look at his brother and cocked his eyebrow at him.

“David, I think you and I are going to go to Africa.”

David looked sideways at Morris. There was no smile on his lips, but his eyes were shining brightly. “What about Father? He won’t like that idea, and now, with Mother being so sick, they need you and me to help feed the family.”

“True, that will be a problem, but we could make much more money in Africa than we can here, and send much more of it back for the family. Now is probably not the right time as Father is not working, and you’re right, Mother is too weak for us to leave her now, but we will, David, we will go to Africa.”

“The south of Africa, Morris, the south of Africa.”

Excited now with the prospect of escaping this dreadful, haunting island, the brothers quickened their stride, thinking of promising new lands filled with sunshine, food, warmth and new-found friends.

As they opened the front door to their home, they were met with a terrible sight that would dash all hope of escaping this godforsaken country, and the hard labour they endured in it.




















CHAPTER THREE

Burying a Name
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Morris and David entered their home smartly and pulled the front door shut as quickly as possible to try and keep the warmth inside the house and the bitterly cold, damp air out, but the sight that greeted them stopped them in their tracks. Their father, Reuben, sat in the rickety old rocking chair like a shrivelled old man with Bloomah standing beside him, one hand on his shoulder. She held her one-year-old sister, Sarah, with her other arm while the younger brothers, Louis and Harry sat quietly at Reuben’s feet. No one spoke; the entire room was silent except for the gentle crackle of the fire that kept the unrelenting cold from invading their precious household.

Bloomah broke the silence. “Mother passed on this afternoon,” she announced. Reuben did not stir, but sat with his stare transfixed on a spot on the stone floor.

“What do you mean?” asked David.

“Mother died,” she replied.

“But why?” questioned Morris. “She wasn’t sick enough to die; she was even getting better, wasn’t she?”

“She was very sick, Morris, she just didn’t want you to be worried. The doctor was here today and there was nothing he could do to help her. He did try.”

“But...” Morris tried to find a question, but his words were lost in his thoughts. “May I see her?”

Bloomah looked at the two brothers in their scruffy and ill-fitting jackets. “No Morris, I’m sorry. The Undertaker has already been.” She paused. “Boys, you are very cold and hungry. You need to eat something or you will also get sick. Help yourself to some stew in the pot,” she said, pointing to the fireplace, where a black pot hung over the embers. “I made that earlier today. Eat first, then we can talk some more.”

Everyone stared at the boys, and the boys stared at the old pot that had served their mother so well.

“Father,” said David, looking back to the forlorn old man. Reuben looked up at David, his eyes red from emotion. “I’m so sorry.” Then, remembering what the old Jewish men said at a time like this, he added, “I wish you long life, Father.”

Reuben’s eyes welled up, but he fought back the tears. “Thank you, son, and may you have long life too. Now eat some food and we will talk afterwards. I need to talk to the family.”

Morris and David helped themselves to some stew and then sat in silence eating, stealing a glance at each other from time to time. The reality of their mother’s death had not yet had time to sink into their confused brains, but they knew things within the Breitstein household had changed from that moment on. As they ate their food, the warmth and comfort that usually filled their body and soul did not occur. They still felt empty and cold. When they had scraped their bowls clean, an unwelcome new feeling encroached upon their emptiness, a feeling of loneliness.

Bloomah, meanwhile, took Louis and Harry to the room that all the children shared and put them to bed. She then fed Sarah and put her down too. The kettle had boiled, and she made some tea for her father and two brothers, who had moved closer to the fire. Once they had all been given their mugs of tea, Reuben broke the silence after a heavy sigh.

“My children, come close to me, I need to discuss something with you all.”

Everyone gathered what they could to sit on in front of their father. Morris brought a chair from the table, and David pulled up a wooden crate that leant against a pole in the middle of the room. Bloomah simply sat on the rug at Reuben’s feet. In silent expectation they waited to hear what their father had to say.

“Children, as you know your mother had been very sick. I do not know why our Lord decided to take her from us today, but He did.” Reuben’s voice wavered. He paused and gathered himself. “Already we have lost a daughter, your sister, and now your mother. I do not want to lose any more of our family. This country is not kind to us. We faced persecution in Poland, and here we face hardships. You two,” he pointed to his eldest sons, “are the only ones who can get jobs, as you are young, and your bosses know you only by your given names. They ask me my name and they know I am a Jew, so I do not get employment. I feel we are persecuted here too.” Reuben lifted his arms to the roof in resignation, silently questioning his Lord why He was doing this to him.

“We have been in England only ten years, and we have struggled against sickness, hunger, cold and poverty. My money is all but depleted, and we now depend on you two boys to bring home enough money for food and rent. This is not right. It is not right.”

His eldest children sat quietly trying to understand what their father was saying.

David broke the silence. “What are we to do, Father?”

“Children, I want to leave this country,” he said slowly and deliberately, allowing his words to be understood. “We need to leave this country and the hardships it has brought upon us; we need to leave behind the sad memories this place has plagued us with.”

Morris entered the conversation now. “Father, we have heard that there are many opportunities in Africa, and....”

Reuben suddenly cut him off. “No, not Africa, Morris. Ireland.”

“Ireland?” Morris was surprised.

“Yes, Ireland. A town called Dublin. I have been communicating with an old friend of mine from Poland, Samuel Cohen, who lives there now. He owns a drapery store and is doing well. He needs to expand his business and has asked me if I will help him. I have not accepted this kind offer as your mother has been so sick and we could not travel, but as she is no longer with us I am compelled to accept this without delay.”

“What is a drapery?” asked David.

“It’s a business that sells fabric and material, like curtains,” said Bloomah. “Is that right, Father?”

“Yes, that is right, my daughter. A business like the one I had in Poland. It is a business that I know and understand. That is why Mr Cohen has asked me to join him and help him.”

Morris looked at David with a frown, as if to suggest that Africa would no longer be a possibility, but then cocked his eyebrow as he so often did. He suddenly thought that Ireland might not be such a bad idea after all. Nothing could be worse than this place. David read his mind; the two brothers understood each other very well.

“We will leave after your mother’s funeral next week,” Reuben continued. “I would like you children to start packing up your belongings in preparation for this move. We will leave the day after you boys get your pay. It is not good that you work for nothing.”

“How far is Ireland from here, Father?” Bloomah asked apprehensively. 

“I’m not sure, Bloomy. Maybe a week, maybe two. We will have to go by train or wagon, depending on the cost, and there will be another short voyage by sea like we did from Poland.”

“Father,” asked Morris, “would Mr Cohen be willing to give David and me a job in his drapery?”

“I am not sure, son. But we will work to include you and David in the business to earn some money. It may be that you young men need to find employment at first, but when the business can afford to pay you, then you should work within the family as was my intention before we left Poland. One other thing,” Reuben added almost in a whisper, causing his brood to lean forward involuntarily to hear what he had to say, “Mr Cohen has changed his name to Mr Watson so that he cannot be identified as a Jew. So we will change our names too. The name Breitstein is cursed.”

“What will we be called now, Father?” David had a curious look on his face.

“We will change our name to that of our Rabbi in Poland, Jacob Langbourne. He has a very English sounding name, and he is a very good and noble person. We will keep our given names, so you, Morris, will become Morris Langbourne. David, you will become David Langbourne, and Bloomy, you will be known as Bloomah Langbourne, or Bloomy, as we call you amongst ourselves. I will change my name to Reuben Jacob Langbourne.”

“So when do we change our names, Father?” Morris questioned, also rather confused.

“From the day after your mother’s funeral. But don’t tell anyone you are changing your name, just start using it and pretend you have always had this new name. I never want to hear the name Breitstein in this household again.”

The little group sat in silence, absorbing all that the head of the household had to say and all the plans for the new and uncertain life that lay ahead. The sudden loss of Esther hung heavily on their hearts and minds, but because there remained big obstacles and uncertainties in their lives, emotions were held at bay until later, perhaps until after the funeral.

After a long silence, Bloomy decided the day must come to an end. “We need to get some sleep, my family.” She addressed the men and boys sympathetically as the new matriarch of the family, a position which seemed to come naturally. “Let us all go to bed now.” Everyone, including Reuben, looked at her, and without a word, nodded their agreement and acceptance of her new role in the family. They stood up and silently went to bed.

Sleep did not come easily for any of them that night.




















CHAPTER FOUR

The Idea
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Dublin, Ireland - 1890




(Bloomah 16, Morris 15, David 14, Maystillborn 10 years ago, Louis 9, Harry 8, Sarah 2)




Morris heaved the large sack of potatoes off his shoulders and onto the back of the waiting cart. His shirt had been torn under his right armpit and the chill of the day escaped into his clothing. He was grubby, his clothes were in need of a wash, and he was hungry. Although short in stature, he was lean and strong from all the hard labour. His muscles were streaked in definition and there was not an ounce of fat on him. The stubble on his chin enhanced the grime that had built up on his face during another day of hauling potatoes from the storage shed to the wooden cart. Even the horses that pulled the load did not work as hard as he did, he thought.

“Ok, that’s enough!” shouted the farm owner. “Go home now, you lazy bastard. But don’t be late tomorrow or you’ll have to answer to me. You be here at 5 o’clock, understand?” he shouted.

“Yes, Sir,” Morris answered his boss. “Thank you, Sir. I won’t be late.” Then, as an afterthought, he stopped and turned to face the owner squarely and called over to him, “Sir, will you be paying me today?”

“No!” he barked back. “Now bugger off before you make me angry and I dock your pay again.”

“But you haven’t paid me for...”

The farm owner cut him off, flinging his arm out and pointing into the distance. “I said bugger off, you grubby whippersnapper!”

“Yes, Sir,” Morris said, dejected and disillusioned. He turned and walked off, shoulders drooped to match his mood.

Morris jogged back to the shed where his equally dirty and threadbare jacket hung on a wire hook. Donning his jacket he, trotted leisurely down the farm lane towards his new home. He could have walked, but that would have taken him twice as long, and by then his bath water at home would be lukewarm and dirty from David’s tough day, not to mention his other two brothers’ grime. Also, running kept him warm. Although not gifted with height, a family trait his father reminded him about often, he was very fit and strong from the physical workload his boss threw at him, and jogging was not a strenuous exercise. He wondered if he would get back before David did.

David, two miles up the road, stacked his wheelbarrow against the factory wall and walked over to the workers’ area, where his jacket lay rolled up on the top of a tall cupboard. He plucked it off the top by jumping to get some height. It was expected by his fellow workers that he keep his jacket there. He was the youngest boy in the team and he had not yet earned the right to hang his jacket in the crowded cupboard where the coal dust could not penetrate. David shook the fine black dust off his jacket. He was glowing in a sheen of sweat as the orange hue of the furnace fire reflected off his blackened and sooty face. No one spoke to him as he left and he broke into a trot, heading down the road to be in the company of his family. He loved his close- knit family; they were about the only people left on this earth who actually spoke to him.

Not far up ahead he saw Morris turn into the road, jogging at a gentle pace. Instinctively Morris looked over his shoulder and saw David jogging towards him. He stopped and turned, picking up his pace again to meet him. Once they met, they ran home together.

“You finished late again today, Morris,” David commented.

“Yes. I hate my boss; keeps me there overtime and doesn’t pay me for it.”

“You should say something.”

“Like what? I’ve tried. I’m just a young, stupid boy to him. What can I do?”

David slowed to a walk. “Hey, slow down, I want to talk to you

about something.”

“Not a chance, David!” he exclaimed as he kept running, causing David to resume his pace and catch up. “It’s all right for you to walk home after spending the whole day next to a blazing hot furnace. I have just spent the whole day in a freezing wet field. I need to get warm, and quickly!”

David was slightly taller and stronger than Morris and since his Bar Mitzvah the previous year, he had started to fill out in the shoulders and chest. His looks had begun to change slightly and he started catching the attention of many young girls, and some not so young ladies, along the route to work and back. Morris, although a year his senior, was much shorter and had an equally short fuse. His temper could flare up quite suddenly and he had no trouble telling people around him how he felt. David was very placid and controlled, and knew how to handle his brother.

“Oh, sorry, I was not thinking,” he apologised, mainly to calm down Morris who was clearly in one of his moods. He then carried on, regardless. “Listen, when we go to bed I need to talk to you about something very important.”

“Sure, any time you like.”

“But I don’t want Father or Bloomy to hear, OK?” The other siblings did not even enter into the conversation as they were too young anyhow.

“Sure,” said Morris, a little more interested now. “If this has something to do with what I think you want to talk about then I want to talk to you too. And I would right now but I am so cold my feet are numb.”

“As soon as Bloomy turns out the lights sneak over to my wall.” David slept against one wall, which he affectionately called ‘his wall’ and Morris against the other wall, with the two younger brothers in the middle of the room. Bloomy and baby Sarah slept in the kitchen area next to the wood stove and galvanised bath, while Reuben slept on the only bed by the kitchen table, which also doubled as a bench during meals. A simple sheet, used as a curtain, could be drawn across the room to give some privacy when bathing. They really were a very poor family.

Dinner consisted of potatoes and a beef gravy with very few lumps of meat hidden in the muddy concoction. It did not look pleasant, but Bloomy had given it flavour with salt and some spices she had grown and it tasted good. The meal was hot and welcome on those cold nights. It was all they could afford.

After the evening prayers were said, Reuben asked Bloomy to dish up the food onto the mustard-coloured enamel plates. There was a dark blue ring of enamel around the edge of the plates to give them some decoration, and one of the plates sported a large chip. This plate was called the ‘lucky plate’ and family tradition suggested that whoever got the ‘lucky plate’ was going to have a good day tomorrow. It never really happened, but it was a game that the family played to help keep their spirits up in a country that was proving to be as bad as, if not worse than, Manchester in England.

“You have the lucky plate today, Louis!” exclaimed Bloomy. “Please share some of your luck with the family tomorrow,” she jibed.

Louis squirmed with delight. “I love my lucky days, Bloomy!” His eyes were beaming along with his smile. Little joys like this went a long way in the family, and both Reuben and Bloomy knew this.

As good as Bloomy was with caring for the children, she had her hands full with little Sarah. To help out, Reuben invited his late wife’s niece, Helena, to live with them to help care for the two boys. Like Bloomy, Helena was a loving and caring lady and not too many years older than her. They got along very well and Helena soon became accepted as one of the family. Her father had written to Reuben from Poland asking him to help his daughter find lodging and work, as he was desperate to get her out of the country but, as his own wife was crippled, he himself could not leave. Reuben opened his humble home to Helena without hesitation.

“Boys,” Reuben addressed Morris and David, “how did your day go today?”

Morris cleared his throat. His voice had broken two years ago but was still slightly high-pitched. “It was hard, Father. The work was hard, as always, but the cold is worse. How long do these winters go on for? It is much worse than Manchester here. I can’t believe you brought us here.”

“I feel for you, Morris. You are the only member of our family who works in the cold outdoors. It is not fair,” he sympathised. “I pray for you every day. I pray for all of you.”

David spoke between a mouthful of potatoes, intending to move the conversation away from Morris as quickly as possible, “Well, I work next to a hot furnace, and I spend the day sweating and breathing horrible air. It makes me cough all day. It seems we both work in very opposite temperatures. It’s almost funny, but it’s not, if you understand what I mean, Father?”

Bloomy was watching David. “David, please remember not to talk when you have a mouth full of food. Remember your manners now. Mother taught you the finest manners and it is not polite to forget them, even at the family table.” Esther had known her etiquette, as she had come from a family of good breeding, and correct table manners were important to her. Instilling good manners in her children was of prime importance to her as a mother. David remembered this, apologised quickly, and checked himself.

Reuben looked at his sons and then at Bloomy. “I spoke to Mr Watson today about getting you boys into the business. The business is not ready to afford paying you a wage yet. As it is, he has not paid me for the small amount of time he has asked me to help him. I have prayed about this often, and I don’t know what to do.”

“I managed to earn tuppence today by looking after Mrs O’Grady’s child for the day,” Bloomy interjected. “That won’t go far, but it is something. By the way, Morris, we will need more potatoes by the end of the week. Do you think you could...?” She didn’t finish the sentence, but she didn’t need to. Morris was nodding his understanding while savouring a warm and welcome potato. “Thanks, my brother,” she smiled.

“And what about school, boys?” Reuben asked of his two youngest sons. “We did numbers again, Father,” Harry told him. “I like numbers, but I don’t like the teacher. He is nasty; he shouts at us all the time.”

“Have they taught you about how to count money and give change?”

“No,” said Harry simply, “but you have taught me well, Father. I know all about that.”

“Me too, Father!” exclaimed Louis. “Ask me another question – it’s my turn to answer!”

So the money game began, as it often did at dinnertime. Reuben taught his sons as much as he could about business. All his ancestors were traders, and he wanted his sons to have that knowledge, even if right now they were simple labourers. Morris and David had quick, sharp brains as far as trading skills were concerned because he had instilled the basic business principles into them from an early age. Harry was proving to have a good understanding of the basic principles of business as well. He was proud of his boys.

Reuben had devised games that needed the skills of business and trading to win. Rewards were not monetary, but in the form of compliments or a heroism status for the day. Like the lucky plate, it had no value, but it made the winner feel good, especially in front of the family, and that was highly regarded, admired and cherished in this little family unit. Morris had been excluded from these games and quizzes as he was far smarter than the rest, and it had become unfair when he participated. Instead, Reuben would devise separate, more demanding tests and challenges for his eldest son, some so complicated it took him the entire day to formulate. Morris’ answers were almost instantaneous, making him question his own ability to find complicated games for Morris to play.

“If a customer bought 3 ¾ yards of fabric at one pound, two shillings and sixpence per yard,” Reuben addressed Morris over the evening meal two weeks prior, “and he gave you a five pound banknote, and the only coins you had in your till were farthings, how many farthings would you need to give the customer in change?”

Morris looked at his father and sighed with a confused look on his face. The entire family stared at Morris in total silence. “A farthing?” he questioned. “You do know that a farthing is one-quarter of a penny?”

“Yes, I know that,” Reuben smiled smugly. “I’m just making it difficult for you. Can you answer that question?”

Morris looked at the ceiling for a moment. “If that is the case,” he looked at his father squarely, “the answer must be four hundred and thirty-two farthings.”

Reuben stared at him in disbelief. He had previously worked out the answer, and although his answer was very close to the one Morris had provided, he began to doubt himself. Rather than enter into an embarrassing competition with his son, Reuben decided to agree with Morris in the event that Morris was indeed correct.

“Well done, my son. It is, without doubt, you are by far the smartest of all the brothers and sisters in this family. You win a lifelong prize of recognition, and from this day you no longer need to be tested.” When he realised that Morris was smarter than even himself, and by a large degree, he needed to find a graceful end to these games before he was tested by his own son.

Reuben was especially proud of Bloomy, who instinctively took on the role of mother, and who was caring for and rearing his youngest daughter, Sarah. Bloomy was cooking for the family and providing a safe home that the family could take refuge in when tough times got the better of them. It was her dedication to the family that bonded them together as a whole.

He was proud of his family overall. They never fought amongst themselves, and their bond was strong. Morris was a little abrupt and lacked some diplomacy, but they cared for each other and looked out for one another, and all were intelligent, strong, healthy and good- looking. Bloomy and Morris particularly reminded him of his Esther, and he saw a lot of himself in David and Harry. Louis was different in many ways, but still a Breitstein, or Langbourne, as they were now known. A bit of a mix of the two, he thought.

After the evening meal sleep came quickly to the Langbourne family. Days were hard, and in the cold, the warmth of their blankets and the gentle crackle from the embers of the fire were soporific and soothing. David was just slipping into a deep sleep when something prodded his shoulder.

“What?” murmured David, somewhat confused.

“Shhh...” Morris whispered quietly into his ear. “What did you want to talk to me about?” he reminded his brother quickly.

“Oh, sorry, I had already fallen asleep.” David shifted to prop himself up on his elbow and whispered back to Morris, “I’m not happy with the way our family is going.”

“Yes?” replied Morris questioningly, but it sounded as if he agreed. “Well, I worry about Father and his business with Mr Watson. It’s not going anywhere. I thought--we thought,” he corrected himself, “that Mr Watson wanted Father here because he was doing well and wanted to grow his business into a big shop. Yet here we are, and Father is not even being paid properly for the small amount of work he does. Even Mr Watson hardly ever goes to work anymore. It doesn’t seem right.”

“I can see that, David, but how can you and I help fix that business? Mr Watson makes all the decisions. We cannot even get jobs there, and Father is supposed to be a partner in the business.”

“Well, I was thinking, can’t you and I start our own business selling cigarettes like we did in Manchester?”

Morris sighed in the dark. “With what money, and with what tools?”

“Well, I have been thinking about that,” David whispered back. “I have been watching how they make things at the foundry where I work. It is quite clever how they make things actually.” He sat up now as sleep fully escaped him and excitement took its place. He heard Morris shuffle into a sitting position in the dark, and continued. “From what I can work out they make the shape of something they want out of some stuff which I think is candle wax. Then they put it in a box full of soft fine sand--well, it looks like very fine sand and feels like sand, just slightly damp so that it sticks and holds its shape. Then they press the wax shape into the sand to get the shape to look like the opposite of what it is.”

“I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Well, pretend to stick your thumb into a box of damp sand, then pull your thumb out. You are left with an impression of your thumb, but opposite to what it is. If your thumb sticks out in real life, now the sand has a hole in it like your thumb.”

“Alright, well, that’s pretty obvious. Go on.” He was getting impatient. “Now I work next to this furnace, see, and the furnace is so hot that metal melts in there.”

“Metal melts? Surely not!” Morris said in surprise.

“True, I’ve seen it with my own eyes! It becomes like water, and you can pour it like water. It’s amazing to watch. But you cannot touch it, or it will burn you so badly you will catch fire yourself!”

“Never!” exclaimed Morris in disbelief.

“True! I promise you. The manager told me so! He said if I touched the melted metal I would burst into flames and die. And I believe him because the furnace is so hot you can’t go near it even on the coldest day.”

“Really? I didn’t know that.”

“Anyhow, when the melted metal gets cool it goes hard like metal again.”

“Like candle wax?” said Morris, slowly starting to understand what David was explaining.

“Yes, like candle wax!” continued David, getting excited again. “I suppose candle wax and metal work the same way--heat it up and it melts--but it is just that candles don’t need to be made as hot as metal does to melt.”

“So perhaps they have worked out that the harder some stuff is, the more you need to heat it to make it runny like water,” mused Morris, “like water itself maybe? From ice to water? Hard to runny!”

“Yes, I guess so,” said David, confused by Morris’ thinking. “Anyhow, let’s get back to our thumb-hole in the sand.”

“Oh, yes, sorry, what about it?”

“Alright, so now you have pressed your thumb into the sand and left an opposite shape to your thumb in the sand. Then, you pour some melted metal into the hole. And when it cools, it goes hard. You understand so far?”

“Yes, go on.”

“Right-oh, now what happens if you take the hard metal out of the sand?” David tested.

“I don’t know. What?”

“Oh come on, Morris! You get a hard piece of metal that looks like your thumb!”

The two brothers sat in silence while Morris tried to work out what David was trying to tell him. David sat in the dark with a huge grin on his face, and in the faint glow of the embers from the next room Morris could see the soft glint of his smile, and he found it irritating. “I don’t understand, David! What are you trying to tell me?

Why do I want a copy of my thumb in metal? For heaven’s sake brother!”

“Morris! Think!” chided David mischievously. “I give up. Why?” Morris said, annoyed now.

“Oh brother of mine, stop thinking about your thumb,” he said with a hint of a giggle. “It doesn’t have to be your thumb; it can be anything you like.”

“You mean..?” There was suddenly silence from the short space between them in the dark. David knew that the penny had started to drop.

“Yes, think about it.”

“Are you telling me that we can make parts for a cigarette-making tool like that?” Morris asked.

“Yes!”

“A cigarette tool?”

“Anything you like, just about,” said David, very excited and checked the volume of his whisper with difficulty.

“So if I make a shape out of candle wax, and give it to you, you could literally turn that into a metal shape?”

“Yes!”

“David,” Morris said slowly, “this is very interesting. But do you know how to pour this metal without catching fire yourself?”

“Yes, I’ve been watching how they do it and I think I can do it. It’s not difficult. I will have to ask one of the blacksmiths to help me, though. I’m sure that won’t be a problem.”

“Good. I’ll make up a tool with some candle wax and give it to you, and then, when no one is watching, you get it made in metal at the foundry,” Morris almost instructed with new determination in his whisper. And then, as quietly as he had arrived, he scurried back to his blankets.

It took nearly two months for David to turn out a tool for Morris. He had begun to regret telling Morris about this idea as every time he managed to pour out a metal tool, Morris didn’t like it and started to get more and more critical and condescending. It needed Morris to mould another wax shape each time, and every attempt David had at creating a mould, the wax shape would be damaged in some way. He wanted to give up, and in fact nearly did on two occasions, but Morris was driven by a determination David had never seen before, which kept him going for fear of failing his brother.

Finally, he managed to turn out a tool that Morris felt had the qualities he was looking for, except that it was too rough and needed to be smoothed and buffed so that the cigarette paper would not catch and tear. Morris took on the task of polishing the surfaces of this new tool, much to David’s relief, but he was shocked when Morris wanted another six identical tools poured at the foundry. Twice David nearly got caught by his supervisor, and he was not impressed with the demands of his older brother. However, four months later he had completed the task. Morris seemed pleased but did not show it. He was also polishing each new tool more and more quickly as he found new compounds with which to buff the tough metal surfaces. His fingers were calloused from relentlessly polishing the small metal tools every night.

One night as David was snug in his blankets and about to drop off to sleep, Morris appeared at his mattress poking him in the shoulder as he had done that night nearly eight months ago.

“David!” he hissed in his ear. “Wake up.”

“What?” David replied with a start.

“It’s time to move our plan ahead now. We have seven cigarette tools now. I managed to scrounge some cigarette paper off one of the farm workers the other day and I tried making some cigarettes using dead leaves from the forest.”

“You never told me!” David sounded offended that he was not included in the testing of the precious tools that he had risked his job for.

“Doesn’t matter.” Morris fobbed the hurt off without any concern, although he did recognise some disappointment in his brother’s voice. “The point is they worked well. Took a few tries to master the technique, but I got them to work well. With some practice we could get very good at rolling cigarettes.” Then, to keep the momentum of excitement building in David, he added, “Well done; you did a good job, David. Thanks.”

David smiled broadly in the dark, as it was rare to receive an accolade from Morris.

“So what now, Morris?” David asked, excitement evident in his tone. “We are going to go into the tobacco business, and we are going to make a lot of money.”

“When?” asked David, very excited now at the prospect.

“When we get enough money to buy some tobacco and cigarette paper. I need you to start thinking about how we are going to do that. If anyone can, you can.” With that Morris slipped back into the darkness and the comfort of his blankets, leaving David blinking into the black void in front of him in conflicting states of pride, excitement, and deep confusion.




















CHAPTER FIVE

Accused
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The next day the wind was howling around Morris as he trotted through the gates of the farm. Although the skies were grey and gloomy, there was no rain. The wind was icy and the joints of his fingers ached. He held his exposed hands in a clenched fist in an attempt to keep just a little part of his fingers protected from the unrelenting cold. He looked up ahead and his heart sank as he saw his boss standing at the entrance to the main barn watching his approach.

Suddenly he began to worry that he was late. He had no way to tell the time but he was certain he left home with plenty of time to spare. His gut told him that this was not going to be a good day, but then it never was anyhow, so how much more unpleasant could it be? He decided he really hated this job and the abuse this idiot threw at him. Douglas O’Connor had owned the farm for twenty-four years. It had been handed down to him by his family through the generations, so O’Connor had never had the experience of being employed by someone his senior. The farm predominantly grew potatoes and had half a dozen workhorses, a dozen or so pigs, and an abominable little chicken coop that kept him well fed during his breakfast meals. His unruly sandy-coloured hair was starting to thin and had begun to grey, and his large belly protruded unhealthily. Wisps of his greasy unkempt hair escaped from under a well-worn tweed cap which, when the cap was removed, stayed pasted to his skull, leaving marks where the cap belonged and begged to be replaced. The roundness of his face was enhanced by his puffy red cheeks, probably brought on by his openly declared love for Guinness (or whiskey, whichever his friends were offering). His breath always smelled foul, and his body odour was rank, at best. He was a physically repellent man, and his rude, sarcastic manners were as disgusting as his hygiene. Heaven knew when he had last taken a bath.

Morris wondered how O’Connor managed to have any friends at all. He also wondered why the workers at the farm stayed and worked for him. He hardly ever paid them, was constantly rude and intimidating, and often threatened the staff with violence, although Morris had never seen or heard of an incident where anyone was actually struck a blow by him. It was a most curious scenario. Here was a man who was repulsive, and yet people worked for him for very little money, putting up with his surly character and only complaining behind his back. He was, in every sense of the word, a bully.

Was it fear, was it the security of a job, was it because he had money and land that they didn’t complain, or was it to gain favour or acceptance? Morris had seen O’Connor at night through the pub window in the village getting thoroughly drunk with neighbouring farmers, who seemed to enjoy his company and bought him drinks all the time. They ‘seemed’ to enjoy his company, but did they really? What was it that made good people accept repulsive and offensive people into their circles and apparently enjoy their company, and then do things for them without hesitation, even without reward? This was a question that troubled Morris deeply and even plagued his thoughts at night as he tried to drift off to sleep.

The farm was not a big place. Sure, O’Connor had lots of land with many potatoes under the soil, but there were only 3 barns, two small ones and a large one by the homestead. The homestead was by no means big either; it looked as if it had only two or three rooms in it, which would have been huge by Morris’ standards, and there was a lone outhouse a little distance off from the homestead, which he wasn’t permitted to use. Around the back of the house was a graveyard of broken farm machinery and other metal junk that was quietly rusting into oblivion. Not far from the house were the stables. They leaked badly when it rained, but O’Connor made no effort to repair the leaks. Perhaps he felt the hay bales stacked around the walls of the stable would keep the wind off the workhorses. It was not a pretty farm and was steadily falling into neglect and ruin.

There were only three workers on the farm at the present time. Apart from Morris, there was a young man called Adam, a little older than him, who helped Morris cart potatoes off the field and into the barns. Like Morris, he was good with horses, and the horses seemed to enjoy his company. During the harvest times, the staff complement would swell to about 20 people, but Morris and Adam were the only two who would remain at the end of the season, probably because O’Connor realised their sound equestrian abilities. The third worker was O’Connor’s maid, Elaine, who worked in the homestead. She was a very thin young girl, older than Morris again, but younger than Adam. She had the worst job of all, Morris thought.

O’Connor kept her away from the boys, minimising any conversation they might have, making sure she tended to his needs in the kitchen, ensuring he never went hungry, cleaning the household and taking his chamber pot down to the outhouse whenever O’Connor deposited anything into it. She lived in a very small room at the back of the house and was therefore around this ghastly person all the time, which is why Morris thought she had a tough time. Not only did she have to run around him and pander to his needs twenty-four hours a day, but she could not get away from him, his irritable moods, bad odours and unreasonable demands, of which Morris was certain there were many. What kept her there, though? She was not a prisoner; she could leave any time she wanted to. Surely it was not the money?

Adam told Morris once that O’Connor had fallen asleep in a drunken stupor and he had managed to have a conversation with Elaine down by the outhouse. Indeed, life under O’Connor’s roof was hell. He snored very loudly and kept her awake at nights, and knock things over all the time, which she was expected to clean up immediately. Adam thought it was funny to hear about the intimacies of his boss, but Morris was appalled at how such a nice girl could be treated so harshly.

Morris continued his trot up the rutted road to the farm without changing pace. He fixed his eyes on O’Connor, but averted them when he saw that O’Connor had his stare fixed on him.

Here we go again, thought Morris. I can tell already that this is going to be a terrible day.

He was right, but he didn’t know how badly the day would unfold. “Come here, you insolent idiot!” yelled O’Connor as Morris got within earshot. “You’re late again! How many times do I have to tell you never to be late?”

You’re the idiot! I’m early! Morris thought to himself, but only said out loud, “I’m sorry, Sir.” He wanted to question himself as to why he spoke differently to what he thought, but the tirade continued so rapidly he didn’t have time.

“Don’t you say sorry to me, you pathetic whippersnapper! You are not sorry at all, are you?” Morris tried to say something in his defence but was cut short. “You’re just like the rest of them – uncouth, undisciplined little boy! How dare you ask me for your pay again! You have been docked so much since you started here that you actually owe me money!” O’Connor shouted at the top of his voice, thumping his chest with his index finger, enhancing the fact that he was pointing at himself.

Oh dear, thought Morris, he’s been drinking again and been stewing overnight on the question about pay. Now he is in a really bad mood. Morris thought it best to agree and try to placate him. “I’m sorry, Sir, you are right. It was wrong of me.”

“Damn right it was wrong. Don’t you ever ask me again, you hear?” O’Connor was starting to shake with anger now that he felt that he well and truly had the upper hand. “Do you think I am stupid? I know what you owe me, and right now you owe me a lot. I’m going to punish you so that you know exactly where you stand with me, you irresponsible, ugly child.”

Morris raised his eyebrows in surprise. Where did he get ‘ugly’ from? What’s that got to do with it? That hurt deep inside. The tirade went on for a full five minutes before O’Connor finally vented his anger, ran out of obscenities, and sent Morris scurrying on the double to the pig sty to clean there for a week. Once Morris was out of sight and earshot of this horrible excuse for humanity, he slowed down to a trot, fuming at allowing himself to be spoken to like that. But O’Connor was physically a big man and, although mostly fat, could probably still do some damage to Morris had he challenged him. The fact that Morris was small in stature ensured that he really had no physical chance against this ogre.

His path to the pigpens took him past the stables where he met Adam, who was busy feeding the horses.

“Morris,” called Adam. “You look unhappy. What happened? The boss bite your head off?” he jeered with a hint of good humour.

“Bastard!” was all Morris could say. “Who does he think he is?”

“What happened?” Adam put a broom down and turned to face him, all trace of light-heartedness vanishing at once.

“Idiot,” Morris repeated. “I asked him again last night when he was going to pay me. He thinks I have no right to ask him, so he lost his temper with me today. I mean, I have not been paid in three months! When was the last time you got paid, Adam?”

“Ummm….” said Adam, looking up at the clouds, “about the same as you. But you have balls kid; I would never have had the courage to ask him.”

“But why? You have a right to be paid. You work very hard. He owes you the money, so why don’t you think you can ask him for what is rightfully yours?”

“Well, I don’t want to upset him I guess.”

“What?” Morris exploded. “You don’t want to upset him? But he is never happy anyhow! What difference does it make how upset he is?”

“I don’t know,” Adam said simply after scratching his head. “It just makes it an easier day if he is in just a bad mood and not a terrible mood.”

“I hate the idiot,” Morris said, trying to calm himself down. Then he laughed, “Anyhow, I have been punished; I get to work with the pigs now so I won’t see him down here for a week.”

“I’ll give you some sound advice, my friend,” Adam said with a smile. “If you are on punishment duty, you can bet your new shoes that he will be down here checking on you. You had better do a good job cleaning those pens or he will clean them using you as a mop.” Adam laughed at his own analogy.

“Oh, right,” mumbled Morris.

“I’m not joking.” Adam became serious, then laughed again. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. It was such a funny sight. Believe me, you don’t want to upset the boss.”

“You know what?” Morris said as he turned to walk down to the pig’s enclosure, “I believe that no matter how well I clean those pens, he will still find fault, so what’s the use of trying?”

“True,” Adam agreed, and, picking up his broom, continued to tend to the horses, chuckling gently to himself.

Morris had been cleaning the pens out for over four hours. He was tired and dirty. In fact, he was disgusting. He had become used to the smell, but the cold and wet gnawed at his body and his spirits. His dressing down that morning had eaten into him, and he was very dejected. He was replaying in his mind what had happened and what had been said. He thought up a hundred answers that he could have used, should have used, but in the end, didn’t use.

“Why do I stay around and keep working for this idiot?” he questioned himself. The only reason was that he needed the money. He needed to help his family, and that was paramount. That would be the only reason he would stay and work for this intimidating, miserable, reeking bully of a man. “No more,” he decided. He would leave after the day was done and never come back. He would find other work. Surely that would not be too hard?

“Morris Langbourne?” a shout came from behind him that startled him so much he nearly dropped the rake he was using. He looked up, still bending over and holding the rake. Behind him stood three policemen in uniform, legs slightly apart and arms folded, looking very official. He noticed they each held a truncheon in their right hand.

Oh hell… Morris silently reacted, and a million thoughts flooded into his mind as the contents of his breakfast sank deep into the lower depths of his bowels, then nearly escaped. What the hell has O’Connor set me up for now? he thought.

Morris stood upright and faced the policemen from across the pen. They were not going to get their shoes soiled in the pigsty, so stood their ground. “Yes, Sir. I am Morris Langbourne.”

“Come here, Mr Langbourne, we want to have a word with you.”

Morris stood and began to walk slowly over to the policemen, rake in hand. He had never been addressed as Mr Langbourne before and his mind was racing. He couldn’t believe that O’Connor would call the Bobbies out over a verbal tirade. What was he going to tell his father later that evening? That O’Connor set the coppers on him? This was looking very bad, and embarrassing. He had not reacted uncivilly to or back-chatted the old geezer in any way. What was going on?

When Morris reached the waiting policemen the one who stood in the middle, obviously the senior in the group, stretched his arm towards him, palm facing out, and motioned Morris to stop.

“Put the rake down, young man,” he instructed.

Morris did as he was told and wiped his cheek with his shirtsleeve as he stared at the three law enforcers.

“What happened at Mr O’Connor’s barns this morning?” the senior constable asked.

“Mr O’Connor was angry with me, Sir,” replied Morris. “Why?” was the simple response.

“He said I was late to work.”

“And were you?”

“No, Sir, I was actually a little early. But Mr O’Connor was also angry that I had asked him for my pay last night.”

“And why would he be angry about that?” asked the shortest of the three coppers.

“Well, because he hasn’t paid me for over three months now, and I was wondering when he would pay me. He told me I had no right to ask him for my pay and got very angry with me,” explained Morris, choosing his words very carefully. “Why?” he questioned.

The senior constable ignored his question. “So you became angry with him, did you?”

“No, Sir,” Morris was quick to respond. “I apologised, but he decided to punish me and has sent me down here to clean the pigpens out for the next week.”

“And where did you go when you left Mr O’Connor?”

“I came here, Sir.” Morris was getting very worried about the way this conversation was going and the type of questions they were asking. He wanted to ask the coppers what the problem was, but worried that it might not be in his best interests to question them.

“And where else did you go?”

“Nowhere. I came straight here, and I’ve been here ever since, and I’ve been working very hard, like I was told to do.”

The coppers exchanged glances between themselves, and one had a little smirk at the corners of his mouth, which made Morris a little nervous. The boss copper looked back at Morris and took a deep breath. “So you came straight here, you say.” He paused and looked over the pigsty. “Did anyone see you here, or are you working on your own?”

Morris looked over his shoulder to see what the copper was looking at, but didn’t see anything unusual. “I’ve been here all on my own, Sir. When the Governor finished yelling at me he chased me off down here. I saw Adam on the way down – Adam is working with the horses today,” he said, pointing up to the stables. “There are only three of us working at the farm at the moment, Sir. Me, Adam, and Elaine up at the Governor’s house. She’s the boss’s maid.”

“Yes, we have spoken to Elaine already,” the third copper chipped in.

“So you came here and didn’t go anywhere else? You are not lying to me now, are you, boy?” asked the first copper.

“No, Sir!” Morris exclaimed.

“If you lie to me you will get into a lot of serious trouble; you know that, don’t you, boy?”

Morris became very nervous and folded his hands under his armpits to hide the tremor as they started to take on a life of their own. He was starting to feel the chill now that he was not exercising, and wasn’t sure if the gusty wind had cooled down or if his nerves were starting to let him down. He was also scared. “I’m not lying, Sir. I promise.”

“Do you hate Mr O’Connor?” the top copper asked coldly.

Is this a trick question? thought Morris. Everyone hated that old geezer. He wasn’t sure how to answer it. The truth, Morris decided. “I don’t hate him, Sir. He is a very strict boss and he expects a lot of work out of us, but I don’t hate him. Why?”

“Even though he hasn’t paid you in, what, three months?”

“I don’t like the fact that I haven’t been paid either. I have my family I want to help support, and I can’t do that without money. All I was asking Mr O’Connor is if he would pay me. It was just a question, Sir. I didn’t mean to upset him so much. I’m very sorry that I did.”

“So you don’t like him, boy?” the policemen reiterated, more a statement than a question this time. 

He looked at his fellow coppers and nodded slightly. In perfect harmony they both stepped forward and grabbed Morris’ arms and slapped on a pair of freezing cold handcuffs. Morris stared at the steel handcuffs in disbelief as they turned the keys to lock them onto his wrists.

“What..?” Morris tried to ask a question but found himself at a sudden loss for words.

“I am arresting you for the murder of Douglas O’Connor.”

The three coppers, with Morris, speechless with his hands in cuffs in front of him, walked slowly up to the homestead. Morris was dumbstruck; he didn’t know what to say. He was scared out of his wits, adrenalin blocking out the cold wind that buffeted the group. His mind was numb.

As they approached the homestead, Morris saw Adam and Elaine sitting on an old, broken wooden crate, and standing near them was a fourth copper. They were all silent, huddled together, bracing themselves against the cold. As they got closer, the two staff stood up and slowly walked over to where the copper stood, not for a moment taking their eyes off Morris.

Then Morris noticed the lump of the body that must have been Mr O’Connor lying by the entrance to the big barn, almost in the exact same spot that he had last seen him. Morris knew he was in trouble and needed to think straight, and carefully. As they arrived at the gathering Morris got his first sight of a dead human being. It was O’Connor, all right. He was lying on his back, head to one side with his eyes open and glazed, staring into the distance. Morris didn’t want to look at him, but he couldn’t pull his eyes away from this macabre sight.

O’Connor was not wearing his cap, and the very top of his head had a dent the size of a shilling piece, where there was a thick dribble of blood that had dried and caked to his hair. Apart from that, it looked as if he was asleep, but with his eyes open and staring at nothing in the distance.

“Right!” said the fourth copper, pulling everyone’s attention away from the now-departed O’Connor. Morris quickly noticed from the badges on his uniform that this was actually the head policeman. He must have sent his three juniors down to fetch him – or arrest him, as they had said. Morris stood in silence, trapped by his handcuffs and the dreadful scene in front of him. He wanted to cry. He needed his mother and father; certainly that support would not be forthcoming, and he was on his own. Totally. The feeling of loneliness and dread was almost overwhelming.

“You must be Morris Langbourne, boy?” he asked Morris. Morris stared at the copper and then at O’Connor. The sergeant spoke again, and this time there was a sharp edge to his tone. “Speak up, boy! Are you Morris Langbourne?”

“Yes, yes Sir, I am.” Morris gathered his composure. He realised he was in big trouble.

“So, what happened here, boy?”

“I don’t know, Sir.” He paused for a moment to formulate his reply. “I met Mr O’Connor this morning, and he yelled at me for being late and for asking him yesterday when I might get paid, and then he sent me down to the pigpens for punishment. I don’t know who did this. I promise, Sir,” he babbled.

“Is this what he told you?” the constable who had arrested Morris was asked.

“Yes, Sergeant,” he replied, nodding his head. “He said he met that man there,” pointing to Adam, “on the way down, but has not been back here since then.”

“Is that true, Adam?” the sergeant asked, looking at Adam.

“Yes, Sergeant. It was earlier on this morning, and Morris here came past the stables, where I had been since about five o’clock this morning. He told me that Mr O’Connor had been really angry with him.”

“O’Connor was very angry with him?” said the Sergeant menacingly. “I see. And you have not been back up here since, either?”

“No, Sir. Like I told you, I was down at the stables when Elaine came running down in a fluster telling me that O’Connor here,” Adam cleared his throat and corrected himself, “Mr O’Connor here, was lying on the ground looking dead. That’s when I ran up to report this murder to you at the station, Sir.”

The Sergeant turned his attention to Elaine. “So, did you hear the argument that ensued this morning? You were in the homestead just over there, weren’t you?”

“Oh yes, Sir. I heard Mr O’Connor shouting and performing all right. He was furious with this young lad. Called him all sorts of names and words I have never heard before, nor could repeat,” she bumbled.

“What happened next?”

“Well, the Governor sent him on his way, to the stables, and I saw Morris running off. Once the Governor seemed happy that Morris, here, was well and truly on his way, the Guv told me to make him some tea, which I did. When the tea was ready I came out to tell the Guv that the tea was ready and found him lying here all dead and that.” She looked again at the dead body.

“So!” The Sergeant looked at both Adam and Elaine, pulling himself up and attempting to put on a very professional aura. “Would it be fair to say that this young lad here could have stolen back after his dispute with the deceased, clubbed him over the head with a hammer, or such offensive object, and then stolen back to the pigpens undetected by either of you?”

Elaine and Adam stood in silence and pondered the answer to this question. They looked at each other, then at Morris, then at O’Connor’s body, and then back at each other.

Adam took a deep breath and looked at the Sergeant. “Well, it is possible, I suppose, but I doubt he would do a thing like that.”

Morris started to feel the fear grip his heart. How could he say that? Adam was getting him into a lot of trouble now. His mind started to race.

“And what about you, lass? You think he could have done that?”

“Well, Mr O’Connor was really mad and abusive. I don’t know.”

“That’s not the question, young lady. Could this young man have stolen back and killed Mr O’Connor without you having noticed?” The Sergeant was sounding very irritable now.

“Well, I don’t know. Well, yes, of course he could have,” she stammered, stealing apologetic glances at Morris.

“I see,” said the Sergeant accusingly, looking at his co-workers, nodding slightly and garnering support for his theory.

“Sir!” Morris quickly spoke up. He had to, he was being tried right here and now. “Please, may I say something?”

“Of course, but be warned, what you say might be used in the courts against you. You have five witnesses here who may testify against you later.”

“Sergeant,” Morris composed himself. “The last time I was known to be anywhere was when I saw Adam at the stables. Adam can confirm that, not so?”

Adam nodded. “Go on,” said the Sergeant.

“And Elaine said she witnessed me run off to the stables, or should I say, the pigpens, which are near the stables.”

“That is correct.” The Sergeant folded his arms, watching to see where this was leading.

“Could we confirm from Elaine where she last saw me?” Morris asked the Sergeant.

Before he could ask, Elaine volunteered the information. “Over there, Sir,” she said, pointing in the direction of the stables. “You see that bunch of green trees that stick out near the base of that hill? Well, when he reached that tree line he disappeared from my view. The stables are just past those trees.”

Morris’ spirits lifted suddenly and he found some strength in his voice again. Elaine had just given him his innocence and freedom, or so he thought. He continued, “Well, then that means that Elaine was the last person who could confirm my presence anywhere, apart from Adam, of course. The last time she saw me was at that tree line,” Morris said, pointing with both hands because of the cuffs.

“Yes, I would agree to that,” said the Sergeant gravely.

“Now I would like to ask Elaine how long after she saw me last did the Governor ask her to make him his cup of tea?”

“Oh,” said Elaine, “It was immediately afterwards.”

“And how long did it take you to make that cup of tea?” asked Morris quickly. The Sergeant and his fellow coppers were shifting their glances at each speaker as quickly as each said anything, and now all eyes were fixed on Elaine.

“Oh, just a minute, I guess. I keep the kettle on the boil over the fire all the time. Mr O’Connor likes his tea....” she corrected herself, “..... liked his tea, immediately. He was not a very patient man.”

Morris and the Sergeant locked eyes. Morris looked over at the tree line, as did the Sergeant, and then back at each other.

“Sir,” said Morris respectfully, “I’m a very short kid. Mr O’Connor here is a very tall and big man. I couldn’t reach the top of his head with a hammer or other weapon. And I certainly couldn’t run from that tree line to here and back again in less than a minute. I could never have done this, Sir.”

Everyone stood silently together, taking in what had been said. After what seemed like an eternity, the head constable looked over towards the tree line and said softly, “You know what, boss, I think the kid may have a point.”

Another silence ensued, but then suddenly the Sergeant stiffened. “No!” he said quickly. “No, I know what’s happening here. You three are all in this together. You’re backing each other up. Arrest them all, immediately!” he barked at the constables.

In an instant, both Elaine and Adam were handcuffed, and now they too stood dumbstruck, staring at the shiny cold steel around their wrists. The constables were also looking a bit confused.

“No,” the Sergeant continued, cold and calculating. “No, I think you are all trying to cover for each other. You all had a motive to kill old O’Connor. None of you liked him, of that I am sure. I’ll bet if young Langbourne here hasn’t been paid in three months, the rest of you haven’t either. Am I right?” he questioned. Adam and Elaine just stared at their cuffs. “I think this was all a very clever set-up.”

Adam started to object and plead his innocence, and Elaine started crying, shaking her head from side to side. Morris realised that the small glimmer of innocence offered to him had just been extinguished by a copper who was hell-bent on looking for a result, at anyone’s cost. He looked up to the grey cloudy heavens to pray to his Lord and ask for an answer, and behold, the Lord answered him immediately. He could not believe what he saw. Eyes wide and mouth agape, he stared skywards.

Morris tried to understand what he was looking at for a moment, and then suddenly realisation took over. “Look!” he shouted excitedly and pointed to the heavens with both cuffed hands. “Look!”

The assembled crowd followed his gaze and halfway up the side of the barn was the loft. The door to the loft was not secured and was swaying gently in the wind. Halfway up the door was a latch, and attached to the latch was O’Connor’s threadbare cap.

Everyone stood in silence and stared at the miserable cap hanging on the latch, and then, as if on cue, the Lord gathered up a strong gust of wind and the loft door slammed closed with a loud bang. Then, with an eerie, mesmerising creak, it opened gently again to drift willingly in the breezes that controlled it. And yet, even after being brutally slammed closed in the gust of wind, O’Connor’s cap held tightly to the latch.

“That’s a hat,” said one of the junior constables, meaning it to be a question, but it came out as a rather perplexed statement.

“Yes,” agreed the Sergeant. “That looks like O’Connor’s hat. And note, Constable, O’Connor was wearing a hat at the time of his murder. Note the indentations in his hairline.” It was very obvious that O’Connor was wearing a hat as his hair was so grimy.

“What’s it doing up there?” asked the more senior constable, somewhat confused.

“How would I know?” the Sergeant barked at him, giving him a stern look. “Wait here with the prisoners; I’m going up there.”

The Sergeant stepped gingerly over O’Connor’s corpse and picked his way carefully into the barn. A short time later he appeared above in the opening of the loft doorway and looked down at his colleagues and the prisoners. He could not reach the offending cap as the door was wide open, so he held the edge by the hinges and tried to lever the heavy door closed with his fingers. He didn’t have to try hard as a gust of wind suddenly caught the flailing timber-work and sent it flying closed. Once again it slammed shut with a deafening bang, sending the Sergeant reeling backwards in fright, tripping over his own boots and landing on the hay-strewn floor with a thud.

“Bloody hell!” escaped from his mouth involuntarily. 

“You all right up there?” yelled the chief constable.

The sergeant gathered himself together and stood up, dusting hay and dirt from his rear end. “This door is a bloody death trap!” He appeared in the entrance again, looking a little shocked. “I was nearly bloody killed! That door must weigh a ton!” Once again he held on to the woodwork around the hinges and tried to lever the door closed. This time it came to him gently, and as soon as he could reach the edge of the door, he pulled it into the closed position and locked it in place with the bolt at the base of the frame.

Now he could get to study the cap attached to the latch in relative safety. The iron latch had a knob that one could hold to drive it home and into a locked position. This knob was conical in shape, pointed at one end and flat at the base where it was attached to a short rod. O’Connor’s cap had been punctured by this knob and was now held fast by the flat end of the conical knob, similar to the way in which the barb on a fishing hook holds fast in a fish’s mouth. Inside the cap and on the latch were a little blood and some strands of hair. This was beginning to look very much like a tragic and unfortunate accident to him. Old O’Connor must have been up in the loft trying to close the door when a gust of wind blew the door shut suddenly while he was leaning down and he got hit on the top of his head. Naturally, thought the sergeant, O’Connor must have toppled over and landed on the ground outside the barn.

Yes, thought the sergeant to himself, an unfortunate and fatal accident. He prided himself on his powers of deduction, and this would go a long way to proving his worth down at the Charge Office. More ammunition for his promotion, he thought. The sergeant was about to pull the cap free, but then thought against it. Here was more opportunity to dramatise his policing skills. He stood up, dusting himself off again as he carefully clambered down to the waiting audience.

“Constable Fenwick!” called out the sergeant with as much authority as he could muster.

“Sir!” replied Constable Fenwick, almost snapping to attention in surprise.

“I am of the opinion that this is not a murder, but a very unfortunate and tragic accident. However, before I declare this an accident, these three accused will remain in my custody until I am comfortable that my deduction is correct,” he proclaimed, using his best vocabulary in his thick Irish accent, and pausing to make sure that what he said was fully understood by the group standing before him. It didn’t escape Morris that he enhanced the words “I” and “my” and he quickly decided that this man was looking for attention and praise. Morris had an uncanny ability to understand people, including their strengths and failings. He decided he would give the sergeant some praise when he could, as he was still very intimidated and was worried about this man and his need for power and authority.

“Constable Fairweather,” he continued, “go with haste and summon Dr Williams. I need him here immediately to give his learned opinion on O’Connor’s head wound, and then proceed to the undertaker and tell him I require him here immediately to remove O’Connor’s body. Now move. Off with you!” he commanded.

“Sir!” shouted Fairweather in obedience, and bolted for the bicycle that had been leaning against the side of the barn.

The Sergeant knelt down next to O’Connor’s head and peered closely at the wound, occasionally looking up at the loft door. He stood up and paraded around the body, looking official and important. Morris thought he would take his chance at flattery now.

“Excuse me, Sir,” he asked politely.

“What is it, boy?” was the stern reply.

“I have no jacket. I was working at the time I was arrested, and I am freezing cold. I respectfully ask, Sir, if I may put that blanket over my shoulders while we wait for the doctor?” Morris asked timidly, pointing with both hands over to where a horse blanket hung from a fence.

The Sergeant looked over at the blanket, and then at Morris again. “Very well,” he agreed. “Fenwick, do us a favour and fetch that blanket for the accused.” He was still going to treat Morris as a suspect, which upset Morris; it really was unnecessary. Fenwick sauntered over to get the blanket.

“Thank you, Sir,” Morris responded gratefully. “I admire your detective abilities, Sir. I would never have worked out that this was an accident.”

“What are you on about, boy?” said the Sergeant, turning his attention to Morris.

Morris didn’t expect a question as an answer and was caught off guard. He had to think fast. “I was hoping to be a policeman one day, but sadly I’m not smart enough. I admire your skills, Sir.” And that seemed to do the trick. The top copper allowed a smile to escape briefly from the corners of his mouth and then continued to ‘investigate’ the scene with much pomp and ceremony.

“Many years of experience dealing with the criminal mind. Many years of experience,” he said loudly enough for all to hear, but acting as if he was talking to himself. And nothing more was said until Doctor Williams arrived.

After some pleasantries, and escorting the good doctor around the ‘crime scene’ with hushed words exchanged between them every time something of importance or unimportance was noted, the Sergeant finally spoke up for all to hear. “I am of the opinion that this may have been an accident, Doctor. What would your professional opinion be?” 

Dr Williams, a tall man with flowing dark hair, clean-shaven and smartly dressed in quality garments, knelt down by O’Connor’s head and removed a small twig from his hair. “Before I give my humble opinion on this matter I would like to conduct a quick test to ensure I will give the correct assumption.” He sounded very intelligent, and this sudden delay in pronouncing this a murder or an accident irritated the Sergeant. “I would like to remove the cap from the bolt, if you don’t mind, Sergeant Garnet.”

Ahh... thought Morris, the Sergeant finally has a name.

“By all means, Doctor,” agreed Sergeant Garnet, and escorted the doctor into the loft.

The doctor carefully removed the cap from the knob, and then pulled out a metal instrument from his pocket which he held alongside the knob to measure the length. He then placed his thumbnail at the measurement of the depth and came back down to O’Connor’s body and the group of policemen and prisoners waiting expectantly.

Once more he kneeled down at O’Connor’s head and then inserted the metal object into the wound, carefully measuring the depth of the impact. He then opened his bag and pulled out a pair of tweezers and carefully removed some strands of hair from inside the cap. All this time his audience stared in fascination. Dr Williams then placed the cap back on O’Connor’s head, measured the hole in the cap with the puncture wound in his head and then left the cap in place. Finally he started feeling all over the corpse’s body, bending his arms and legs, prodding, twisting and pulling.

Dr Williams stood up and faced Sergeant Garnet. “It appears to me that the knob on the loft door is, in fact, the object that punctured Mr O’Connor’s skull. The hole in his skull is the correct size, as are the depth and position of the wound on his head.” He looked up at the loft door. “If we assume that he then fell from there to here,” he continued, looking down at O’Connor again, “which is highly probable, then it must be assumed that he may have broken a bone or two when he hit the ground. I can confirm that his right arm is broken, as is his neck.

It is my professional opinion, therefore,” and he paused at that point, looking at the assembled group, “that the deceased was accidentally struck on the head by the loft door during a gust of wind, the force of which would easily have caused the knob on the latch to puncture his skull.” Morris and Adam simultaneously let out a sigh and a groan in sheer relief.

“Furthermore,” he continued, “his other injuries are what I would have expected to find on a man of his size who fell from that height. I am therefore satisfied, beyond all reasonable doubt, that this was simply a fatal accident and not a murder.”

“Very good, Doctor!” Garnet exclaimed. “Exactly my thoughts,” he said, brimming with pride. “I therefore declare this unfortunate event to be an accident. Fenwick, kindly release the prisoners. That is,” he corrected himself with a smirk, “the suspects.”

Fenwick and the other constables rattled their keys and unlocked the handcuffs that mercilessly captured the innocent staff. The shock of what had happened to them would not truly set in until later that evening. Right now they were just overjoyed at being found innocent and released.

“Dr Williams,” Sergeant Garnet said as he turned to the distinguished doctor, “may I ask you to please write up a report on your findings so that I may file this away with my report?”

“Of course,” replied the doctor, “unfortunately I won’t have time to do it today, but I could drop it off at the Charge Office tomorrow, if that will be acceptable?”

“Certainly,” agreed Garnet, trying to sound more important than he was. “I won’t be handing my report over to the Crown until tomorrow or the day after at the earliest, so please don’t feel pressured.”

“Good show. I will bid you farewell then.”

As Garnet was seeing the doctor off, the undertaker arrived in his wagon. The group all watched as the undertaker placed O’Connor’s body in a plain wooden coffin, and then mustered some help from the bystanders to lift it on to the wagon. As the wagon drove off, Sergeant Garnet dismissed his constables and turned to address Morris, Adam and Elaine.

“Now, as for you three,” he looked them over one at a time, “the way I see it you all have a bit of a problem on your hands, do you not?”

“I guess we won’t get paid the money that was owed to us, Sir,” commented Adam, looking dejected.

“Oh, I’d say it is worse than that, lad,” Sergeant Garnet said with another smirk. “Not only will you not be getting any pay, but you have lost your jobs. You see, I knew Mr O’Connor fairly well. We shared a few mugs down at O’Malley’s on the odd occasion.”

Morris’ attention pricked up. So that’s why he wanted to pin this incident on a murder, he thought, and thank the good Lord the doctor clarified the truth of it all, or he would certainly still be in handcuffs being marched down to the stocks. They must have been good friends.

“O’Connor had no family,” the Sergeant continued. “He was the last in the line of his clan, and he had no children--well, none that either he or I were aware of,” he chuckled at his attempt at a joke. “As I was saying, there is no one to take over here, and therefore no one to employ you, and no one to pay you. You understand?” The three stood in total silence, absorbing the cruel twist their fate had just taken.

“So what will happen to the farm and the animals and the crop of potatoes?” Adam asked.

“Well, that’s an interesting question, Mr Adam. His estate, which comprises the house, the land and anything else he had here of any significance, will fall under the jurisdiction of the courts, or of the Crown, if you will. They will probably auction it off to the highest bidder. Whoever buys the land might employ you, but these things take time, and it could be a year or three before any decision is made, you understand?”

“What of the horses and the pigs?” Adam kept up his questioning. Morris found this conversation very interesting.

“Ahh...” sighed Garnet. “Indeed, what about the farm livestock? Well, we can’t just leave them here to starve to death, can we? Let me see...” He trailed off and removed his official cap to scratch his balding head. “I have an idea. Do you know Salmon Creek Farm about ten miles from here?” He directed the question at Adam.

Adam looked out into the distance beyond the farm gate. “Is that the farm near that arched stone bridge over the Dodder River?”

“Yes, good fellow, that’s the one!” he said with a big smile. “Now that farm belongs to my brother, Mr Paul Garnet, Esquire.” The Sergeant accentuated the word ‘esquire’ to make sure everyone understood that his brother owned the farm and property. “Why don’t you take the horses down to him and he will look after them. He will put them to good use until the Crown decides what to do with them. In fact, my brother will probably give you a coin or two for your troubles.”

Adam smiled. “That sounds like a sterling idea, Sir. I will do it right away.”

“Oh, and when you see him, give him my compliments, and also mention there are some pigs here he can take, with my permission of course, if he brings his cart down here.”

Morris decided that this copper was just looking after his brother. This is clearly what is happening, he thought, and took a further dislike to the copper.

“Excellent, Sir,” said Adam, who was starting to believe farmer Garnet might just employ him and pay him. “I’ll get right on to it.”

“Now, as for you, Morris, was it?”

“Yes Sir,” Morris responded, “Morris Langbourne.”

“Well, sadly, there is nothing I can suggest you can do, so you should collect your jacket and go home. Look for another job in the morning, all right?”

“Yes, Sir.” Morris sounded sad, but actually he was pleased with this advice.

“And as for you, Miss,” he looked at Elaine and crossed his arms, “what to do with you?” He cocked his head and looked thoughtful. “Where do you live?”

“Here, Sir,” she replied quickly. “I live here now. My original home is about 20 miles north of Dublin.”

“My, you are a long way from home. I tell you what, would you mind staying here and looking after the house for three or four days, until a representative from the courts can come here to take over the homestead? After that, you could either look for another job, or make your way home.”

“I have no money, Sir. How can I go home?” Sarcasm edged into her voice. “Will someone pay me to stay here until this court man arrives?”

“This will be something you will have to discuss with the court representative,” the Sergeant decided, passing the problem onto someone else. “However, it may come to pass that the court representative may want you to remain longer, in which case you will be paid by the courts.”

“Oh, alright,” Elaine replied, unconvinced.

“Right-oh, then, that’s all settled,” concluded Sergeant Garnet with a big smile, and turned towards his bicycle. He stopped, looked back at them and said, “You are very lucky I didn’t find you guilty of a murder. Very lucky indeed. Do you understand?”

All three former employees of the late Mr O’Connor nodded vigorously.

The three youngsters stood transfixed as they watched Sergeant Garnet cycle out of view.

“I’m going down to the stables to collect the horses,” Adam announced. “I don’t want to get there after dark. I’m sure we will see each other around town again.”

“Good luck,” Elaine bid him farewell.

“Yes, good luck,” repeated Morris as he also waved a farewell to Adam.

“Don’t worry, you two,” said Adam as he started off in the direction of the stables. “Things will come right; they always do.” Then he was off at a trot towards the stables.

Elaine and Morris stood alone under the miserable grey sky that so well reflected their mood.

A slight drizzle began to fall, and Elaine broke the silence.

“Come on, Morris, you’ve had a bad day. Come inside, and I’ll make you a cup of hot tea before you go. You’ll catch your death if you don’t warm up quick.”

“What, inside the house?”

“Why not? The Governor is dead,” she said, with a shrug of her shoulders. “Who’s to know? It looks like I’m in charge of the house at this moment in time.” She laughed at the irony of it, and turned and walked towards the house.

“All right,” agreed Morris hesitantly, then furtively looked around to see if anyone was watching.

Elaine walked in through the small front door and disappeared into the gloom. As Morris approached the house he looked it over. None of the window and door frames were level, and the roof sagged with age. The house was constructed of wood, and it was so old the timbers had weathered to a deathly grey, mirroring the skies. He had not noticed that before, but what had just happened here seemed to enhance the morbid atmosphere. Everything seemed terrible today. He had seen his first dead body, and he had been arrested for the murder of it. He had been interrogated by a rather suspicious policeman, and he had seen the only two people who could have offered him some support get arrested too. Morris had been made to stand in the icy cold wind and drizzling rain for ages in only his shirtsleeves, and he had lost his job after working for three months without pay. He would have thought he would be ready to burst into tears, but found his emotions turning to anger instead. Because the entire day had been so surreal, he checked his anger, and then became confused about how he should feel.

Morris was hesitant to walk into the house. This was something someone in Ireland, in his circumstances, never did. He was scared, that’s what it was, and wondered if he should just walk home now and leave it all behind him. He was about to turn around when Elaine’s muffled voice rang out from the dark interior.

“Hurry up. Morris, you’re letting the cold in.”

He sighed, glanced over his shoulder to check once more that no one was watching, then hesitantly walked over to the grey wooden door, closing it as he went through. The interior was not as dark as it looked from outside, but was still gloomy. There was a short passage from the front door leading to the living area of the house. On each side of the passage was a door. As Morris walked past the open doors he looked inside. The room on the right was obviously the Governor’s bedroom. It had a small bed that looked as if it was in urgent need of replacing or repair, and a chest of drawers, some of which were open, and old, grimy clothing seemed to be escaping the intended confinement. The room on the left was a storeroom, or perhaps a pantry, containing mostly dry food and spices along with a few tools.

As Morris walked into the main living area, he saw Elaine working by the fire and boiling water in a copper kettle. The living area was not that big, and he noticed another open door just beyond her. In the room behind that door was an even smaller bed but this was neatly made. He assumed that must be Elaine’s bedroom. It was tiny, no bigger than a cupboard. In the middle of the living area was a chunky kitchen table and three rickety wooden stools. Off to the right was a darkened enclave containing a big desk and a chair. On the desk was a candelabrum made of black wrought iron where four unlit, half-burnt candles stood to attention. Morris assumed that must have been the boss’s office, as it looked very ‘official’. What finally caught Morris’ full attention, though, was the library filled with all manner of books that lined two of the walls.

Elaine caught a glimpse of Morris as she was about to pour some steaming hot brew into two enamel cups. “Come on, come in, don’t be frightened,” she smiled. “Take a seat there.” She pointed to one of the stools at the kitchen table.

Morris edged his way in, looking at the shelves filled with books. He sat down and soon noticed that it was quite warm inside. He shrugged off the horse blanket that was still draped over his shoulders. The warmth of the kitchen fire was most welcome.

“It feels strange sitting in here. It feels very strange drinking tea in the Governor’s house. A bit uncomfortable to me, Miss.”

“I’m sure it is, but never you worry your head about that, young man. The bastard is dead, and he’ll never know, will he now?” she chuckled.

“You didn’t like him either?” Morris asked.

“I hated the bastard. He was a lout and a slob. Good riddance to him, I say.” She poured tea into two large enamelware cups and added some milk and five or six heaped teaspoons of sugar into each cup, which she then stirred with a bent and dented teaspoon. When she was done she stepped over to the table, put one cup down in front of Morris and took a seat on the stool opposite him. “Drink up, it will warm you.”

“Thank you, Miss.” Morris picked up the mug and took a small sip. He winced.

“Too hot for you? Be careful, laddie.”

“It’s great, thanks, Miss,” he said. “It’s a bit hot and very sweet. Thank you.” He took a bigger sip and swallowed noisily.

“You’re not used to sugar, are you?” she giggled.

“No, we are too poor to buy sugar. But it is nice, thank you.” Morris was very grateful for the tea and the sweetness. It seared through his veins and made him feel a lot better.

“Well, this is on the Governor,” Elaine said with another quiet chuckle, and lifted her cup in the direction of the empty bedroom near the front door in a pretence of appreciation for the deceased man’s generosity.

“What are you going to do now, Miss?”

“I don’t know. I’ll stay here as long as the food lasts, which will be about three or four days by my reckoning. If the government people don’t arrive before the food is finished, I’m packing my things and leaving. I need to earn some money. I can’t live on fresh air, you know.”

“I know. I’m actually quite angry that he made us work for so long without paying us. If I were a boss I would never do that to my staff. It’s a terrible thing to do. He could at least have been honest and told us that he had run out of money. Then we would have had the chance to find another job which would pay.” Morris looked into Elaine’s eyes, searching for agreement.

“Like I said, young man, he was an evil bastard. Always thought of himself first. Good riddance.”

“Now that I think of it, I should have seen it coming. He always shouted at me for doing something wrong, telling me he was docking my pay. You know, he even said I owed him money.”

“May that be a good lesson for you in future, Morris.”

They sipped the welcome tea in silence for a while. Morris looked around the room, studying every detail. His gaze finally fixed on the library of books in the office. “He had a lot of books,” Morris commented aloud.

“Can you read?” Elaine asked.

“Yes,” acknowledged Morris casually. “My father taught us to read. He is a good teacher. I enjoy reading books.”

“You are very lucky then. Many people around these parts cannot read or write. I wish I could read,” she added sadly.

“Learning to read is very easy, Miss. So is learning to speak another language. I know how to speak three languages already,” Morris said without thinking, then instantly regretted saying that. He cursed himself for letting that slip. He could speak English, Polish and Hebrew, although not well. “Do you mind if I look at some of the books?” Morris quickly changed the subject.

“Oh no, you can’t go in there, that room is out of bounds, even to me.” Then she laughed out loud. “Heavens, the bastard is dead. Just listen to me, will you? Help yourself.” She gestured towards the library and laughed some more.

Morris smiled back at her, then stood up slowly and walked into the enclave that was the office. “It’s a bit dark in here, have you got a match for these candles?” he asked pointing to the candelabrum.

“Here!” she called as she dug into the pocket of her apron and tossed him a box of matches. Morris caught it with ease. “I’m not coming in there if you don’t mind. I went in once and he beat me to within an inch of my life.”

“He beat you?” Morris asked in surprise.

“Oh yes. Like I said, he was an evil bastard. You have no idea how bad he was.”

“So what made you stay? Why didn’t you leave here?”

“Oh, it was the money, I guess. Also, if I did the right thing, he left me alone. Plus I have no friends or family in the area.”

“You’re crazy, Miss,” was all Morris could say. He lit the four candles in the candelabrum, illuminating the room slightly, and then he turned his attention to the books on the shelves. There was no real order to them, a total mix of subjects. The authors were not in alphabetical order, nor were the titles. The only form of order he could see was that the bigger books were on the lower shelves and the higher up he looked, the smaller the books became.

“So, what do you see? Do they look interesting?” Elaine asked.

“No, they seem like a big mix of subjects. This one,” he said, pointing to a book at around eye level, “is about farming pigs. This one is about some military army somewhere; I have never heard of this country. Oh, this one is a story about a dog. I know this story,” Morris exclaimed excitedly, reaching up and pulling the book off the shelf.

“Please read me some of it,” Elaine asked from behind the teacup she was cradling between the palms of her hands, enjoying the warmth it provided.

Morris looked at the cover. It was a hardback, and there was a cute illustration of a shepherd’s dog tending some sheep on a hill. He sat down in the Governor’s chair and pulled the candelabrum closer to him so he could see what he was reading. He turned to page one and started reading. Elaine was enthralled to have a story from a book read to her, and Morris read easily and well. She realised that he was actually a very clever boy for his age.

Halfway through the first chapter Morris turned the page, and suddenly faltered.

“What’s wrong?” asked Elaine, curious as to why he had stopped.

“Oh, sorry, I just lost my place.” Nestled between the pages that Morris had just flipped over was a one-pound note. Money. A whole pound! Morris tilted the book slightly so that Elaine could see neither the text nor the currency and continued reading, but now he faltered several times and had to repeat himself as his attention turned from the written words before him to the one-pound note. He decided there and then that he was going to keep this note. He was determined to take at least something away with him; after all, O’Connor owed him a lot, and not just in money!

He looked up at Elaine to apologise for the erratic reading, and saw she was busy picking some fluff off her sleeve. In one smooth movement, Morris slipped the note from the book and into his trouser pocket. He was effectively stealing now; his heart was pounding, and he felt a thin coat of cool perspiration flush in his armpits. Elaine seemed to have noticed nothing so, taking a deep breath, Morris carried on reading, feeling a bit confused by his uncharacteristic actions, but at the same time, quietly pleased with his find. When he reached the end of the page, he flipped it over, and, to his absolute surprise, there was another one-pound note waiting for him. Flustered and excited with his secret find, Morris realised that even a non-reader would find his reading abilities very poor.

“I’m sorry, Miss,” Morris excused himself, “it’s hard for me to read and talk at the same time. It’s quite complicated, and my brain is getting tired.” 

“Oh, never you worry, young man,” Elaine said with a smile. “I have enjoyed what you have read to me so far. In any case, this tea is going right through me, and I need to nip out to spend a penny,” she said with a smile, standing up and putting on a woollen jumper. “You stay here and read quietly to yourself. I’ll make you another hot tea when I get back if you would like.”

“Oh yes, please. The tea you made was the best I have ever tasted,” said Morris, attempting to flatter her.

“I shan’t be long now,” she said, smiling at his compliment. She felt good that someone would notice her kind and nurturing instincts. It had been a while. She liked this boy, even though he was in need of a bath.

As soon as she had walked out of the room Morris hurriedly shoved the second note into his pocket, then flicked to the next page. There it was, another note! He was elated. But instead of greedily snatching the third note, he bent the pages over and let them race past his thumb, causing them to blow a gentle breeze in his face and ruffling his unkempt fringe. There, between the blur of the pages ripping past his face, was the blur of one-pound notes. There were lots of them. Morris’ heart skipped a beat. He picked up the book by its covers and shook it; all the cash trapped between the pages tumbled out onto the table. By now his fingers were trembling. He had never seen so many one-pound notes. As carefully as he could, he laid the book down, gathered up the notes, folded them neatly and quickly, and put them in his pocket, all the time watching to see if Elaine was returning. Once he had the cash safely hidden in his trouser pocket, he picked up the book again and pretended to read. There was no possibility of reading now, though. His mind was on the small fortune he had just found. Was it enough to make up for the three months he had not been paid? Was it more? Surely it was more! His mind was in turmoil.

Suddenly his mind stopped dead. Still holding the book in front of him as if he was reading, he stared right through the pages, unmoving, as if hypnotised by a magic spell. Just what was all this money doing in this book? he asked himself. He tore his gaze from the depths of the book and looked up at the hundreds of books surrounding him on the shelves on the two walls. He stared at them in silence as his mind raced. Even his heart seemed to stop to allow his mind to think uninterrupted.

“Do you think this bastard was hiding his money in the books?” Morris said slowly, aloud to himself.

Like a horse that had been whipped on the rump with a thin willow branch, Morris leapt from the chair and ran to the window that looked out to the outhouse. Elaine had just entered the pokey little building and closed the door behind her. Morris bolted back to the library and pulled out the book that stood beside the one he had extracted earlier. With trembling hands he ran the pages past his thumb, watching the blur of the pages as they whizzed past him. But his spirits were dampened; there was nothing but print on the pages. He replaced the book and took the next book on the shelf. Again nothing. He went for a third book, and bingo, the black and white pages were filled with a blur of purplish-greenish one-pound notes. Morris’ heart leapt; he had found a secret treasure. A fortune!

Without wasting a moment Morris shook the book out over the desk and let the pages release their valuable prisoners. He didn’t even gather up the cash, instead deciding to save precious time and find the next treasure-laden book. Slipping the empty book back into its place on the shelf, he dashed back to the window. The coast was still clear; Elaine was still locked in the outhouse. He ran back and went through the next book, and the next. Every third or fourth book contained the treasure he was looking for, and, after relieving each book of its captive bank notes, he ran back to the window and checked on Elaine’s absence. After the sixth book, Elaine emerged from the outhouse and casually started walking back to the homestead.

Morris dashed back to the desk and gathered up all the one-pound notes lying on it. He was frantic and his fingers were trembling badly. He struggled to get the notes to behave and fall into line with each other. At any second he expected to hear the front door creak open, and when he heard that, he knew, he only had one or two seconds to compose himself before Elaine walked into the room. He was desperately trying to get the cash neatly folded and crammed into his trouser pockets. In what seemed to take an eternity he finally slipped the last of the notes into his pocket, just as Elaine opened the front door. He picked up the book he was originally reading to her and composed himself, pretending to read with absorption.

“You enjoying the book, young Morris?” Elaine asked as she stepped lightly into the room.

“Yes, thanks. Very much,” Morris replied, forcing the friendliest smile he could muster.

“My, you are sweating. Is it too hot in here? Shall I open a window?” Morris noticed he had broken into a nervous sweat, and the moisture on his clothing was chilling. “Uh,” Morris stammered; he was at a loss for words.

“Uh, no, I’m fine, thanks. I think I am used to being outside in the cold, and I’m still adjusting to the warmth of this lovely fire. I’ll be fine in a minute or two,” he said, hoping she wouldn’t open a window or he would certainly freeze to death.

“Alright,” she said, accepting his reasoning. “Well, let me make you that cup of tea. Actually, now that I think about it, how would you like some beef stew?”

“Beef stew!” Morris exclaimed, sitting bolt upright and genuinely smiling at the thought.

“I thought so,” Elaine smiled. “When was the last time you had a full belly?”

“Oh, it’s been a while, Miss,” Morris admitted.

“I have some left over from last night; I’ll heat it up in the pot for us.”

Morris couldn’t believe his luck. His day was getting better with every passing moment. He was caught in a conundrum - he really wanted to stay in the homestead and receive all this wonderful attention and friendship from Elaine, but he also wanted to leave so as to hide the fortune he had just relieved the dear departed governor of. He wanted to count the money, to feel it in his hands, to touch it and make it a reality. He had an idea.

“Miss, while you heat up the food, would you mind if I run down to the pigpens and fetch my jacket? The coppers didn’t allow me to get it; they just handcuffed me and brought me up here. I’ll need it to go home later, and if I don’t have it when I get home my father will be furious.”

The thought of anyone being nasty to this lovely boy appalled her. Her eyes widened in horror when Morris mentioned the trouble he might get into, not knowing Reuben would never lift a finger to hurt his son.

“Of course, laddie. You go and do that. By the time you get back here I’ll have a hot meal prepared for you, along with a nice hot cup of tea.” She was smiling like a loving and caring mother.

Morris was really starting to like this lady. How she could ever have worked for O’Connor, and remained working for him for so many years, confounded him. She was quite special, he thought.

He stood up to leave, and became acutely aware that his pockets were bulging. Not only that, but he began to think that the money might jump out of his pocket and on to the floor shouting, “He’s stealing us, he’s stealing us!” What would Elaine have to say about that? Fear began to take over, and beads of sweat were starting to form on his forehead. Morris looked around in desperation and saw the horse blanket. He grabbed it and flung it over his shoulders, making sure his pockets were covered, then, hastily and with the best smile he could muster, headed for the door. “I’ll be back as quickly as I can,” he said, almost breaking into a run.

“Take your time, laddie, I’m not going anywhere,” she laughed.

Morris ran towards the pig pens rather awkwardly, holding on to the blanket, constantly putting his hands into his pockets to make sure the money stayed where it was supposed to. He was terrified it might fall out. He also feared that Elaine might start to suspect something. He told himself to calm down. It was not easy.

His jacket was where he had left it hanging at the pens. The pigs seemed mercifully uninterested in seeing him, and the place had an overwhelming feeling of loneliness. Morris picked up his jacket and shrugged into it. He looked around and saw no one. He actually doubted there was human life anywhere near him, and he suddenly felt very isolated and vulnerable; his last experience here was the act of being arrested. A shiver went up his spine, and he felt the urge to relieve himself. His bladder was certainly very full. He walked behind a shrub about the same height as himself and started to pee, constantly looking around and over his shoulder to see if anyone was watching. Deciding he was well concealed, and had a good reason to be where he was, and was even leaving evidence to show what he was doing there if anyone such as a corrupt and nasty copper might ask, he carefully removed the money from his trouser pockets and placed the notes evenly in all the pockets that his jacket offered. Although he decided not to count the money now, he was certain there was a small fortune there. By the time he had relieved himself the money transfer was complete. The problem was that the two outer pockets of his jacket bulged open slightly, and if anyone happened to glance at them, they might see the evidence of his nefarious actions.

Lying on the ground near the pig enclosure was a discarded piece of paper originally used to package feed for the pigs. Morris picked it up and tore off two pieces that he folded over the cash, making sure the money was now concealed. This should do the trick, he thought, and started a slow jog back up to the homestead, not even looking back at the pigs. He never wanted to see this place again, but he did want to come back to the homestead tomorrow to look for more treasure hidden in the pages of all those books. He needed to devise a plan to get back, and this planning occupied his thoughts as he ran.

Morris entered the inner sanctum of the homestead to be greeted by the most welcome aroma of a hearty beef stew. He instantly began to salivate. He had not realised how hungry he was. Bloomy, as much as she tried her best to look after the family, simply could not cook a meal with such flavour. Mind you, in her defence, she didn’t have much in the way of ingredients and spices to work with.

“Heavens above!” exclaimed Morris with the biggest smile of his life, “this smells wonderful.”

“Why, thank you, young man,” beamed Elaine. She served up a generous portion of the most delicious stew Morris had ever tasted. She ate with him, enjoying his company even though he was just a young teenager. Morris, on the other hand, could not help stealing quick glances at the bookshelf whenever she was not looking in his direction. He wondered what the value of the treasures that lay hidden between the pages of all those books could be.

“Elaine?” Morris asked as sweetly as he could, calling her by her name for the first time.

“Yes, laddie?” she replied as she spooned the last scraping of gravy from her bowl into her mouth. A smear of gravy had attached itself to the corner of her thin lips, and he couldn’t take his eyes off it for a moment. She must have noticed as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, forcing Morris to concentrate again.

“My brother, David, loves reading more than I do. He would find the Governor’s collection of books fascinating. Would you mind if I came back tomorrow with David to show him the library and read some more books before the Government people arrive and maybe take them away?”

Elaine stole a glance at the books. “Sure, why not, young Morris. Rather you get some enjoyment out of them than some government official,” she said. Her eyes lit up. “And I’d enjoy your company for another day. Heavens, when the Governor was around my days were terrible, and when he was not, they were lonely. And I’d like to meet your brother too. Yes, that would be very nice.”

Morris spent the rest of the afternoon chatting to Elaine, strengthening their friendship to ensure she didn’t change her mind about his return the next day with David. He asked her questions about herself, where she had grown up, where she had travelled to, her family, and anything else he could think about to keep her talking and thinking he was interested in her life, which he actually was, he decided. She lapped it up like a thirsty kitten in front of a saucer of milk. On two occasions he managed to wander back into the enclave and lever a book out of its resting place on a shelf, pretending to be interested in the title, flicking through the pages and then returning it to the shelf in the most relaxed and nonchalant way he could. His nerves were strung out when he did this but he tried very hard to control himself. After the third book he started relaxing and moving in a more relaxed way. Of the seven books he inspected, two had money stashed between the pages. His heart leapt when he saw the blur of bluish notes flash before his eyes. Carefully he noted the titles of the books that contained the elusive treasures, and, as naturally as possible, he slipped the book back into its nesting place on the shelf.

At around the time he would normally go home, just as the light was fading, Morris bid Elaine farewell. She was sad to see him go as he had been such a welcome break from her pitiful life. Even though he was such a young lad, he made her feel important and interesting. She needed that. As she watched Morris trot around the tree line that marked the edge of the road to the farm, she turned and slowly walked in through the front door to spend what she hoped would be her last night alone in the homestead. She knew she would have to move on soon, and there was no reason to wait too long in this godforsaken place. She was not happy with her lot in life, but felt a light had been turned on somewhere in the darkness of her heart.




















CHAPTER SIX

The Secret
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Morris trotted to the rickety gates of the farm road where it met the dusty lane that led into the village. He looked back over his shoulder, and Elaine was walking back into the homestead. Immediately Morris put his hands into his pockets to ensure the bulging folds of notes were safely in place, and then picked up his pace to a run. He was hoping to see David on his run home too, but today their timing was out, and he didn’t see him. Morris ran for home as fast as he could. All the calm, careful thinking and control he had exercised during the day had left him now, and he needed to get home as quickly as possible.

By the time he arrived Morris was out of breath and panting. He had run a lot faster and harder than he realised, and as he bounded through the front door of his father’s home, he startled Bloomy, who let out a sharp cry.

“Morris!” she scolded. “Calm down, boy, I nearly dropped the dinner pot!”

The entire family was home, including David, and they all stared at Morris in surprise.

“I… I…” Morris was stammering; he couldn’t find the words he needed. He was fighting with so many emotions, and he needed to say so much, but he didn’t know what words he needed to use, or what to say. His world was overtaking him!

“Calm down, son,” Reuben commanded in a firm but soothing voice, “calm down. What happened?”

“I… We… I…”

Realising something was not right Reuben quickly stood up and walked over to Morris, putting a firm arm around his shoulders. He led him to a chair at the kitchen table. “It’s alright, son, calm down. Come, sit. Helena,” he looked at her with a quick nod, “please get Morris a mug of water.”

Helena filled a tin cup with water from an enamel pitcher on the table and gave it to Morris. “Here, drink this,” she instructed. Morris obliged, downing the cold liquid in large gulps. It was then that he noticed that his brothers had gathered around and everyone was staring at him as if he didn’t belong there.

“Father,” he exclaimed, “Mr O’Connor was killed at the farm today, and the coppers came and arrested me because they thought I did it.”

For a brief moment there was stunned silence as everyone in the family tried to digest what Morris had just said, but then the silence erupted into a spontaneous, raucous barrage of questioning.

Reuben took control and held his hands in the air, signalling everyone to stop. “Quiet everyone, quiet!” he demanded loudly and firmly. He was instantly obeyed. Once calm had been restored to the small cottage, Reuben continued.

“Morris,” he continued calmly, “what are you telling us?”

Morris took a deep breath and related the day’s events as best as he could. When he got to the point where Sergeant Garnett arrested the other two staff members, Reuben cut in.

“This is insane! I cannot believe what you are telling me, Morris. Are you telling me the truth, son?”

“Yes, yes, Father,” Morris asserted excitedly. “What is more unbelievable, though, Father, is that our Lord God in heaven was watching over me, and He came to save me from these terrible policemen.”

“How is that?” Reuben asked incredulously.

“It was then that I looked up to the heavens to pray to God for His help, and behold, hanging from the latch from the upstairs door of the barn I saw Mr O’Connor’s hat.”

“His hat?” questioned Bloomy, totally confused now.

“Yes, can’t you see? After shouting at me for being late, and after I left to go down to the pig pens for punishment, Mr O’Connor went upstairs to close the loft door because it was windy and the door was banging around in the wind. He must have bent down to pick something up off the floor, or something like that, and the wind slammed the door shut with the latch hitting him fair and square on the top of his head and piercing his skull. I think he was killed instantly,” Morris slipped in. “Then, because the door hit him so hard and killed him, his cap was stuck to the metal latch. O’Connor fell forward, out of the loft, and onto the ground below. If I had not looked up into the heavens to ask God for His help, none of us would have noticed that. Who knows how long I would have been locked up in the stocks? And perhaps they would have hung me for murder before anyone ever found that cap stuck up there.”

A chill ran down Reuben’s spine at the thought.

“So you see, Father, our Lord God Almighty was watching over me,” Morris concluded, looking up at the ceiling, hoping that the Lord heard his thanks and admiration.

“Morris,” Reuben said after a moment’s silence to allow this all to sink in, “indeed, the Lord God Almighty was looking after you today. We shall go to the synagogue tomorrow and see the Rabbi and give thanks to the Almighty.”

For the rest of the evening, Morris was cross-examined by his inquisitive family. Never before had their family experienced so much excitement and drama, and he was the centre of all attention. Reuben, on the other hand, listened quietly as he sat on his bed praying and giving grateful thanks for the life of his son and his family. Eventually, it became late, and Bloomy started the bedtime procedures. Sleep was hard to come by for all but the two youngest brothers, but ultimately everyone was sleeping peacefully.

All, that is, except for Morris. He was sitting on his bed waiting to hear the steady and deep breathing all around him. When he was sure that all were truly asleep, he went over to David’s bed and prodded him hard to wake him up. As usual, David woke up slowly and took a while to register that Morris was by his side.

“I want to talk to you, David,” Morris whispered.

“What is it?” he answered groggily as he surfaced into consciousness.

“There is something I did not tell anyone tonight, and I’m going to tell you, but you must promise that you will not tell a soul.”

“I promise,” David whispered into the darkness, wide-awake now. “After the coffin was taken away and the coppers had left, Elaine took me inside the house and made me some hot tea.”

“You went inside his house?” David asked aloud and sat up on his mattress.

“Shh..!” Morris scolded. “Yes, it was cold, and I was wet, so she asked me to come in and get warm. But that’s not what I wanted to tell you. I found where the Governor hid all his money.”

There was a deathly silence from the darkness where David sat. “I thought he didn’t have any money,” he whispered.

“That’s the weirdest thing. He told everyone he had no money, and he didn’t pay his staff properly – look at me, no pay for three months, just promises that when the money for the crops came in he would pay me. He was a liar. He was a bastard!” Morris hissed, anger escaping through his gritted teeth.

“Where was he hiding it?”

“He has hundreds of books on a bookshelf, and he has hidden his money between the pages of some of the books.”

For a moment David wasn’t sure if the day’s events had gotten to Morris, but then cautiously decided he should believe his brother – he was no fool.

“You’re being serious?” he asked.

“Yes, here, feel this.” Morris reached and found David’s hand in the darkness and then pushed a wad of paper notes into his grasp.

“What is it?” David asked.

“Money! One-pound notes!” he whispered excitedly.

David felt the notes and ran them through his fingers. He even held them up to his nose and sniffed them. He was holding a lot of cash in his hands if what Morris told him was true.

“Hold on, this is real money?” David needed more confirmation.

“Yes, lots of it.”

“You stole this from his house?” David was perplexed by all that he was dealing with here.

Morris took the money back. “No,” he replied obdurately, “I don’t believe I stole it.”

“Of course you did, but I don’t blame you.”

“No, let me tell you why. The copper told me that the boss had no relatives, no children, no one; he was the last in the line of his family. Once his death is registered with the Deaths Office, which is somewhere in Dublin, I think, if there is no one to leave his belongings to it becomes the property of the government. And in any case, even if he did have relatives I don’t care, he owes me the money, and I’m taking it.”

“Well, that being the case, if he doesn’t have any relatives, you could be right, I suppose,” David agreed. He had a very distinctive way of speaking, and even in the dark he sounded authoritative and older than his years. Even Morris regarded him as a very clever person and respected his opinion.

“The way I understand it, right now, at this moment in time, O’Connor is dead, so he doesn’t own the money or anything he has. He is dead,” Morris emphasised. “The coppers have not put in the report of his death yet, which I think they will do tomorrow or the next day. I heard Sergeant Garnet and Dr Williams talking about that, so, until they do that, officially he is not dead, therefore his property, including the money, belongs to nobody, not even the government, at this exact moment in time.”

David was silent for a moment. “That makes sense to me.”

“So I ‘found’ the money, I didn’t steal it. And they say ‘finders, keepers’, don’t they?”

“Yes, true,” David had to admit. “I have also heard that possession is nine-tenths of the law.” He smiled in the dark, even though Morris could not see him.

“And, in any case, O’Connor owed me lots of pay, and he was a bastard and a thief and a liar, so I don’t feel bad that I ‘found’ his money.”

“Something tells me you have stolen this money, but what you say also makes sense.”

“No, I don’t agree with you. If God hadn’t been watching over me today, why would he point me in the direction of the money and show me how to find it? I don’t think I am stealing. The money belongs to nobody right now.”

“I should argue that one too, but I don’t know how to, or if I want to. Alright, brother, I see your point now. I am comfortable that, at this moment, the money belongs to whoever finds it.”

“But David, there is more money there. Lots more. I have seen it with my own eyes.”

“So why didn’t you take it?” David asked.

“Because Elaine was watching, and I didn’t want her to see. If she had seen me find it, she would have taken it all. She is older than me and, well, I just know she would not have shared it. I have a plan to search for more, but I need your help. Tomorrow morning we need to go back there.”

“Hold on; I have to go to the foundry in the morning!” David objected.

“No, you’re not going back to work tomorrow, and if this plan of mine works out, you will never be going back there again.” Morris was determined, there was no mistaking that.

“All right, so what is your plan?” David succumbed without further argument.

“We are going to get as much of O’Connor’s money as we can, and then you and I are going to the south of Africa, just like we spoke about a while back. We have to get out of here and make a new life for ourselves. We will get nowhere if we stay here with Father. We will either die from the cold, hunger or both. Father has lost his will to provide for us. He spends too much time at the synagogue praying for work. He will never get any work like that. The time has come, brother. We shall leave in the next day or two.”

“What?” David said aloud in surprise but quickly stifled his words, covering his mouth with his hands.

“Now is the time. Are you coming with me?” Morris asked.

“Well, yes, of course.” David agreed instantly, not realising that Morris had just planned out a major part of his future on his behalf.

“I have already thought out a plan. Tomorrow we see how much of the money we can take. We only have one day. Once the government registers him as dead then I feel we can’t take any more money; then it truly would be stealing. Not that I care,” Morris added. “Once we have counted the money I will know how to make our escape from this dreadful place. I think we will leave here in two days’ time.”

David thought about this for a moment and decided that Morris was right, now was the time. “Alright,” he agreed. “Let’s do it. What must I do tomorrow?”

“It is very simple,” Morris whispered seriously. “I have told Elaine that you enjoy reading, which is true, is it not?”

“Yes.” David was desperate to read books that were not religiously orientated.

“I have asked her if we could go there tomorrow and read some of the Governor’s books before the government comes around to take his stuff. She is very happy for us to do that. Poor girl is very lonely, and I think she would enjoy our company. But while we are there reading the books, one of us needs to distract her so that we can slip the money into our pockets.”

“Are you sure this will work?”

“Yes,” said Morris quickly. “It must work. Anyhow, she is a great cook, and she might even prepare a meal for us. She is really a kind-hearted person. She has had a lot of hardships in her life. You will like her. Ask her to show you around the farm, and I’ll try to get as much money as I can.”

“How much money is there?”

“I haven’t a clue, but I think there must be hundreds of pounds hiding in those books.”

“Hundreds?” David nearly shouted out. “Are you sure?”

“I can’t be sure. I have already seen three or four books with money in them. I couldn’t check all the books without catching Elaine’s attention. That’s why you and I have to find ways to get her out of the house in order to check the books.”

“What an evil bastard,” David said quietly. “He had the cheek to plead poverty and hardship and not pay his staff? Evil bastard. I’m with you, Morris, let us go there and ‘find’ all that we can.”

“Good,” said Morris coolly. “Now get some sleep. I will tell you more on the way there in the morning. Just tell Father you are going to work as you normally do and I’ll tell him I’m going to follow you there to see if I can find a job at the foundry.”

With that Morris slipped back into the darkness and onto his mattress. It was many hours before either of the brothers were breathing deeply in the comfort and warmth of their blankets.




















CHAPTER SEVEN

Treasure!




[image: Image]




Morris and David were the first to wake in the family; the excitement of what this new day might bring couldn’t keep them in bed for long. Morris had emptied his jacket pockets during the night and hidden the money under his mattress. He had counted the notes in the darkness before he went to sleep and he had £28, several times more than he could have earned in the three months he had not been paid.

The planning of how he was going to extract as much money as he could from O’Connor’s library, and how he and David were going to leave Ireland for the south of that dark, mysterious continent, had plagued his thoughts with both fear and excitement before he went to sleep. Now, in the early morning, those thoughts and feelings were still there; the anticipation, however, was beginning to get the upper hand. The two brothers lay huddled in their blankets, stealing knowing looks at each other from time to time, waiting for movement to be heard in the household before they got up. It was cold this day, so they were content to lie in bed for a while longer. Soon they heard Bloomy filling the pot with water and stoking up the fire. Only once they could hear the flames crackling in the hearth did they get up and enter the living area, standing with their backs to the fire as they often did.

“Good morning, boys,” Bloomy said drearily. They returned the greeting with more of a grunt than a word and stood quietly staring at Bloomy rummaging around the kitchen. They knew what breakfast they would be getting, the usual cup of unsweetened tea and some cold leftover potatoes. Morris knew he was supposed to sneak some potatoes from the farm yesterday, but in the confusion of the day’s events he had totally forgotten, and now he felt embarrassed that he had not provided for his family.

Reuben came through and sat at the table, greeting his family as he always did while he waited for the kettle to boil.

“So, what are we to do with you today, Morris?” Reuben mused.

“I will go to the foundry with David, Father. I’ll see if I can get a job there.”

David cut in quickly, “I will talk to my supervisor and see if he can help find Morris some employment.”

“Very good idea,” Bloomy said with her back to the boys as she poured hot tea into four tin mugs, which she then passed around to her family. The hot liquid was very welcome. The cold potatoes were not as welcome, but they alleviated the empty spot in their stomachs that gnawed at them constantly. Morris was not particularly hungry after the full and delicious meal he had been spoilt with the day before, but was too embarrassed to let his family know about that.

The boys went through to change into their work clothes. Morris needed fresh clothes as the dirt from the pigpens the previous day had soiled his trouser legs, and his shirt was in dire need of a wash. Morris sauntered over to David’s side of the room. “Wear clothes with as many pockets as you can,” he muttered under his breath.

Just as they were about to leave Morris had another idea. “Father, it is very cold today, and I will probably be standing in a line for most of it. My jacket is not that warm, so would you mind if I borrowed your big coat, just for today?”

“Of course, my son,” Reuben exclaimed. “Why didn’t I think of that? Here.” He went over to the side of the room where his bed was and unhitched a jacket from the string that made a temporary, but now permanent, hanging area. The coat was heavy and warm and made of black wool. It was too good for Morris, but he needed the extra pockets. “Please look after it Morris, it was a present from your dear mother, Esther.”

“Of course I will, Father. Have no fear,” Morris smiled back at him. He knew how his father treasured this coat. He shrugged into the coat and felt its comfort and security as it hung off his shoulders. As Morris was rather short in stature it hung well below his knees, but he was not concerned. He certainly looked out of place in this coat, especially as his shirt and jacket were well worn and very tacky. Looking at his son, Reuben remembered the days of their life in Poland, the days when they had money and the family wore good clothing, and always made a presentable showing in society. Years of hardships had robbed the family of this esteem.

“Thank you, Father, this is very comfortable,” Morris beamed. He was very impressed with the comfort and warmth it provided. It made him feel important. He pushed his hands down into the pockets and noted that they were very deep, and this also pleased him. As he turned to walk out the house he checked all the other pockets, even the ones inside the jacket. He was very happy with what he found.

As they walked down the road towards O’Connor’s old home, David started whispering to Morris. The occasion and subject seemed to call for a conversation in an undertone even though no one was around to hear them.

“That was a clever idea, to borrow Father’s coat. How much money do you think you are going to find in those books? Surely not enough to fill all the pockets we share?”

“Who knows? There are a lot of books there.”

“This actually scares me now, brother.”

“Don’t worry. This is the chance of a lifetime. There may be very little money left there, or there may be plenty still. I think I already have enough to pay for two tickets on a ship to Africa, but we will need money to survive once when we get there. We need to take this chance now, David. We will never get such an opportunity again.”

“You are bold, Morris,” David said. “I don’t know where you get it from.”

“Certainly not from Father!” Morris declared, sarcastically.

“Morris! Don’t be disrespectful.” David chided his brother, but was of similar sentiments so changed the subject. “So, what exactly are we going to do when we get to the house?”

“When we get there I will introduce you to Elaine. When you see the library show a lot of interest in the books. We need a system of going through the books so that you and I don’t overlap and check the same books. What I propose is this: pick up a book and flick through it. If you find any money in it, replace it on the shelf, but upside down. Elaine can’t read, so she won’t notice.”

“A smart idea, brother,” David agreed with a smile. His brother’s initiative constantly amazed him. “But, what if the title of the book is written vertically, not horizontally?”

“David, think!” Morris looked sideways at him. When David didn’t respond, he continued. “All books standing on end with vertical titles will have the bottom of the letters to the left, so if you invert the book, the title will have the base of the letters to the right.”

David thought about it for a second and then the penny dropped. “You are correct, I never thought of that. Yes, I understand,” he said.

“Every now and again, if a book is empty of money, take some time to read some of it, and show Elaine that you are interested in reading books. If all we do is flick through the pages she will become suspicious, and we don’t want that. Then, when we can distract her out of the house,” Morris continued, but was interrupted by David.

“Then we return to the upside down books, flip the money out and pocket it. Good idea, Morris. I like it. But how are we going to get her out of the house?”

“That’s going to be the hard part. I’ll leave that up to you. One way is to ask her to show you around the farm - the barns and stuff. She won’t mind doing that, I am sure. Ask her to show you what happened to O’Connor. See if you can get her to show you the pigpens. If you can do that, that would be great as they are far away and I can work without fear of being interrupted. In fact, if you can get her to the stables that should give me plenty of time to get through all the books in one go. I said there are many books, but not that many.”

“Right-oh, and you say she is a nice girl?”

“Yes, I like her. She has had a hard life like us. Even harder perhaps. Show her some care and attention. Make her feel important and liked. I’m sure she’ll like you. Remember, people like to be liked.” Morris looked up at him and smiled. “Girls like you, anyhow.”

“Oh, Morris!” David was embarrassed now, but he had to admit he never had a problem talking to girls, and actually enjoyed the company of the opposite sex. “How old is she?” he asked curiously.

“A bit older than you. But never mind that, here we are. Just relax and enjoy the day. Remember, if you are outside with Elaine and you decide to come back in, start coughing or making some sound so that I have warning and am able to hide what I find.” They had turned through the gates now and were walking up to the homestead. “Oh, and another thing, if you are inside and helping me, when you tip the money out of the books tip it on to the desk but don’t pocket the money immediately. It is quicker if you work your way through as many books as possible and then gather all the money up only once.”

“I can see the inefficiencies of the cigarette factory have taught you to use your time wisely, Brother.”

Morris didn’t respond. Instead, he was looking at the homestead for signs of life. A thin curl of smoke escaped from the chimney. “Alright, time to get to work, David.”

Elaine struggled to hide her excitement at having two lovely, well- mannered boys come to visit her. She was even more excited to know that she was free of O’Connor’s antics forever and honestly felt her life had turned a corner. She ushered them in when Morris knocked and took them through to the simple kitchen table where she poured them some tea. David didn’t sit down immediately, but wandered over to the edge of the enclave without going in and appearing to abuse his welcome, and cooed at all the books, feigning great admiration of all the literature contained on the shelves.

“See,” Morris said to Elaine with a broad smile, “David loves books. We don’t get to read many as our family is so poor. I told you he would find this library fascinating.”

“Oh, you are very welcome to read whatever you wish,” she encouraged David.

“Thank you for your kindness, Elaine. This is like a dream come true for me,” he replied. The smile of appreciation from Elaine did not go unnoticed by Morris.

David returned to the kitchen table and took a sip of tea from the cup Elaine gave him. The sweetness struck him instantly as he was not used to sugar. “Gosh!” David exclaimed with a big smile. “This tea is fantastic!”

“I thought you might enjoy something sweet in your tea.”

“I have never had sugar in my tea, ever. This is really great. Thank you, Elaine.” David smiled at her a lot, and complimented her whenever an occasion arose. Elaine was lapping up the flattery. He couldn’t contain his eagerness to investigate the library and politely asked if he could look at what books were on the shelf.

“You certainly may, David,” Elaine smiled, and Morris quickly took up the conversation to allow David some space to explore the potential treasure.

“Elaine, where did you learn to cook?”

“Oh, my grandmother looked after me for many years after my mother passed away, and she was a great cook.”

Morris held the conversation, asking Elaine more about her past and about her family, and then turned the conversation to O’Connor and what a dreadful man he was. All the while that he held her attention he stole glances at David, watching him take books off the shelf, run the pages through his fingers and replace it as though it held no interest to him. Morris noticed that he replaced the third book upside down, and the fourth, and then the fifth. At that point, he choked slightly, spluttering drops of tea on the tabletop.

“I’m sorry, Elaine,” Morris said apologetically looking for a cloth to wipe the drops of tea away. “It must have gone down the wrong way.” David looked at him and cocked an eyebrow. An indiscernible smile hooked at the corner of his lips.

Elaine picked up an old towel off the side of the wood burner and gave the table a wipe. “You silly boy,” she said with a smile. “Drink slowly now, or you’ll burn the dickens out of your tongue!”

David came back to the table with an open book in his hand and sat down. “Now this is an interesting book,” he declared.

“Why is that?” Elaine asked, focusing all her attention on David.

“It is about marine law. Those are laws that relate to ships and passage on the sea, not just by people, but for cargo as well. Did you know that if you find a vessel on the sea that is abandoned and not anchored, then you can claim it as yours?”

“I didn’t know that!” exclaimed Morris and Elaine together.

“Well, it says so here,” David went on. Elaine seemed very interested, but Morris guessed that she was far more interested in David than the book. Casually he excused himself from the table and left them talking as he returned to the library and started searching for his treasure.

And treasure there was! Many a book he replaced on the shelf upside down, and after a while he returned to the table with a book that was vaguely interesting and took over from David, who took his cue to saunter casually into the library and pick up the search from where Morris had left off. After they had each had two cups of tea, David moved on to the second set of shelves, indicating that they had reached the half-way point, when he joined his brother, book in hand, to divert Elaine’s attention while Morris resumed the library search.

“Elaine?” David asked, closing the book he was holding. “Morris told me all about what happened yesterday, but I find him a little difficult to follow. He was so excited when he got home yesterday.”

“Oh, he had every reason to be, didn’t you, Morris?” she responded. Morris nodded from behind his book in the enclave.

“May I ask you to show me where it happened?” David asked. “I also need to give my eyes a rest as they are tired from reading now.”

“For sure!” Elaine agreed with renewed excitement. “Come with me.”

“Do you mind if I stay here and read some more?” Morris asked, knowing full well what the answer would be.

“Of course, laddie. Read as much as you would like.”

As Morris heard the front door close he sprang into action. There were at least 20 books on the shelf that were stacked upside down. He snatched them one at a time and shook the money out of its literary captivity. For the most part, the notes came out freely and easily, but from some books they needed a little encouragement. This was slowing Morris down and making him nervous.

He worked on steadily, listening out for a cough or shout, some signal telling him he had only moments to gather up the money and go back to pretending to read a book. As the time dragged on, Morris became anxious and nervous, and his cold sweat started again. He was making great progress, but there was still no sign of David and Elaine.

He’s doing a good job keeping her away, he thought and kept going. In time he realised he had too much money on the table and needed to gather it up now or he would be too slow in the process if he heard them returning. The sweat on his forehead started beading as he changed tack, gathering the scattered notes together, squaring them up in small bundles and stuffing them into his father’s coat pockets, starting with the internal pockets. That job went quickly, so he soon resumed the task of attacking the books on the shelves, making sure that he replaced the inverted books correctly.

Finally, he ran out of inverted books and gathered what money was left on the table, folding the notes carefully and hiding them in his pockets. Once that was done, he returned to the task of flipping through the pages of the books they had not inspected and inverting those he found with money in them. The lower he went down the shelves, the fewer the books that contained O’Connor’s treasure appeared, until he got to the bottom shelf. Suddenly the blur of blue and green notes became red and pink! Five-pound notes! Morris’ heart fairly leapt into his throat. He couldn’t believe what he was looking at. There was a fortune hidden in just one book alone! With renewed energy and an almost uncontrollable trembling in his hands, Morris tore through the remaining books at floor level, again replacing the valuable books with their titles upside down. Once done, he ran to the window and searched for David and Elaine. Still no sign of them, so he ran back to the inverted books and started shaking the money out of the books, claiming the higher denomination notes first so that he could salvage the most that he could before he was interrupted.

After about twenty minutes, which seemed like an eternity, he had completed the task and all the money he had found was safely stored in his father’s jacket pockets. He hung his jacket on the back of O’Connor’s chair and thought to himself that he owed David a huge ‘thank you’ for doing his job so well. Morris knew they worked well as a team; often they would know what the other was thinking before even opening their mouths. He found a kitchen towel and mopped his brow, then returned to the enclave and opened a book, pretending to read, allowing himself an opportunity to calm his nerves.

Right on cue, he thought as he heard David and Elaine returning to the house, laughing and giggling. It made Morris smile that they were having a good time and he unconsciously relaxed some more. He heard David cough as planned, and, about a minute later, he heard them opening the front door, talking excitedly and laughing between themselves.

“Hello, Morris!” Elaine called out as she entered the homestead. She was in a very happy mood.

“Hello, Elaine,” Morris chirped, smiling back.

David appeared from behind her and greeted Morris. “We took a lovely walk around the farm. You didn’t do a great job cleaning the pigpens; they’re disgusting!” David jibed his brother.

“Oh David, you are so funny.” Elaine laughed and gave his arm a squeeze. Morris noticed this touch of affection and thought there was probably a bit more than a friendship developing between them. “You boys must be hungry, because I certainly am. Allow me to see what I can cook up for you.”

“Elaine is the best cook in the whole world, David,” Morris chipped in, involuntarily drawn into the joyous mood.

“Morris said yesterday that you were a good cook,” David confided.

“Wait till you see what I prepared last night,” Elaine enthused, skipping into the little storeroom opposite O’Connor’s bedroom in the passageway.

Morris pulled David aside, “I’ve done it, thanks. It’s complete.” He whispered urgently, pointing towards the enclave, “I managed to fit it all into Father’s jacket.” David simply nodded and turned to follow Elaine, who emerged with a large iron pot with a lid on top. Just the sight of the pot made the boys salivate in anticipation.

“I have a lovely chicken stew, my favourite! Now, let me get the potatoes on the boil and heat this up, and we should be ready for lunch in about an hour.”

The meal was unbelievably good. The boys had never experienced such aromatic flavours. As they sat around the table after they had eaten, the friendship and jokes and laughter continued until dusk settled in.

“Elaine, we must go home now,” Morris broke the happy moment. “Oh dear,” she sighed. “Thank you so much for coming, boys. Will I see you tomorrow?”

“I don’t know,” Morris wavered; at the same time David said, “I don’t see why not.”

“We will have to see what tomorrow brings,” Morris hedged. “I don’t want to be here when the government comes. They trouble me. Especially after what I had to go through when O’Connor died. Also, I need to start looking for a job.”

“I understand, laddie. But David, you know you would always be welcome here.”

“Thanks, Elaine.” David beamed, his eyes smiling along with his lips.

Morris placed his hands down on the table, trying to look important. “Elaine, I have had a lot of time to think on things since yesterday. You are a lovely person, and we both like you a lot. I don’t know everything you had to endure under that monster’s rule, but I can guess it was not a happy time for you, so I want to help you, and I have an idea which I would like you to think about.”

Elaine looked serious, and Morris almost detected a tear in her eyes. “What are you saying, young Morris?”

“Did O’Connor ever bring any friends here, to the homestead?”

“No, not in my time. I have never seen any of his friends. I’m not even sure he had any friends, to be honest,” she mused.

“Well, in my opinion, if O’Connor had no friends, and the coppers said he had no relatives, then this house and the farm will be taken by the government and sold at auction.” He looked over at David. “Is that how you see it, David?”

“Yes, I think that’s how it works. They told me one of the managers at the foundry bought a farm at an auction of someone who had died. He didn’t pay much for the farm, so gave up working at the foundry and became a farmer. I’m not quite sure as to how it works, but I think you are right, Morris.”

“So,” Morris paused for effect, “let us assume that this will happen, and assuming no one has ever entered this household, and therefore no one knows what’s in here,” he paused and looked David in the eye, making a point. “Then some stranger will eventually own the place for a fraction of what it is worth.”

“What are you getting at, brother?”

“Well, why shouldn’t Elaine get this place? I mean, she suffered at the hands of this vile man for, what, four years, Elaine?”

There was silence except for the crackle of embers in the fireplace. “Yes, four miserable years,” she said simply.

“Well, I think we should help you here, don’t you, David?”

David looked horrified. What was Morris thinking? How much money did he find, and how much was he going to give her to buy the place? Was he going out of his mind? Had the money already gone to his head? He stared at Morris, stupefied.

“This is my idea.” Morris continued, seemingly oblivious to his brother’s inner turmoil. He stood up, walked back into the enclave and opened the only drawer in the desk. The drawer contained a box of matches, half a burnt candle, a slightly rusted pocket knife, and a crusty well-used handkerchief, that Morris crinkled his nose at in disgust.

“What are you looking for?” asked Elaine.

“Some paper and a pen,” Morris replied.

“I doubt you’ll find any of that in this house,” Elaine told him. “He never wrote anything down.”

“That’s what I thought,” said Morris with a smile. “I don’t think he knew how to read or write.”

“He could read,” Elaine corrected him. “He often used to read his books.

“I meant, I didn’t think he could write.” Morris agreed quickly, emphasising the word ‘write’. “I really wanted a piece of paper and a pen.”

“I have a pen,” David said, warily. He reached into his inner jacket pocket and produced a fountain pen that Reuben had given him for his Bar mitzvah when he turned thirteen; a gift he cherished deeply.

“Excellent, brother!” Morris exclaimed. He then looked at all the books on the shelf and selected one. He opened it to the very last page and grinned. The last page was blank.

“What are you doing, Morris, for heaven’s sake?” David was becoming more and more agitated.

Morris didn’t respond. He went back to the desk and pulled the pocket knife out from the drawer. It had two blades tucked neatly into it, one larger than the other. The large blade was blunt and well used, obviously utilised for more than cutting paper, but the smaller blade had hardly been used and was razor sharp. Morris laid the book down and surgically sliced the last page of the book out. It was a neat and straight cut, and he was well pleased with his craftsmanship.

“Behold!” said Morris, holding up the blank page. “A piece of paper!” he continued proudly.

David and Elaine simply stared at him, not knowing what to say. They looked at each other in puzzlement, and then back at Morris. Morris came to the kitchen table and sat down again, placing the piece of paper carefully in front of David.

“Brother David,” he said, with an air of pomp and ceremony, “your writing skills are very good. Please write a letter on behalf of Mr Douglas O’Connor to this lovely lady, Elaine… what’s your surname, Elaine?”

“Witton,” she told him, still perplexed.

“To Elaine Witton,” he repeated, “and state that because she has been such a loyal and faithful servant, and because he has no close relatives, he would like to leave to her his farm and homestead in the event of his untimely demise.”

For a good while, everyone sat in total silence, the fireplace making the only noise. Finally, to Morris’ relief, David broke the silence. “Are you mad?”

“Maybe. But tell me, what have we got to lose? You have nothing right now,” he said, looking at Elaine. “I will bet my best pair of shoes that nobody will argue this letter. And if they do, what have you to lose anyhow? Why not give it a try?”

“It’s illegal,” David said dryly.

“It’s worth the risk, don’t you think?

Elaine’s response shocked the brothers. “Do it,” she said earnestly. “This will be O’Connor’s comeuppance - if it works.”

“Good!” Morris declared, with a big smile. “David, write this down carefully, and no spelling mistakes. And date this back to eleven months ago.”

 

To Whom It May Concern:

I, Douglas O’Connor, of Broken Bridge Farm in the Parish of Dublin, Ireland,

Do hereby declare that in the event of my demise, I wish to leave my farm, as noted above, including the homestead and all property within it, to

Miss Elaine Witton

As she has been a very loyal and faithful servant and companion to me.

Please respect my wishes.




Signed:




Witness:                                            Witness:

Date: 14th December 1889




“There,” David announced when he had finished. “Either you are smarter than I thought, or very stupid.”

“I’m certainly not stupid,” Morris said, feeling a little offended. “Now where it says ‘Witness’, scribble something that looks like one of those official signatures you see on documents and letters.”

David looked at Morris for a moment, then practised writing a fake signature on the palm of his left hand. Satisfied, he applied it to the document. Morris took the document from him and scribbled another obscure signature for the second witness.

David broke the silence again. “Alright, smart boy, how do you know what O’Connor’s signature looks like?”

“I don’t know what his signature looks like,” Morris said, and then holding the page firmly on the table he placed the pen at the spot where O’Connor would have needed to sign, “but I would bet my best pair of shoes that his signature looks like this…”

He held the pen firmly, and pressing hard, he drew a squiggly ‘X’. When he looked up from the document, everyone burst into laughter.




















CHAPTER EIGHT

A Time to Leave
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As the brothers walked out of the farm gate and turned right onto the wet and soggy dirt road that led home, David hissed at Morris in a loud whisper, checking over his shoulder to make sure there was no one in sight to hear him.

“Are you mad? What’s got into you, faking that document?”

“I want to help her, David. Can’t you see she also deserves a better chance in life? I want to at least try to give her that chance.”

“But now you really are breaking the law. If you get caught, you’ll go to gaol, to be sure, brother.”

“Who’s going to catch us? She will never split on us; we were only trying to help her, and so she is grateful for our concern. How will they ever trace that scribble to us? Relax. Don’t you feel good knowing that we might have helped someone?”

“I must admit I do feel good in a way,” David agreed.

“Listen, all I want to do is give someone a chance. Heaven knows we have needed a chance too. I feel good about it. If she gets the farm, then so be it and I will feel wonderful that it was you and I who helped her get a nice new life. If not, then it is not for the lack of trying. Anyhow, it is totally up to her now to decide which direction she goes in life. I have tried, and now I wash my hands of it.”

“Well, if there is any backlash from this, I will have nothing to do with it. You understand?”

“Fair enough, brother of mine. Fair enough.” Morris glanced over his shoulder again. “Here, put this in your pocket and hide it,” Morris ordered, reaching into his father’s slightly oversized jacket and removing a wad of one-pound notes, which he quickly handed to David.

David took the money, glancing nervously over his shoulder, and shoved the cash deep into one of his pockets. “Good Lord, Morris!” his strained whisper escaped loudly. “What have you found there?” Instantly the subject of Elaine evaporated into thin air.

“Here! Put this in another pocket,” Morris continued, handing his brother a second wad from another inside pocket, equally as large as the first.

“Morris!” was all David could manage as he fumbled to hide the second wad of bank notes.

“Hurry up, and stop looking over your shoulder like a criminal!” Morris cautioned him.

“My word, what have you got here? How much is this worth?”

“I don’t know; we can count it later. Here, I have more. I’m carrying too much; we need to share in case one of us is robbed.” Morris always thought ahead, a typical trait of his that his brothers admired.

“How much have you got?” David said again, filling another pocket nervously.

“Plenty. I managed to go through all the books. I have taken everything; there is not a spare penny left in that house. Thanks for keeping Elaine away for so long. What did you get up to?” he queried with a slight smile, stealing a quick glance at David.

“Oh, not much.” David started to blush and was aware of it. “She showed me around the farm, that’s all.”

“Sure, well, I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Morris said with a smile, without looking up at his brother. David was about to say something but decided it might be best to stay silent.

“I need to give you more money. You ready?” Morris asked, casually turning and looking down the road behind them.

David looked over his shoulder too. “Go ahead.” Another hurried transfer took place. “I wonder how much there is,” David mused once more.

“A couple of hundred, I would guess,” Morris estimated. “That idiot was filthy rich. Bastard!” he spat out. “How could he do that to his staff, and to me? You know, because only you and I know how rich he was when he died, the truth will never be known. That makes me angry.”

“Let it go, brother. Rightly or wrongly we have his wealth now.”

“Are you ready to leave for the south of Africa?” Morris asked his brother, who seemed lost in awe of all the riches snuggled in his pockets.

“When?” was David’s prompt response. “Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” he exclaimed. “What about Father?”

“Leave that to me. We’re leaving tomorrow,” Morris said without concern.




















CHAPTER NINE

Africa 1891
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David stood on the port side of the ship holding the rails in the fresh early morning breeze, staring out into the distance. He could make out the outline of low hills with wisps of cloud above them. The scenery had been much like this for several days now, and he was anxious to put his feet on terra firma again. They had been following the shoreline for what felt a very long time, but never seemed to get any closer to their supposed destination. It was frustrating him immensely.

The first week he and Morris had been on board the ship was terrible. They were unexpectedly sick and thought they were going to die, but after a while, they became accustomed to the movement of the ship and started to enjoy the journey. That, though, was a long time ago, and he had forgotten what day it was, even what week it was. They had been at sea for months, fighting storms, absolute calm, and then, when they rounded the Cape of Good Hope, they thought they would perish in the wild, wickedly sadistic waves that pummelled the ship relentlessly. Today the sea was calm, and, although sailing was good, he had had enough. David needed to get onto solid ground again.

Throughout the lazy afternoons on the ship both Morris and David spent countless hours talking to their fellow passengers, befriending, in particular, those who had been to the southern tip of Africa before. It was not only to soak up as much information as possible, but to help pass the hours in the days that seemed to drag and tug at every bone and muscle they had. Most of the passengers had a great deal of information to share on what was to be expected, and what to look out for; not just with the animals, insects and reptiles, but the native people as well. The brothers’ appetite for information was insatiable. They began to gain an understanding of the ‘Dark Continent’, much of it worrying and disconcerting. One of the passengers, an experienced hunter and explorer from the north of London who was returning to Africa for the third time, was of particular interest to them. His name was Anthony Robinson. A large man, handsome and with a mop of unruly black hair, he was hard to miss. His jaw line was pronounced and square, and he had a physique that stood him out from the crowd. The womenfolk on the ship constantly competed for his attention, which irked the brothers as their conversations with him were constantly interrupted by the ladies on board, but every so often they would find him alone on deck and gather around him and talk about Africa. Anthony enjoyed their company and their enthusiasm for his yarns, so he obliged them with his many stories and copious stern warnings, advice, and suggestions, often with an accompanying smile and mischievous glint in his eyes.

“Good morning, David,” Anthony said, as he walked up from behind him. “Sleep well, did you?”

“Good morning, Mr Robinson,” David replied with a friendly smile as he turned to greet him. “Indeed, exceptionally well, thank you, Sir. How about yourself?”

“Not I, I’m afraid,” responded Anthony dejectedly. “That Belgian woman kept me awake most of the night again,” he commented with a smirk and a slight wink of his eye.

David didn’t quite know how to take him sometimes, and certainly, he didn’t know how to respond to his comment. Anthony realised he had caught him off balance, so he continued genially, “Not far to go now. You see that mountain over there with the double peak?” He pointed into the distance. “A Xhosa chief has his village in the valley below. I have been there to hunt elephants once before. We are only a day away from Port Elizabeth.” He pronounced the word ‘Xhosa’ with a funny click that always amused David.

“Only a day? Oh, thank goodness,” exclaimed David with a heartfelt sigh. “I’ve had enough of this ship.”

“Oh, well, it was a good trip for me this time. The weather was not too bad, and the lady folk were remarkable and...” he paused “very obliging.”

David knew he was mocking him, and once again was not sure how to reply. “Oh, very good, Mr Robinson, that is good to hear.” He instantly regretted his reply.

“Listen, young man,” Anthony said. “You remember the things I told you and your brother, especially about how to treat and respect the native people. You treat them right, and they will treat you right. Don’t go in there thinking you are better than them, you hear? That will be your downfall. Remember, you are now in their world, they are not in yours.”

“I will remember, Sir,” David promised, “and we both really appreciate what you have taught us on this trip. I hope we will see you again somewhere in there.” He waved towards the hills and dark greenery of the African continent that lay so tantalisingly close.

“It is a massive continent, David, with very few people in it, but the chances of us running into each other are, believe it or not, very real. Yes, I am sure we will cross paths somewhere in there in the coming years. And if we do, I expect to hear that you adapted to life out here remarkably well.” Anthony smiled broadly and the scars on his left cheek, a reminder from some mysterious predator that attacked him one dark night, enhanced his rough wrinkles. David was certain the story of how he fought it off had been generously embellished, and yet he found he couldn’t be too sure.

Just then a petite young lady from Germany with flowing blond hair and aquamarine eyes greeted them.

“Good morning, Mr Robinson,” she greeted him with a beautiful smile and a thick German accent, totally ignoring David.

“Ahh, good morning to you, Mrs Oppenheimer. You are looking absolutely stunning this morning, as always. I hope you had a restful sleep,” Anthony replied jutting out his chin, his eyes and teeth sparkling in the morning sunrise.

“Oh yes, indeed I did. However, my poor husband did not fare so well last night. Must have been something he ate. He is sleeping soundly now.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” he responded, putting an arm around her wasp-like waist and leading her down the deck. “Excuse me, David,” he said as he turned and flashed a wink.

David blushed, and decided he would go back to the cabin and wake Morris with the exciting news that they were only one day away from their port of disembarkation.

Port Elizabeth, named after the late wife of the acting Governor of the Cape Colony in 1820, was a hive of activity; people shouting commands in strange languages, people walking all over the disorganised dockyard carrying sacks and boxes, or simply just walking from place to place. Not being used to so many people, Morris and David stood on the deck, observing the pandemonium in awe. They had been so keen to get off the ship, but now they were hesitant to leave its sanctity and security, even more so the people they had befriended.

“Look at all those people,” Morris whispered to David. “They have brown skins!”

“That is so strange. Have you ever seen brown people?”

“No.” Morris stared in disbelief. “I mean, they said there were black people in Africa, but I didn’t expect this.” He gestured at the unfolding scene in front of them. “They are so brown, and there are so many of them. And all those men are half naked! Look, there are hundreds of them. That man there; he is almost black!” Morris pointed to a man carrying a bale, of some commodity, larger than himself.

“Look at his muscles!” David sounded shocked. “He’s a small giant! Morris, what have we done?” Suddenly doubt flooded his whole being, and he was scared.

Morris wasn’t reassuring. “I don’t know,” he said. He was also scared, and confused. Their whole future was suddenly frightening. He didn’t know what to do now and certainly didn’t want to leave the familiarity of the ship that had been their home for almost three months. However, the decision as to whether or not to do something was taken from them when the Captain, a small man with a neatly trimmed beard, appeared behind them and put his burly hands on their shoulders, startling them both.

“Well, we are here now, gentlemen. Off you get!”

“Y...yes Sir. Thank you for bringing us here safely,” Morris stammered. He didn’t know what else to say.

“You have both been exceptional passengers,” laughed the Captain. He could tell they were apprehensive. “Anyone here to meet you? Family perhaps?”

“No, Sir, we don’t know anyone in Africa,” Morris admitted.

“All right, do you have a place to stay tonight?”

“No, Sir.” Morris looked dejected.

“Well,” the Captain sighed, “get yourselves off to Whites Road – it’s just up that road there, on the corner of Belmont Terrace, I think it is called. You’ll see an old white building called The Grand Hotel. If they have any vacancies, you should stay there for a night or two until you get your bearings. It’s not cheap, but I think you will appreciate it, being in Africa for the first time and all that. Lock your bags away; there are many thieves around the port, and then start looking for work. Don’t waste any time now, you hear?”

“Yes, Sir, thank you,” responded a very nervous David.

They stood in silence for a full minute after the Captain had walked off to bark orders at some brown men who had boarded the ship and entered the cargo hold.

Morris took a deep breath. “Come on, brother; we can’t stay here forever.” Each had a chunky black metal trunk, their entire life’s possessions locked inside - being teenagers, there weren’t many. However the trunks were fairly heavy because every inch of space within had been filled with cigarette paper, compliments of the late Douglas O’Connor, and seven crude cigarette making tools that they had modelled out of wax and cast into iron when David worked at the foundry.

The Langbourne brothers walked down the gangplank and set foot for the first time on African soil. They instinctively moved to the left a little to keep the walkway clear and stood still on a bare patch of sandy soil. David put his trunk down, then helped Morris put his down. He stamped his foot on the earth below him.

“Not only are we on firm ground again, Morris, we are now on a new continent. Africa,” he announced, amused at what he had just said. “Could this be a historic day for us?”

“Could it be a historic day for the Langbourne family?” Morris winked back.

Their confidence began to return as soon as they felt solid ground beneath their feet, and a faint aura of excitement started to seep unsteadily into their souls.

“Let’s go!” Morris declared confidently, but inside he was still very unsure of what they had got themselves into.

Although they were both short lads, David was taller than Morris and took the lead. The brothers looked very out of place in the dockyard. Before they had left Southampton for Africa, Morris wisely felt it was necessary to use some of their money to buy some quality garments - suits, ties, waistcoats and trendy leather Brogue shoes, as well as very fashionable black, felt hats. A brief argument ensued between the brothers, with David insisting it was a waste of good money and that there would be no need for such lavish and impractical clothing in Africa, but he lost the argument rather smartly, mainly because Morris reminded him that their mother would have approved. She had brought them up to be well-dressed, well-presented and above all, well-spoken.

“You will always do well in life if you are well-presented, my boys,” Esther had reminded them, just days before she passed away as they sat at her bedside one evening. “Remember what I have taught you. Remember to be kind to people, and to respect them no matter how rich or poor they may be. Always dress properly and don’t forget to comb your hair, David. People like well-presented people who speak and act properly. Always make a good first impression and then maintain that impression. Never forget that.” The brothers had had a feeling her time on earth was coming to an end, but they hadn’t wanted to accept that and had pushed the thought aside.

When they arrived in London on the way to Southampton, from where they had heard the ships for Africa departed, Morris stopped in front of a fashionable gentlemen’s clothing store. “If we are going to build a business in Africa, we need to look like we mean business,” explained Morris. “And, in any case, if we were dressed like this,” he gesticulated at David’s worn and ill-fitting trousers and threadbare jacket, “who would offer us any trust? No, we need to make a very good impression right from the start. How would you explain to someone in authority, a policeman, or bank manager, or another businessman, how we came to have so much money if we are asked? Have you thought about that?” David hadn’t.

“At least if we dress the part,” Morris continued, “we can explain the money away on a rich father, or something like that.”

This made perfect sense to David, and, in fact, he really liked the idea of dressing well, of clothing that fitted him and made him feel comfortable, and was, above all, warm. Money for good clothes was certainly not the problem. Convincing a shopkeeper to sell the boys clothing when they entered a store looking like tramps, without questioning their financial means, was the hard part. It took careful planning, and visits to several stores, buying one or two items at a time, coupled with a few white lies about their father sending them into London Town with some money to look presentable for his business in which they were to be employed. Eventually, they looked very fashionable and quite dapper, especially David, whose slightly greater height lent him an air of grace and importance.

On the ship they took note of how the upper class presented themselves, how they socialised, how they sat at a table and handled the cutlery, as well as other mannerisms of the gentle-folk, such as doffing their hats at women and their seniors when greeting them, letting ladies go first, and standing up at the table when a lady joined them. This was all very strange to them, but they soaked it all in, and enjoyed this new ‘gentry’ way of life.

Now, this was all behind them, and they were finally in Africa. The Grand Hotel was not hard to find, and it was as luxurious and opulent as the Captain had suggested. Suddenly both boys were relieved they had spent the money on a decent wardrobe before they left London. The expensive carpet muffled their footsteps on the polished wooden floor, and all over the walls hung mounted trophies of animals that hunters had proudly slain. After only three paces into the hotel foyer, the brothers stopped in their tracks and stared at their surroundings in total astonishment. Many of the animal trophies on the walls had fierce and deadly looking horns that filled the boys with not only fear but also a vague thrill of excitement. They stood in the foyer in total silence, their mouths agape, taking in the spectacle that unfolded in front of them. Morris spotted a very strange animal that looked like a horse or pack mule, but it had been painted with black and white stripes. He wondered why anyone felt it necessary to paint horses. It had beautiful eyes and eyelashes and seemed to be watching his every move.

David cleared his throat and nudged Morris. There was a lady behind the reception counter, and she was staring at the boys.

“Your first time to Africa?” she said aloud in a raspy voice. “I’ve seen that look many times before.”

This time Morris cleared his throat. “Yes, Ma’am. We are looking for lodgings. We have just arrived from Ireland.”

“Well come on over here, and don’t be afraid. Those animals won’t bite you,” she chuckled at her own joke. “So, who might you be, young man?”

“We are the Langbourne brothers, Ma’am,” Morris answered her, and both boys tipped their hats with respect. “How much is it to stay here?” Morris asked as he stepped up to the counter.

“Five shillings per room per night,” was the unflinching reply.

Morris reached into his pocket and pulled out some silver coins that he grasped in the palm of his hand. He was not going to show her that he had some pound notes in his jacket pocket. He scattered the coins on the counter, and before he could count out the shillings, she leant over and counted out five shillings, which she quickly deposited into a drawer.

“You have enough for four nights,” she said, nodding at the remaining coins on the counter. “You want to stay for four nights?”

Morris looked at David, and he returned his glance with a slight nod. “Yes, thank you, Ma’am. Four nights would do us well.”

“I am Mrs Bunting,” she introduced herself, reaching over and greedily scooping the remaining coins into her palm. She counted them out, then handed back two small coins. “Welcome to The Grand Hotel, boys,” Mrs Bunting welcomed them with a smile that showed yellowed teeth, stained by a copious nicotine intake.

Mrs Bunting, who turned out to be the Guest Relations Manager, was in her 50s and had not fared well with the African sun. Her skin had thickened, and she was laced with wrinkles. But she took a liking to the young boys and showed them to their room, and where the bathroom was down the corridor. She issued them with all the strict rules of the establishment, including how much water they could use and what time the lights had to be turned out. The rules were numerous, but to Morris and David, this was total luxury, and security! The fears and apprehensions of Africa started to fade.

Once left on their own, the brothers opened their trunks and removed the cash that was hidden amongst folds of clothing and between the pages of some books, a trick they had learnt from the late Douglas O’Connor. They searched their room and found as many nooks and crevices as they could in which to hide the money. They felt that if anyone wanted to steal their treasure, they would search their trunks while they were out, so they hid the cash under the carpet, behind the washbasin, on top of the cupboard and anywhere that seemed inconspicuous. David even found a gap in the carpentry just outside the window that concealed an envelope of cash very well, which pleased Morris. Once their safety measures were completed, they decided to venture out into the mysterious town of Port Elizabeth. Passing back through the reception area they stopped to look at the stuffed animals on the walls. They had never seen anything like this, and they studied the animals with deep fascination. Finally curiosity got the better of David and he called over to Mrs Bunting.

“Excuse me, Ma’am, why is this horse painted with black stripes?”

The manageress burst out laughing, her tar-coated lungs and throat making a raspy, hissing sound. “That, sonny boy, is a zebra. That’s how they are, plain and simple!” She started laughing again, and this time her laugh was overtaken by a fit of coughing. “You are funny.” She managed to force out the words.

David was very embarrassed, and her constant raspy laughter didn’t help. Morris came to the rescue. “Well, thank you for explaining that to us, Ma’am. But we must be off now and start looking for employment.”

“Off you go then, boys. Actually, if you find your way to the chemist on Main Street, make yourself known to the owner, Mr Johannes Smit; he’s a regular here. Tell him I sent you. He is a loyal customer of ours. He told me just yesterday he is looking for a couple of boys to help him move into his new premises. He is a very successful businessman, you know,” she said, cocking an eyebrow as if to say they ‘should’ know.

“Why, thank you, Ma’am. That is very kind of you,” Morris responded in his most polite English, heavily laced with an Irish slant.

The brothers left the comfort of the hotel and began their discovery of Port Elizabeth.




















CHAPTER TEN

Port Elizabeth
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Mr Smit was a very tall, thin man, impeccably dressed but difficult to understand. He had a very thick Afrikaans accent that the two Irish brothers struggled with. They persevered in conversation and remained very polite and respectful to the chemist owner, who took a liking to them. He spent a lot of time explaining the importance of treating customers with respect, and, if they could not help the customers, how to suggest something else to avoid them walking out of the shop empty-handed. Unfortunately, he had a very short and sharp temper and would often burst into a tirade of Afrikaans that no one could understand. Most of his outbursts were directed at his African staff, and this made people very nervous of him, especially the brothers.

It had been a month since the Langbourne boys had arrived in Southern Africa and they had now found lodgings in a small house, owned by a middle-aged lady in her late forties. She had lost her husband in a mining accident. Sonja Du Plessis had been a very attractive woman in her day but the traumatic loss of her husband, along with too much sun and cigarettes, had taken their toll on her. Her face was lined, and her hair had begun to grey, making her look a lot older than she was. Despite this, she was still attractive in her own way, and very friendly to the boys. She kept out of their way much of the time but did enjoy their infrequent company as they filled a lonely void in her life. Morris and David shared a room at the back of the house, the rent and board were cheap, and above all, the food she provided was good and wholesome.

It was a particularly warm evening as the boys walked along the dusty road to their living quarters. The sun was setting, and the sky was ablaze with hues of orange and amber close to the horizon, bleeding into magnificent shades of indigo and violet above their heads. It was as if they were looking at the world from inside a precious gemstone.

“Have you ever seen a sky as beautiful as this?” David asked, pointing off into the sunset.

“I never knew the sky and clouds could change colour, or even had colour! This truly is an amazing country.”

The boys stopped walking and stood in the short wild grass on the edge of the dirt road, staring at the majestic feat of nature that unfolded before them.

“I still find it hard to believe we are here, Morris,” David remarked. “Our lives are so different now.”

“Yes, I often think about when you and I would meet on the road on the way back from work in Ireland. We would be running to keep warm and to get out of the cold.”

“We would be wet and cold and very hungry. It seems like a lifetime ago, but really it wasn’t, was it?”

“No,” Morris said dreamily. “Although does feel like a lifetime ago,” he repeated.

They stood in silence watching the sky deepen in colour, the clouds drifting in lazy, gentle wisps, enhancing the celestial display. Morris suddenly seemed to snap out of the trance and looked at David, his mind suddenly changing gear.

“Let’s celebrate tonight, my brother,” Morris suggested, interrupting the peace and quiet of the evening. “Let us go down to The Grand Hotel and pay Mrs Bunting our respects and enjoy a top quality meal.” 

“I think that is an exceptionally grand idea, Brother Morris!” David exclaimed, trying to sound pompous, but with excitement edging his voice.

“Let us go home and change into our best before we go down there, and later we must give thanks to our Lord God Almighty for bringing us here unharmed, and for presenting us with such a wonderful life.”

“I agree,” David concurred, and they hurried back to Sonja’s home to change before going down to The Grand Hotel, where it awaited the gentlemen of the town with an air of opulence and prestige.




It was this visit to The Grand that unexpectedly put the brothers on a new course in their life’s journey. As the boys entered the lobby of The Grand Hotel, they were greeted by a sense of belonging and familiarity. This was the first time they had been back since moving to their new lodgings a month prior, and the welcome they felt was intoxicating. What hit them first was the mouldy smell of the carpets and mounted animal trophies attached to the walls. The musty aroma of ageing books in the hotel’s library, just to the right of the reception desk as they walked past, added to the grandeur of the establishment. Then some of the African staff recognised and greeted them with nods and silent smiles that shone from the depths of their hearts. In the four days that they had resided at The Grand Hotel, they had become friendly with some of the staff. They remembered their names, joked with them, and bombarded them with questions about Africa. It was obvious they had made an impression.

On this evening an exciting buzz emanated from the dining and bar areas. There was a low hubbub of male voices punctuated by outbursts of jolly laughter. After returning the silent greetings from the staff with similar nods and smiles, the brothers walked over to where the people were congregated and entered the dining hall. They were greeted by the sight of about thirty gentlemen, some gathered in groups by the bar sipping on beers or whiskey beneath a framed portrait of Queen Victoria, and others seated enjoying a scrumptious dinner. Every seat at the tables was taken, and the tables were decked out in the finest silverware and crystal glasses as was the custom in this establishment, fit for patrons dressed in fine suits and evening attire. During the few days in which the brothers had resided in the hotel, they had never seen the dining room so jam-packed with people.

There was a brief drop in the conversation volume as the boys entered the room and many eyes turned to study them, but within moments the volume returned to where it had been, and the hubbub continued uninterrupted. The room was decadent in all its glory and gently lit by a number of candles quietly dripping molten wax in wrought iron chandeliers. Almost everyone was smoking, and the smoke from the cigarettes and cigars filled the room with an important, yet relaxed, ambience.

“I hope Mr Smit is not here tonight,” David commented as they walked over to the bar counter, taking in all the new faces around them. 

“Agreed,” Morris replied with a smile. “That could be interesting.” He wondered how his boss would take it when he saw his two lowly employees rubbing shoulders with the elite and partaking in beverages and a first class meal in such a prestigious establishment with him, especially as they were dressed as elegantly as the rest of the gathering at The Grand Hotel, if not better.

The barman behind the counter was a large African man, dressed in a pure white uniform, starched and pressed almost military style. They recognised him from when they had stayed at the hotel and remembered his name.

“Good evening, Shadreck. How are you today?” David enquired.

“Good evening, Sah,” Shadreck replied with a huge smile that showed brilliant white teeth contrasting sharply against the dark hue of his face. “May I get you a drink, Sah?”

“Yes please, Shadreck. My brother and I would like a beer, please.” David ordered a drink for Morris who was silently taking in the faces and listening to the conversations around him. “What was the name of the beer we had last time, the one they manufacture in Cape Town?” 

“It is Lion Lager, Sah,” replied Shadreck with a beaming smile. “We also call it a ‘Number 17’, Sah, because if you read the label upside down it says ‘NOI7’.”

“Well blow me down, will you look at that, Morris!” David exclaimed, which caught his brother’s attention.

Morris gently reached for an empty bottle of beer that stood on the counter and inverted it, causing a small trickle of liquid to escape onto the wooden floor. He found the reversed anagram of the word ‘LION’ amusing and placed the bottle back on the counter with a slight smile. Just then a man in a light grey tweed suit sidled up to the two brothers.

“I often wonder who the dickens thought to read a beer label upside down and make a word out of it,” he remarked in a rich English accent and extended his hand to Morris. “My name is Ivan Thomson.” 

The Langbourne brothers shook hands with him and introductions were completed. Ivan was a railway engineer and had been contracted to oversee a part of the railway line network that was rapidly expanding over the southern part of the continent. The brothers soon found that he was a wealth of local knowledge and not shy to talk, so they made the most of what he happily shared with them.

“How much rail is there in southern Africa?” Morris asked.

“Oh, we have thousands of miles of railway lines, and it’s expanding all the time. We can link Cape Town to Port Elizabeth now, and we are heading north all the time. In fact, they found gold in the Witwatersrand about five years ago, and there is a most incredible gold rush going on. Literally, thousands of people are flocking up there. It’s a madhouse. That place is bigger than Cape Town already and no rail network yet.”

“I’d want to stay clear of that place,” noted David. “How far is this town from here?”

“Oh, it’s not a town, old chap, it’s a region or area. The closest settlement there at the time was a camp base. Ferreira’s Camp, or something like that, but it will soon become a town, make no mistake. There is a settlement close by called Johannesburg. It’s about 600 miles from here. But we already have a longer railway line that goes from Cape Town to Mafeking, and that’s about 800 miles,” he boasted.

“My word, that is a long way,” mused Morris. “What’s at Mafeking?”

“Nothing!” laughed Ivan. “I’ve been there. It’s where the rail line stops, that’s all.”

“Well that’s madness,” remarked David, astounded. “Why put a rail line 800 miles to nowhere?”

“Good question, my friend,” Ivan said with a big grin. “You see, it is roughly a straight line from Cape Town northwards, and that’s as far as the damn line has reached so far. Simple as that. Notwithstanding that, it does serve a very important purpose in that it goes via Kimberley, and that, my dear boy, is where they have discovered diamonds. Lots of diamonds,” he said with his eyebrow cocked and his grin turning into a big smile. Even David started to smile at the thought of those riches.

“Diamonds? And gold? This seems like a rich country.”

“Oh yes, it is indeed, but you need to roll up your sleeves and work for it. People die out there, if not from mining accidents, then from diseases or wild animals. It is brutal work. Good money, if you survive, but savage conditions.”

Morris noticed that the three of them had empty glasses and decided to buy his new friend a drink, which would also ensure he remained talking to them for the duration of another beer. “Mr Thomson,” Morris interrupted.

“Ivan,” he corrected quickly.

“Thank you, Ivan,” Morris acknowledged the courtesy. “Allow me to buy you a Number 17,” he offered with a smile.

“Very kind of you, Sir, thank you.”

David turned to Shadreck who was anticipating this move. “Another three Number 17s, and a packet of cigarettes, please.” Neither he nor Morris had had a cigarette since they had stolen a little tobacco from the factory they used to work at in Manchester, but with the warm and friendly company, the sound of people being jolly and relaxed in conversation, together with the alcohol and nicotine filling the room, he felt they could afford this little luxury. He also felt it was the right thing to do in the company they were in – everyone else was smoking.

Shadreck returned with three beers and placed them on the counter. “I’m sorry, Sah, but we have run out of cigarettes,” he advised apologetically.

“You have run out?”

“Yes, Sah. We have not had cigarettes for a long time, Sah.”

“All right, Shadreck, never mind,” said David as he passed the beers to their rightful owners.

“There is a shortage of cigarettes at the moment,” Ivan commented as he dug into his jacket pocket and pulled out a packet of cut tobacco and some pieces of cigarette paper, offering some to the brothers. They accepted graciously and began the time-honoured process of rolling a cigarette. “Cigarettes are usually brought out on the ships from Britain,” Ivan continued, “but the voyage is long and most often the supply is sold on the ships before they even get here. Tobacco is grown in the farming areas near here, so there is a plentiful supply of tobacco; you just need to roll your own. The good news is that an American company has just arrived in Cape Town and is busy setting up a cigarette factory.”

This caught Morris’ attention. “Really?”

“Yes, I was watching them off-load their new equipment at the Cape Town docks last week. Apparently their machinery will mass produce cigarettes. I live in Cape Town, by the way; I’m just here on business this week. The crates were marked ‘American Tobacco Company’, and I was inquisitive so started asking questions. I’m like that, you know,” he said with a quirky smile as he dragged on his lit cigarette.

“How long before they start producing cigarettes?” Morris asked, some concern in his voice.

“Oh, I don’t know, old chap. At a guess at least another year, and then maybe another year after that before they get up to Port Elizabeth.”

This shocked Morris and David. They had hoped to start a cigarette supply business in Africa, and now some large international tobacco company was going to outsmart and outmanoeuvre them. This was bad news indeed.

Morris wanted to change the topic of conversation. “So, Ivan, what business brought you to Port Elizabeth?”

“There is a big rail industry meeting here tomorrow, all to do with the expansion of the rail network, and I have to give my professional opinion on some of the matters that are discussed. Just about everyone here tonight is from the railways. We have come from far and wide for this meeting.”

“What are they discussing?”

“I don’t know, I have just been told to be here. Sounds like it is going to be a very important day tomorrow.”

“I’m curious,” said David. “Why would they build a railway line 800 miles north to nowhere?”

“To Mafeking, you mean?”

David nodded.

“Well, dear boy, that is an interesting question indeed, and the answer is even more interesting.” Ivan took a long sip of his beer and shuffled a little closer to the brothers. He lowered his voice. “You see that big gentleman in the grey coat with fair, unruly hair, sitting in the corner of the room talking to those two military men?” He nodded his head in the direction of three men in deep conversation, two of whom were clearly high ranking in the army with brass insignia on their epaulettes.

“Yes,” Morris nodded.

“Well, you are very lucky to be here when he is here – you don’t often see that man. Remember his face,” he said with a knowing nod. “That man is Cecil John Rhodes. Heard of him?”

“No,” said Morris and David in unison.

“Heavens above, you have not heard of Cecil Rhodes? You must be new here!”

“Well, only one month actually,” David defended himself.

“Lads, let me tell you a little something about him. He is probably the richest man in the world right now. He is a powerhouse of a businessman. A risk taker, and a very influential person and he is currently the Prime Minister of the Cape Colony!”

Morris and David stood wide-eyed, mouths open in disbelief, staring at Mr Rhodes. There was a moment’s silence, then Morris spoke up. “Is that the truth? Him, the Prime Minister?”

“Of the Cape? Yes indeed, my boy. I’d hazard a guess that he is here to make a very important statement tomorrow.”

“Well, I’ll be,” said David in total awe.

“He owns just about all of the Kimberley diamond mines, and so it was he who organised the rail link from Cape Town to Kimberley. But why did he push the railway line further to Mafeking? Well, there is a lot going on up north right now, in a place called Zambezia, although some of the locals up there tend to refer to the place as ‘Rhodesia’ after Cecil John Rhodes. It’s a stretch of land between the Limpopo River and the Zambezi River made up of two smaller countries, Matabeleland and Mashonaland. They believe there is a lot of gold and diamonds up there and they want to have easy access to Zambezia. The problem is the land just north of the Limpopo River is controlled and owned by the Ndebele tribe. This land is known as Matabeleland and is ruled by King Lobengula.” The brothers stood listening to Ivan in total fascination. He continued when he knew he had their full attention.

“About two or three years ago, Mr Rhodes over there formed a company called the British South Africa Company, or the BSAC, and that company has a Charter from Britain to operate in Matabeleland. He has negotiated a treaty with King Lobengula to mine the gold and diamonds and whatever else they find.

“Mafeking is sitting on the most direct northerly route from Cape Town to a place called KoBulawayo, which is a European settlement somewhere in the middle of the Ndebele Kingdom. I have not been there, and I am not in a hurry to go there either, to be quite blunt with you.”

“Why not?” Morris interrupted quickly.

“The Ndebele tribe are a savage bunch. Born warriors. They are descendants of a very brutal tribe in Zululand, the Zulus to be precise. No, I would keep well clear of them if I were you. So,” he took a sip of his beer and continued, “I put two and two together, and I am of the opinion that Mr Rhodes wants to extend the Mafeking line to KoBulawayo, and I think that is why we have all been called to this meeting.” Ivan ended his little educational with a smile, a nod, and another long gulp of his beer.

There was another silence from the brothers. Morris then looked at David and pronounced, “Well, Ivan, it is clear to me that we have learnt more about Africa over one beer with you than we have in the entire month we have been here. Don’t you agree, David?” David nodded his agreement.

Ivan seemed well pleased with himself and his new friends. “Gentlemen,” Ivan said to the brothers, “I have a table for four booked after that group over there leave.” He pointed to a table in the middle of the room where four rather round and distinguished men with white hair sat. “I have been informed that one of our group is unwell and will not be joining us. If you like I will ask the Maître D’ to squeeze in another seat to make it a table for five. Would you care to join us?” 

The brothers had never been addressed as ‘gentlemen’ before and had a very good feel about this place. Added to this, they really liked their new friend. In his best English, David replied, “We would be honoured, and delighted to accept your kind invitation.”

The walk home after their very extravagant dinner was filled with excited chatter and discussion as the brothers reflected on what they had learned that evening. The moon was full, and the entire town was blanketed in a ghostly grey hue. There were no streetlights where they were, but that was not necessary, nor did the brothers consider it important as night-time in Africa under a full moon was light enough to see quite clearly, something else that fascinated these young men.

“My concern is the American tobacco company that has arrived in Cape Town,” said Morris.

“Yes, I had thought of that,” David agreed.

“We have to start making cigarettes as soon as possible. We have no time to lose,” Morris continued urgently.

“But where are we going to find tobacco? We bought enough paper to make cigarettes for a year, but I was hoping we could find tobacco here.”

“Well, that is one of my concerns, David. We have so much cigarette paper that once these Americans start mass producing we will be stuck with paper we cannot sell. Most of our suitcases are filled with cigarette paper. We have put a lot of risk on cigarettes; we have to make it work for us, and right now.”

“I agree, Morris, but we need the tobacco. We have the machines we made in Ireland, and we can make glue easily enough from flour and milk, but we need tobacco.”

“That’s your job tomorrow.”

“What? My job?” David asked in surprise.

“Yes, tomorrow you go back into town and find out where the closest farmer that grows tobacco is. If you have to find a guide, a local African, anyone who can lead you there, engage him. Use some of the money we have; I don’t care, just find a supply of tobacco.”

“And what will you do, Morris?”

“I’m going to work and will keep Mr Smit occupied. I’ll tell him you are not well. We can’t afford to lose our jobs now until we know we can make cigarettes and sell them.”

David was happy with this arrangement. He didn’t really enjoy working for Mr Smit or at the chemist. “All right, brother, but you have put a lot of responsibility on me.”

Morris knew he needed to show him some encouragement. “If anyone of us can succeed at this task, it would be you.”

David wasn’t quite sure how to read this and had a feeling that Morris was playing at something. He decided to accept what Morris was suggesting, however. One thing was certain, they had to find tobacco and quickly.

By now they had reached the gate to their lodgings. There was a lantern burning on the veranda to welcome them home. David stopped at the gate and turned around to look back from where they had come from.

“What’s the matter, David?” Morris asked.

“We have been talking so much we forgot to keep an eye out for predators.”

“You are right. We were lucky. I heard that a pride of lions walked down this road last week.”

“We were stupid,” David said.

They stood in silence for a brief moment looking down the deserted moonlit dirt road. Slowly they turned and looked at the long path to the homestead, at all the unkempt shrubbery and overgrown grass along the edges. Their landlady was not a great gardener. Suddenly they were both overcome with a shudder of fear of what might be lurking in the bushes between them and the safety of the front door and simultaneously they bolted for the security of the veranda and the oil lantern. Making no attempt at keeping the noise down, they thundered down the path, trying to overtake each other, and tore up the wooden steps, crashing through the front door, rapidly slamming it behind them, and there they stood in silence.

“Are you all right?” Sonja Du Plessis called from her bedroom, sounding alarmed.

Morris and David looked at each other and, realising how stupid they must have looked, burst out laughing uncontrollably.




The next morning David was standing at the dockside in a pair of dull grey trousers held up around his waist with a pair of suspenders. He wore a thin, white, long-sleeved shirt; the cuffs rolled up just past his elbows. His trousers were a little shorter than he liked as he had grown a few inches since leaving England, and his white socks showed below the turn-ups. His brown shoes were scuffed and worn, but he was not going to soil his best outfits on a simple fact-finding mission. Regardless, he still looked a little over-dressed for the docks.

He stood silently with his hands on his hips surveying the activities unfolding on the dockyard. People were moving around, but he had no idea what they were doing or where they were going; he thought they looked reasonably busy though. There were no ships in port that morning, so no one seemed to be carrying anything heavy. Most of the people were African, with very few European people moving around, and no women could be seen whatsoever. In fact, he noticed that women of every race were very scarce in this place.

David wondered where he might start asking questions about procuring tobacco. Certainly, if he asked any of the local African people they would not understand him, and neither could he understand their language. He might have to put his head into some of the offices he could see around the port and hopefully find someone who spoke English. At worst he would head back to The Grand Hotel, where he was bound to find a helpful person.

It actually turned out to be a most useful exercise as he met quite a few people where introductions were made and potential friendships formed. Everyone he met was exceptionally friendly and interested in where he was from and what he planned to do in Africa. David was almost sorry he and Morris didn’t do this when they first got in, rather than find the first job available and take it. Nevertheless they had a job and that was comforting, especially when they were so new in a very foreign land.

One man of great interest was someone he met in a rundown wooden shack that appeared to be constructed of second-hand planks from shipping crates and rusty nails. His name was Danie Coetsee from Copenhagen, and he was a little older than David. A tall chap with black hair, a large moustache and rather thin in the arms and face, he sported a very friendly smile. His clothes were slightly too big and made him appear even thinner than he was. He was a shipping clerk for Weil & Co. Procurement and Freight. The friendship got off to a very good start.

“So how long have you been here?” asked Danie, always curious to learn more about people.

“Only a month now. My brother and I are working down at Mr Smit’s chemist. What about yourself?”

“I’ve been here two years. But I’m tired of this place, I need to move on.”

“Where would you go?”

“I’m thinking about going north to where they have found gold. It seems there is quite a rush on at the moment. Everyone is talking about it.”

“Yes, I heard about that,” said David. “I also hear it’s pretty tough going, and many folk are losing everything they have.”

“That’s correct; it’s not easy up there, but I don’t want to mine for gold. No, I want to set up my own business and cater for all the people who have made it big.”

“In what way?”

“Banking, keeping books, loans, anything to do with money, administration, that sort of thing. They say money makes money, and there is a lot of money up north. Maybe I will even open my own procurement office, now that the boss man here has shown me how to do it.”

“Talking of procurement, I’m looking to buy some tobacco. Do you know where I can get some?”

“Sure, you can get some at the General Store, or any one of the hotels in town.”

“No,” David interjected, “I mean I am looking to buy a sack full from a farmer. My brother and I want to make cigarettes to sell. We are looking for leaf tobacco, not cut tobacco.”

“Oh, really?” Danie showed increased interest in his new friend. “That should be a good business in this town.”

“Well, that’s what we did when we lived in Manchester. So we thought we would carry on doing what we knew best when we got here.”

“You are going to need cigarette paper, and you will have to import that from England. I can arrange it for you but it will take about four to six months to get here.”

David thought about this before he replied. He felt they had enough paper to last them well over a year, but didn’t want Danie to know that. “Well, we actually brought enough to last us about six months,” he hedged. “I think we will make a start and see how we progress, and if we think we will run out we will place an order with you with a six- month window.”

“Yes, that would work well. I would guess, though, that you will run out a little sooner than you imagine; everyone here smokes!” he laughed. “I think you and your brother will do well.”

“Thank you for your confidence in us, Danie. Any idea where we could purchase some fresh farm tobacco?”

“Actually there is a farming area in the hinterland called Patensie. It’s about a three days’ walk from here, or maybe two days on horseback.”

“Do they grow tobacco there?” David pressed him.

“Yes, there is a farmer called van Tonder. He grows a little, not a big deal for him. Difficult old bugger. Very demanding and doesn’t speak a lot of English, or maybe he does, but he pretends he doesn’t. I’ve only met him twice.”

“All right, perhaps I will make my way there and see what I can buy from him. Which brings me to another dilemma; how do I find my way there?”

“Are you going to walk or go on horseback?”

“Hah!” exclaimed David. “I don’t have a horse. I don’t even know how to ride one of those beasts. No, I’ll be walking. How safe are the African people towards us Europeans out there?”

“Well, the good thing is that everything is calm and under control in the Cape. The natives here are actually very nice and friendly. North of the Limpopo River is a little tense, so I wouldn’t rush there, but it’s over a thousand miles away, but I doubt you will ever get there,” he laughed. “Actually your problems are not the native people, but getting to the Patensie area. Not only do you have to walk there, but you also have to find it. And that’s going to be tough. On top of that, if you buy any tobacco, how the dickens are you going to carry the stuff back?”

“Oh my, I never considered that,” David admitted, beginning to feel a little overcome by the logistics of just leaving the outskirts of this town.

“And I don’t want to concern you even more, but you need to consider taking provisions for at least a week, and a tent or some form of sleeping arrangement because there is nothing between here and there. And you do need some knowledge about the bush. The animals out there are pretty damn dangerous!”

David suddenly felt very trapped. He wondered how the farmers actually went out there in the first place and set up home, let alone a farming business. “Does that farmer, what was his name?”

“Piet van Tonder,” Danie reminded him.

“Yes, van Tonder, does he ever come to town?”

“Once or twice a year, maybe, if you are lucky.”

“You are not making my life very easy, Danie,” David complained, frustrated, but managing to force out a friendly laugh.

“My dear friend, don’t give up hope. I have a solution for you.”

David looked Danie Coetsee squarely in the eye. “And?”

“Come with me.” He led David outside the wooden excuse for a building and looked over the dockyard. They were slightly elevated and had a good view of the entire port. Danie was scanning all the people.

“There!” he exclaimed. “You see that African man sitting on that barrel, the well-built man without a shirt?”

David immediately recognised him as the very muscular man they saw from the ship before they disembarked. “Yes, I see him.”

“He is not employed by anyone; he just sits there waiting for a ship to come into port and then he is employed by the ship’s captain for manual labour while the ship is docked. I have hired his help on a couple of occasions.”

Danie cupped his hands to his mouth and gave out a shrill whistle. About twenty African men looked up at them, causing Danie to point at the big man. The man stood up slowly and stared in their direction. Danie pointed at him again as if to acknowledge his movement then vigorously motioned him to come to him. The man instantly responded and began to run up the slope to where they stood.

“This man will guide you to Patensie and back, and he will help you carry whatever you buy on your return.”

“But...?” David began, then didn’t know what to say as it was all happening too fast and, in any case, the big man was suddenly upon them.

“Good morning, Nguni,” Danie said to him.

“Good morning, Boss Coetsee,” Nguni replied, his voice a deep baritone.

“I see you are looking well and strong today,” Danie went on. “Yes, Boss Coetsee, I am well and strong, as you can see.”

“I hope your cattle are as well and strong as you, and that your wives bring you many more children,” Danie continued in greeting. David, meanwhile, was beginning to wonder where this conversation was leading.

Nguni dropped his head in respect, “I have three more cattle since we last met, Boss, and I have one more child, a daughter.”

“This pleases me to hear, Nguni.” Danie turned slightly to face David. “Nguni, this is my friend, Boss Langbourne. He has come from very far away.”

Nguni looked David in the face. “I see you, Boss Langbourne.” Unable to pronounce the name properly, it came out as ‘Randorn’.

Danie quickly broke into a hoarse whisper, despite the fact that Nguni could clearly hear him. “Tell Nguni you see him and ask him about his family – his children.”

David looked nervously at Nguni and then Danie, rather unsure what he must say. “I… I see you, Nguni. How many children do you have?”

“I have six children, Boss Randorn,” he responded with a smile. “I have three from wife number one, and two from wife number two, and now one from wife number three.”

“You have three wives?” David exclaimed a little louder than he expected. Nguni smiled. He knew that these European people from the faraway lands only ever took one wife at a time.

“I see there is no work at the moment, Nguni,” Danie cut in, stating the obvious.

“Not today, Boss Coetsee, but I am told tomorrow there is maybe a ship coming from far away.”

“Nguni, Boss Langbourne wishes to travel to Patensie,” Danie pointed to the west. “Do you know that place?”

Nguni nodded. “I have been there before, Boss.”

“Good!” he was pleased with the way the conversation was going. “Nguni, would you like to take Boss Langbourne there tomorrow? He has no horse, so you must walk. He will pay you for your help.” He looked at David who nodded in agreement.

“I can do that,” Nguni smiled, flashing his brilliant white teeth.

“Excellent then,” confirmed Danie. “He wishes to buy some tobacco from the farmers there.” He turned to David. “How much do you anticipate purchasing?”

David shaped with his hands an invisible pile on the ground about a yard wide by a yard deep, and as high as his waist. “About that much.”

“Is that all? You are going to walk for a week into the bush for such a small pile of tobacco?”

David looked at Danie curiously. That would be enough to supply the town for about six months! 

“Oh, at least four piles that high!” he said, knowing that would be far too much and probably more than they could afford, but then he didn’t want to embarrass himself in front of his new friend and his first ever employee.

“Excellent! Nguni, please gather enough labour to carry that amount of tobacco,” Danie gesticulated the approximate invisible pile of leaves on the dirt in front of him, just as David had, then held up four fingers to Nguni. “Times four, you understand?” He accentuated the number four.

“I understand, Boss Coetsee,” Nguni replied, still smiling. “And you can meet right here, tomorrow at sunrise. Alright?” 

“Tomorrow?” David exclaimed.

“Yes, Boss,” Nguni replied with an even bigger smile.

“No better time than the present, is there, old chap?” Danie almost chided David.

“Yes, agreed,” David succumbed.

“Good. Thank you, Nguni. You can go now, and please pass my best wishes to your wives and children for me,” concluded Danie as he dismissed, Nguni.

“Thank you, Boss.” Nguni started to leave, but then hesitated. “Boss Coetsee?”

“What, Nguni?”

“The path is very easy for me, but for the new boss it is too difficult. Please ask Boss Randorn to leave his town shoes behind. The shoes,” he said, pointing to David’s footwear, “they will cry much.”

“All right, Nguni, I will tell him.”

With that assurance, Nguni set off to find some of his clan to help him on the journey the next day.

Danie now faced David full on. “I need to give you some advice, my friend. Firstly, when you address the leader of your group tomorrow, take time to greet him and ask him about himself. You saw how I discussed Nguni’s health and family before I got to the point. Never plough straight into business or start dishing out orders or commands. Many folk here do that and it just makes for resentment and aggravation. There is really no need for that. The culture is to discuss things that matter in their lives first, like their cattle, their crops, their family, that sort of thing. Do that every time you meet the leader of your team after a respectable absence. It is good for Nguni too; it cements the fact that he is the leader of his group, and it makes his life easy if you ask him to do something for you as he will ask a member of his team to fulfil your request. Build respect with your team, but do that through the leader. Take charge and take control, by all means, but respect is everything.”

“Thank you for the advice, Danie. This is all a little new to me, I’m afraid,” David confessed.

“Yes, I know. I have seen too many rough, tough blokes come in here and act the hero. They don’t get very far in life. In fact, they end up so frustrated with the way of Africa they end up as alcoholics in bars and brothels and live a miserable life. That is, those that don’t find themselves dead in a ditch with a spear in their back, or dying from some weird and painful disease cast upon them by a traditional healer, or witchdoctor as they are sometimes called.” 

David looked horrified, but Danie continued, “Yet those who follow the rules, show respect and humble themselves in this foreign land do well for themselves. And, between you and me, they will live happily within themselves and with others. I can see you are a smart bloke, David, and that is why I am telling you this.”

“What is a witchdoctor?” David asked nervously.

“Well, they are people who use spirits and herbs and animal parts and strange concoctions and potions to heal and cure their fellow man, but they can also cast spells on people and cause them to die most horrific deaths. They appear to foretell the future and speak to the spirits of the dead. Best you stay well clear of those people. They are quite frightening and wield enormous power and authority over the African people.”

“Danie, this is all so fascinating. My brother Morris really needs to meet you. You can teach us so much.”

“Heavens, I can only give you the basics; you need to discover and learn about this place on your own. I have no ambition to venture far from the safety of the towns. I am no hero, but if you are going to travel into the bush, you must learn fast and well. What I am telling you is what I have learnt from other people in the short time I have lived here. But I would certainly like to meet your brother. What say we meet for dinner at The Grand tonight, before your departure tomorrow?”

“Excellent idea!” David readily agreed.

“Let us meet at the bar at The Grand at six o’clock. Meanwhile, my last bit of advice to you is that you take the opportunity during the remainder of the day to go to the General Store on the main street and buy yourself some comfortable walking boots for your excursion. There are some pretty dangerous snakes out there and boots will give you some protection.”

“Oh, my Lord God Almighty,” was all David could say at this point, his jaw dropping open slightly.

Danie laughed out heartily. “I’ll tell you about the other deadly creatures out there over dinner, like crocodiles and spiders.” He was beginning to enjoy watching the fear creep into David. “Oh, you will need a good hat, some bedding, and most importantly, buy yourself a rifle and bullets.”

“I’m getting a very bad feeling about this.” David looked very nervous.

“Don’t worry, my friend, you will be fine. Just listen to my advice. Now be off with you. I will see you at The Grand Hotel at six o’clock sharp.” Danie turned and walked back into his shack, snickering quietly under his breath, leaving David to watch his retreat in a combination of fear, anxiety, trepidation and excitement.

David jogged over to the chemist and went around to the rear of the building to find Morris sitting behind a small desk under a tree entering numbers into a large ledger. Even though it was not particularly hot, David had broken into a sweat from the short run, mostly from anxiety.

“Morris!” David hissed, causing his brother to look up in surprise.

“What’s the matter?”

“Where’s Smit?” David asked, looking around nervously.

“He’s inside serving a customer. What’s the matter? Did you find some tobacco?”

“Morris, you have no idea what land we have come to. No idea! We are safe in this town, but beyond the perimeter, it is absolutely deadly! It’s madness!”

“What are you on about, David? What have you discovered?” Morris put his pen down and stared at David. He had a feeling of concern; he had never seen David like this.

“I have met someone, a really nice man, Mr Danie Coetsee. He wants to meet you, by the way, so we have arranged for dinner at The Grand tonight at six o’clock. He says there is an area out West, about three days’ walk from here, where tobacco is grown. To get there, we have to walk.” David spoke rapidly, causing Morris to shake his head in fascination.

“Hold up, hold up, easy, brother,” he tried to calm his brother. “Now take a breath and tell me slowly. Where did you meet this Mr Coetsee?”

“Forget Danie!” It came out a bit louder than David expected, and he looked around to see if anyone had heard him. He lowered his voice to a raspy whisper. “You will meet him tonight. We leave for the tobacco growing area tomorrow morning.”

“What?” Morris put his hands up to stop David. “What do you mean tomorrow? What do you mean ‘we’? What about Mr Smit?” He pointed towards the back door of the chemist shop.

“You and I are heading into the bush tomorrow, and, let me tell you, we are by no means ready for this. We need proper clothing, bedding, shoes, food and we need to buy a couple of rifles!”

“Are you mad, David? I’m not doing that.”

“We have to, Morris, this is Africa. This is where we have come to, and we need to prepare to live here. Now go and tell Mr Smit we will not be coming to work for at least another week.”

“David, I think the sun has made you insane. What have you been drinking?”

“Go and tell him, Morris, quickly, we have no time to lose. There is much to be done and the morning has almost passed. We leave tomorrow.”

“Look here, even if we are going to buy guns and clothes and other things, we cannot go tomorrow...”

David interrupted him. “Oh yes, we can! And we are! I have already engaged a big Xhosa man as a guide, and he is gathering a team of men to carry our stuff. We leave tomorrow morning at six o’clock sharp.”

Morris sat in silence and stared at his brother blankly as he tried to comprehend what had happened in the brief time since the sun had risen. Their lives were taking a very sharp and sudden turn. David, meanwhile, just stood staring at his brother as he tried to slow his breathing down. The awkward silence was broken when Mr Smit graced the back door and called over to Morris.

“Mr Langbourne, please come in here and assist Mrs Blackburn.”

Morris looked over his shoulder at Mr Smit, then back at David with a serious frown on his forehead. He stood up and walked over to Mr Smit. “I’m sorry, Sir, but something has come up, and we have to leave urgently.”

David began to smile. Their lives would never be the same again.




As the brothers walked briskly back to their lodgings to collect some money from a stash hidden behind a picture frame in their room, David filled Morris in on what had happened earlier that morning. He was talking quickly, and Morris was bombarding him with questions. By the time they got to the General Store Morris was fully in the picture. The General Store was not exactly well stocked, and goods were scattered in no particular order, which frustrated the brothers, as they were running to a very tight schedule. They each tried on and bought a pair of boots that they were assured were resistant to most deadly snakes in the bush, except cobras, the shop assistant took delight in telling them, that generally strike around knee height. Morris and David just stared at each other in disbelief for a moment, then carried on as if they had not heard this little titbit of advice.

Decked out in khaki trousers, white shirts and a wide-brimmed cotton hat each, they looked more as if they belonged in Africa now. The next item on the agenda was to purchase a rifle. This was not difficult as there was a gunsmith on the corner next to the chemist. The proprietor of the store suggested they buy a Martini-Henry rifle, popular amongst the soldiers of the day, which would serve them well either hunting for meat or as protection from marauding prides of lion or rogue bull elephants.

Although this was proving to be a most exciting exercise, the boys became more and more nervous of the potentially deadly threats they might encounter all day, every day, on their adventure. They were taught how to load the weapon and how to fire it, and more importantly, how to clean it. Morris was against buying a cleaning kit as he felt the proprietor was trying to squeeze as much money out of them as he could, but David felt it was a good idea and accepted his recommendation. It turned out to be the right decision. A box of ammunition and a leather shoulder strap completed their purchases at the gunsmith.

Next it was back to their lodgings to deposit their new purchases before returning to the chemist to buy some basic first aid items from Mr Smit, who reluctantly provided them with what they wanted. Finally, they returned to the General Store to buy necessary food provisions and a couple of water bottles they had forgotten to buy on their first visit. By then the sun was starting to set, and they half ran, half walked, back to their room to change into their best attire so as not to be late for Danie Coetsee at The Grand Hotel.

“Today’s little exercise has cost us a pretty penny,” Morris stated as they approached The Grand. “How many cigarettes do you think we need to sell to recover that cost?”

“Thousands,” replied David, a little uninterested in that question as they had only bought the essentials needed to stay alive. “I think we need to consider this as the cost of setting up the business.”

“Yes, I know, but I’m a bit unhappy with that gunsmith man. I think he took us for a ride. I’m going to give him a piece of my mind next time we meet.”

“I’m sure he did take us for a ride, but what do you and I know about guns?”

“True. But I have another question for you; who is going to shoot the gun if we need to use it? We have never shot a gun in our lives.”

“I’ll do it, Morris. I really don’t believe it will be difficult.”

“You don’t even know how to aim a gun! Are you going to hunt animals for the pot? Protect us from killer lions? I have my doubts, David.”

“I can run faster than you, brother, so you just keep up!” David laughed. Morris was not impressed.

Morris was, however, very impressed with Danie when he met him. He took to his gentlemanly character and warm smile immediately and found him to be a fountain of information. His humour was right up Morris’ street, and the brothers had the best evening of their lives.

The laughter was solid, the food scrumptious and fulfilling, and the service from the waiters of this magnificent establishment, impeccable. They did not feel like young boys anymore, but young men about to embark on the adventure of a lifetime. Morris felt he could get used to this lifestyle very easily. He enjoyed it; it was a far cry from his life in Ireland, and he thrived on the opulence, the keen conversations, and, above all, being treated as if he was an equal - someone of importance. He could see and sense that David felt the same way. He was relaxed and quick to contribute to a conversation, to listen and learn, and to reciprocate in making people around him feel important and special. He liked David too. He was a good support for him and understood his ways. David had much more patience with other people than he did, and he admired that. Of course, there were times when David really annoyed him, sometimes questioned him, and sometimes argued with him, but overall he was very pleased that he had come out to Africa with him. Most importantly, he trusted David with all his heart, and trust, to Morris, was paramount. It was everything.

Another matter of paramount importance, he discovered that evening, was that it took money, lots of it, to maintain this opulent lifestyle. Morris was going to do everything he could to make a lot of money.




















CHAPTER ELEVEN

Patensie
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At six o’clock the next morning the sun was just starting to appear over the horizon of the Indian Ocean as Morris and David walked into the dockyard area. They were dressed in their new khaki garments and plain white shirts, carrying a small bag each. They were dressed like brothers, but looked the opposite, Morris being a lot shorter than David, who had the Martini-Henry slung over his right shoulder and looked more muscled and well defined. The rifle glinted in the fresh sunlight as they walked towards a waiting group of twelve Xhosa men who were standing outside the shack that housed Weil & Co. Procurement and Freight.

“I didn’t expect so many men,” Morris was bewildered as they approached the waiting group.

“Nor did I,” David almost whispered.

Nguni was standing at the front of the assembled men waiting patiently, with his unmistakable smile, for the brothers to arrive. He wore what appeared to be a light blanket loosely draped over his shoulders and falling almost to his feet. It was mostly a beige colour with a brightly coloured pattern woven into the edges. The other men were similarly dressed, but each had their own distinctive colour and pattern that their wives had more than likely made for them with much pride. What shocked the brothers, though, was that each man wielded a long spear, while some also carried a short stick with a ball-shaped knob crafted at one end.

“I see you, Nguni,” David began, the way Danie had instructed him. “I trust you rested well with your three wives?” He didn’t think the reference to his three wives was necessary, but he was still fascinated by this custom.

“I see you, Boss Randorn. I am well rested,” Nguni replied.

“Nguni, this is my brother, Morris. You can call me David so we are not confused.”

Nguni accepted this with a slow nod and looked at Morris. “I see you, Boss Morris.”

Morris returned the greeting as was apparently customary. He extended his hand and shook hands with him in their traditional handshake, consisting of a normal grip, then changing grips to cup each other’s hands, and then back to the standard grip again, something Danie had taught them over dinner the previous night. Nguni was noticeably pleased with this gesture from such a small young man. Morris noticed that Nguni’s hands were calloused and rough and wondered what Nguni must have thought about his soft and unworked hand.

“These men, I have chosen them for you,” Nguni gestured to the group behind him. “If you are happy then we can go. If you are unhappy, I will find others.”

“Do we need so many men?” Morris asked David.

Nguni looked offended, and David noticed the look of concern briefly sweep across his face.

“Oh yes,” David quickly said. “The way is long and treacherous, and these men will protect us and carry the tobacco we seek.” He spoke deliberately and slowly so that Nguni did not miss the effect. Morris also picked this up and realised what David was trying to do.

“I see. I did not realise this,” Morris corrected himself quickly. “Then what I see in your selection of men looks good. They are strong and young and look ready to fight an army of many. Therefore I am happy. You have chosen well.”

Nguni liked this, which was made very obvious by his wide smile. Immediately he started barking orders, and some of the young men rushed to grab the brothers’ carry bags. Another, slightly taller and older man, tried to pull David’s rifle off his shoulder. Instinctively David resisted, but when he realised the man was not going to take no for an answer, he nervously let it go, eyes wide in consternation.

“This one,” Nguni spoke to David, pointing to the man with the rifle, “is your gun bearer. If you want your gun, you must call him. His name is Sonwabo. It means ‘happy one’.”

David was both relieved and pleased. This was one less weight he needed to lug around on their marathon week-long trek. “Well, I’m happy about that,” he said nervously and unconvincingly, glancing at Morris. “Well then, Nguni, we should get started. Kindly show us the way.”

The group of young men, led by the burly Nguni, started off towards the west, the warmth of the rising sun on their backs. Morris and David silently fell in behind Nguni and were obediently followed by the rest of the men, Sonwabo proudly leading the others and carrying the all-important Martini-Henry. Without discussion, a pecking order of authority had been firmly established.

Initially, they followed a dirt road out of town, passing brick and mortar houses, some of which were coated with a cheap lime-based ‘white-wash’ paint, already showing signs of age as splashes of red mud had stained the bases of the walls a terracotta colour. Within half an hour the dirt road and dwellings thinned out to a dirt path, wide enough for one man to walk along, and, before they stopped for their mid-morning break, even the dirt pathway had deteriorated to a path of recently flattened grass.

Every so often the troop would walk quietly past grazing antelope that looked up at them and silently watched the procession pass, only their ears and tails twitching, before seeming to become bored and continue feeding. Sometimes the group would walk past a herd of small brown antelope that would stand motionless and watch them for a while before bolting for the safety and camouflage of the bush. Some appeared to enjoy the run for cover by bouncing high in the air, backs arched, before returning to the ground in what looked like slow motion, and then darting away again at top speed the instant their hooves touched the ground. David particularly liked these antelope as they were so enjoyable to watch. 

The animals came in all sizes, shapes and colours, and some had dreadfully lethal looking horns on them, similar to those mounted on the walls of The Grand Hotel. At first David and Morris had the uncomfortable feeling that the horned beasts would charge at them and impale them to death, but their team of African bearers seemed at ease and relaxed, and, in any case, before they could get too close, the animals ran off. David made a mental note to talk to Nguni about the animals of the bush and learn as much as he could.

Nguni stopped under a shady tree when the sun was directly overhead and barked some rapid orders to his team of men. Those carrying bags and provisions placed everything on the ground in the shade and sat next to them, while those who were not carrying anything at the time began to collect wood, make a fire and boil some water. Sonwabo, meanwhile, remained standing near the brothers with the rifle slung proudly over his left shoulder. They were a well- oiled machine of discipline, almost military-like. Morris and David stood silently admiring this new team of theirs. David was in awe that he had organised all this, and yet he knew, without Nguni, this would not be happening.

Their leader surveyed the scene unfolding around him, and, satisfied that all was going according to plan, walked up to the brothers and pointed to the base of the tree.

“Sit there,” he said simply, and the brothers obeyed instantly, just as the men in the group had. It was clear that Nguni was in charge.

“I’m getting blisters on my feet,” Morris told David under his breath.

“Me too,” replied David. “We can’t allow them to get too bad or we will be in all sorts of strife. I thought this might happen. Here,” he reached into a trouser pocket and produced a small pack of adhesive pads that he had bought from Mr Smit’s chemist. “Take your boots off and put these over your blisters.”

As the boys tended to their feet, Nguni and his team prepared some black tea and shared it amongst themselves. The brothers’ tea was served in the new enamel mugs they had just bought from the General Store, while the rest of the team seemed to drink out of what looked like strangely-shaped, dried and hardened pumpkin skins, although they looked more like pumpkin shells. Morris took a sip of tea and recoiled as the hot metal, and boiled water, touched his lips.

“Ouch! That was damn hot!” he exclaimed. “Be careful, David,” he warned, rubbing his mouth with the back of his hand.

David looked up from his pink toes and stared at Morris. He then picked up his mug of tea, blew across the surface of the tea, watching small ripples dart excitedly around the rim, then touched his lips to the enamelware and likewise recoiled with a shout of pain, spilling a little tea down his shirt.

“I told you to be careful!” Morris chided sharply.

“That was very hot!” David complained, rubbing his lips.

“I’m not enjoying this, David,” Morris grumbled. “My toes hurt like hell, my lips are burnt, and everything else in between aches.”

David didn’t smile. “It worries me that we have only walked half a day, and we have a week left of this.”

Walking recommenced within a half hour and, as the sun started its downward slide towards the western horizon, Nguni brought the group to a halt by a dry, sandy river bank. Preparations were made to cook some food consisting mainly of ground maize meal with wild vegetables and some rubbery meat in a very thin and insipid, almost watery, gravy.

Everyone shared in the dinner, which the brothers found very fulfilling despite the bland taste. They did not mind as they were used to eating the very plain, comparatively tasteless food that Bloomy would produce in their humble home in Ireland. After the meal, which was eaten mostly in silence, the boys rested against a tree trunk close to the fire and listened to the men in the camp converse in a low rumble amongst themselves. They could not understand the language but the gentle conversation, dispersed with the odd laugh, was relaxing after such a long day. They were also grateful to rest their feet and were careful not to complain, even though they were in a fair amount of pain. The sand was soft, cool and comforting and they were looking forward to their first sleep in the open African bushland.

Just as Morris was starting to nod off, Nguni stood up from the gathered troop and walked over to where the boys relaxed against the tree and knelt down in front of them on one knee. The boys stiffened, not knowing whether they should likewise kneel or remain as they were. Their muscles were so tired they both simply stayed put.

“Boss David, Boss Morris,” Nguni greeted them.

“Yes, Nguni,” David answered, thinking this was going to be an important discussion.

“We shall leave tomorrow when the sun greets us. But along the way, Boss David, you will need to shoot a small animal so we have fresh meat for the pot.”

David looked at Morris for support. Morris quickly spoke to David in a hoarse whisper, despite the fact that Nguni could hear him well enough.

“David, I was thinking about this. My feet are damn sore; I have blisters on every toe. What is the chance that we remain here in camp tomorrow and try and recuperate a little before we march off again? I mean, we really have no deadline, and we would make better progress later if I am better healed.”

“I hear you, brother, and I must agree; my feet are the worse for wear too.”

“I would also suggest that perhaps we take the day off tomorrow to learn how to shoot that damn rifle and hunt an animal from here. We don’t even know how to shoot, do we?”

David turned to Nguni. “My brother is right. We Europeans have very soft feet. We are not as strong as you, Nguni,” he said, mentioning his name again in respect. “I suggest we stay here tomorrow, if you agree, to give our childish feet a chance to heal a little. Meanwhile, perhaps you and I can track some animals, and we can practice shooting this Martini-Henry.”

“It is good,” Nguni said with authority. “We are at a good place to stay another day. There is water here, and plenty of animals will come to the river to drink tomorrow. You can kill one from very near. We will wait until you are healed.”

“Excellent,” David agreed, while Morris muttered a relieved thanks. “One other thing, Nguni, we would like for you to teach us your language. We wish to learn.”

“I will teach you.” He was very pleased with their decision, his face openly showing his pleasure at their attempt to assimilate into his society. “Our men will take turns in the night to watch for lions and other beasts. You must sleep now.” And with that Nguni stood and went back to the group to inform them of the plans for the following day.

“Who’s going to learn to use that rifle?” David grumbled. “Did you hear that? There are lions around.”

“I’ll learn tomorrow,” Morris let out a sigh as he rested his head on his sleeping bag.

“That might be too late,” David mumbled and put his head down too.




The morning greeted them with a crisp chill in the air. The smell of smoke woke the brothers and, as they began to sit up and look at their surroundings, they took stock of their battered bodies. Morris had sore feet and knees, whereas David’s hips ached and his back was stiff, but he thought that might have been from sleeping on a hard surface. Something had bitten David on his left upper eyelid, which made his eye look rather swollen. They didn’t openly complain, but they were very grateful that they would spend the day here recuperating.

Breakfast consisted of a mug of blazing hot black tea, and a discussion with Nguni about how the day would unfold. First was for Morris to learn how to shoot their new Martini-Henry. They decided that they would place a dead branch in the dry river bed a short distance away to use as a target and one of the men was sent away to erect the piece of timber. On his return, Sonwabo handed the rifle to Morris, who studied the machine for some time, pressing and pulling levers, holding it to his shoulder and trying to understand how to line up the sights at the two ends of the barrel, in the way the gunsmith had tried to explain.

With the help of David and Nguni, he worked out how to load the weapon and then walked over to the river bank and looked at the target, which looked very out of place in the clean sandy stretch of river slightly below them. They were quickly joined by the rest of the troop, who gathered around in curious fascination.

“Go on, Morris,” David encouraged. “Don’t be scared.” 

“I’m not scared!” Morris snapped back indignantly.

“Well, go on then.”

Morris lifted the rifle and held it to his shoulder, the end of the barrel wavering aimlessly into the riverbed. “I can’t line up the sights,” Morris complained. “In fact, I can’t even see the sights!” He lowered the rifle, as his arms were getting tired.

“Come on, brother,” David said impatiently. “Look, close one eye and look at this ‘V’ shaped groove and just put this pin in the middle and point it at the target.”

“I’m trying,” Morris said angrily, starting to lose his temper. “Here, you try.”

“No, I’m not shooting that thing.”

“Well, keep quiet then,” Morris retorted.

Morris tried aiming a few times and kept having to put the weapon down as his arms were not used to holding such a heavy weight in one position for too long. By now the crowd had gathered in closer and were mumbling advice and tips between themselves in their clicking language, and although Morris didn’t know what they were saying, he had a very good idea. Finally he seemed to master lining up the two sights and announced this small achievement to the relief of David.

“Alright, so now shoot the target!” David again encouraged.

Just then Nguni held up his hand to silence the crowd and pointed to the far side of the sand river. A deathly hush enveloped them all. A herd of antelope appeared and carefully picked their way onto the sandy beach and sniffed the air, looking for danger. Nguni, in sign language, tapped the barrel of the Martini-Henry and then pointed to the antelope. Morris knew he meant he must take aim at the animals and try and kill one. Suddenly he was not sure if he wanted to kill such a beautiful piece of nature, but he quickly realised that they needed food.

Morris carefully lifted the rifle and pointed it towards the herd of antelope. He picked out the one closest to them and aimed, adrenalin pumping through his entire body. The silence was thick as they waited for the shot to ring out, but nothing happened.

“Damn!” Morris said in a hoarse whisper, lowering the weapon. “It’s jammed.”

“What do you mean ‘jammed’?” David whispered back, barely containing his frustration. ‘It’s brand new!”

“The trigger is stuck; I don’t know why.”

David looked at the trigger over his shoulder. “Maybe that’s because you are trying to pull the trigger guard, not the trigger,” he sighed in desperation.

Morris looked at where his finger was placed and noticed it was not even on the trigger. “I think you are right, sorry,” Morris apologised sheepishly.

“For Pete’s sake, Morris, those antelope aren’t going to wait for you all day.” David was very frustrated, and the constant stinging of his toes was not helping. “You may as well walk over there and club it on the head with that rifle,” he mumbled sarcastically.

“All right, all right, calm down.” Morris lifted the rifle again and began to aim. Despite all the commotion going on, the herd of antelope stood silently sniffing the air and didn’t run away. He took careful aim and pulled the trigger.

What happened next was something for the record books. The bullet exploded from the rifle with an unexpected, deafening roar and a very sudden recoil, with a cloud of thick white smoke instantly enveloping Morris. He had obviously not been taught how to hold a rifle properly, so it was not pressed tightly into his shoulder, causing the butt to snap backwards into his shoulder and collarbone, at the same time hitting his jaw, causing his slightly open mouth to slam shut and chip two of his teeth.

Unfortunately, the tip of his tongue was also caught in the clash of teeth. To make matters worse, he was standing with his feet together, causing him to be flung backwards, crashing into a few of the of young Xhosa men. The offending weapon was dropped, Morris landed on his posterior with his legs flung high in the air, the momentum of which caused him to roll backwards head over heels, leaving him stunned and lying face down in the sand. Four of the eleven bearers collapsed in fright on the ground, assisted by Morris’ recoil, and the remaining eight men bolted into the bush screaming madly. David was not far behind them.

The only man left standing was Nguni, but he was staring at the melee in horror, eyes wide and mouth agape. There were men scattered in the sand, Morris was face down and possibly dead as far as he was concerned, and half his troop were missing in the bush somewhere.

And then there was silence, punctuated only by a shrill ringing in everyone’s ears. The air reeked of rotten eggs from the burnt black gunpowder, adding to everyone’s confusion. Morris raised his head slowly, gazing at the ground blankly with a stunned look etched on his face. Nguni was staring at him, and, realising Morris was alive, started to find this funny. He began to snigger, and tried hard to suppress it in front of his battered boss, but he couldn’t, and suddenly his deep laughter burst out uncontrollably as he sat down, tears streaming from his eyes. Morris also started to laugh, though the humiliation was fast setting in, and then the remaining men strewn in the sand joined in. One by one the others, including David, returned to the scene.

Once everyone had composed themselves, Morris took stock of his situation. His mouth was bleeding and painful, and his shoulder was very bruised and sore. In fact, he could hardly move his arm, and holding his right shoulder with his left hand, walked around in circles gently rotating his arm like a one-bladed windmill.

David picked up the rifle and studied it. It had sand and dirt all over it and inside the working parts, but it looked intact. He surveyed the scene and then walked over to Morris.

“You missed,” he said dryly.

It became very clear that these two young Irish Jews had no clue about hunting and survival in the African bush, but it also became obvious that they had to learn, and fast. Morris refused point-blank to touch the Martini-Henry again. It had given him a very deep-seated fear and respect for the deadly power it had, and he suggested that if they wanted meat for dinner Nguni would have to command some of his men go out and kill an animal with their spears and knobbed sticks, which they later learnt were called ‘knobkerries’. As it turned out Nguni had already sent out a hunting party, as he had little faith in the abilities of these young Europeans to provide the needed meat, and because he too was hungry.

David realised that the Martini-Henry was vital for survival against wild predators, and, above all, it had cost them a pretty penny to purchase. After dissecting what had happened to Morris, he came to realise that it was obvious his brother was not ready for the impact and recoil of the shot, and therefore did not hold the weapon correctly, but no amount of discussion would get Morris to attempt another shot. He wanted to return home, but for David, this was not an option. Deeply concerned for their safety, David gave up trying to persuade Morris and decided he would attempt to fire the offending rifle himself.

After cleaning it as thoroughly as he could, he spent the next hour practising aiming and holding and dry-firing. Finally, he put a bullet in the chamber with Nguni watching carefully at his side, but as he lifted the rifle to his shoulder Nguni beat a hasty retreat to a safe distance. This caused everyone else in the camp to do likewise, leaving David standing isolated and conspicuously on his own.

David held the rifle steady and tight in the crook of his shoulder. He spread his legs apart, left leg in front of the right, anticipating the kick, and leant into the butt. With his left hand, he gripped the stock tightly and then said a quick prayer to the Lord. He lined up the sights and carefully aimed the barrel of the weapon towards the hapless tree branch that had been waiting all day patiently on the riverbed. As the target lined up with his sights, David pulled the trigger and involuntarily shut his eyes at the same time.

The recoil was explosive, but when David opened his eyes, he was still standing, and the rifle was still pointing towards the riverbed. The kick against his shoulder was not so bad; he was not in any pain, and, as far as he could tell, he was not bleeding. His ears were ringing, but through the deafness and high-pitched sound reverberating in his eardrums he could hear a rumbling noise behind him, so turned to see what it was. Everyone was applauding him, clapping and cheering.

Morris walked over to him and slapped him on the shoulder. “You missed,” he said with a smile, “but not by much!” He was very proud of his brother; but then, he always was.

It was also at this point that David earned the respect of the group and he became their unspoken leader. He was seen to be very courageous to have overcome his fear like that.

Dinner that night was meat from a very small antelope with horns the size of a man’s little finger. It was a cute animal, hunted and killed by the spear by one of the bearers, but the boys were unable to name the species, although they were sure it had a name. The meat was tender and went down very well. After dinner Nguni approached the boys and knelt down on one knee again. He passed Morris and David a handful of what looked and felt like crushed wet leaves and herbs.

“Put that on your feet, Boss,” he encouraged gently. “It will fix the pain.” Morris and David thanked him, and did as Nguni suggested. The concoction was cool and soothing to their bare, blistered feet. They unrolled their blankets and, within minutes, were fast asleep.

Over the coming days, David continued to practice shooting, using just five rounds a day to conserve ammunition, and his aim and confidence improved to the point where everyone was comfortable with his abilities to hunt and protect the expedition. David was quite certain that Nguni and his team were very capable of protecting the group without him as this was their land and they knew everything about it, but still he took some personal pride in being the provider and protector.

As they broke camp on the morning of the fourth day and began their march along what looked more like an animal track than a bush path, Morris started doubting Nguni’s sense of direction and started to wonder if he really knew where they were going. He picked up his pace and began walking level with him.

“Nguni, how far to this place we are heading?”

“It is near, near,” Nguni replied with a smile, pointing into the distance ahead of him.

Morris assumed that by repeating the word ‘near’ twice, it must be really close. “Near?” He questioned again, realising also that measurement of distance probably wasn’t a part of the Xhosa vocabulary.

“Yes, Boss. Near, near. Very close now.”

Satisfied that their march was finally reaching its destination, Morris dropped back to David and gave him the encouraging news. However, by lunchtime, they were still trudging through the knee-high dry grass and scratchy bush. Morris picked up a tick on his arm, which he pulled off in disgust, and his frustrations were starting to turn to disappointment and anger, and it didn’t help when David began annoying him too.

“I thought you said Nguni said we were nearly there?”

“That’s what he said,” Morris grumbled. “I wonder if he’s lost.”

“I wonder if he was lying when he said he had been there before, so that he could get a job?” David moaned, as a sense of despair started to overcome him.

“I’m going to have another talk with him,” Morris decided as he picked up his pace again, but just at that point Nguni called a halt to the group and barked his usual orders to indicate to the boys that it was time for a mid-day break. When their cup of boiling hot tea was presented to them, and the proper thanks were exchanged, Morris spoke to Nguni again.

“Nguni, you said we were close to Patensie, but we are not there yet.”

“Yes Boss, we are very close now. Near, near.”

“But you told me that early this morning, and it is now midday.”

“Yes,” he said proudly.

“I do not understand. In my language, ‘close’ means, well, close.” Morris was getting frustrated. Nguni just looked at him with a big smile. David tried something else. “Nguni, will we be there before the sun is there?” he enquired, pointing to where he thought the sun would be at about two o’clock in the afternoon. “Or maybe when the sun is there?” David continued, pointing to the horizon.

“We will be there when the sun is there!” Nguni averred, smiling and pointing in the same direction.

“Today?” Morris cut in, just to make sure. 

“Yes, Boss.” Nguni nodded, still smiling. 

“And you have been there before?” he added. 

“Yes, Boss.” Another nod.

“So you are not lost, Nguni?” David pressed. 

“Yes, Boss.” Nguni smiled back.

Morris and David looked at each other, bewildered. 

Morris shrugged. “Alright, thank you, Nguni. Continue with your tea and then we will proceed,” he said, waving him off.

“I’m not sure if I know how to communicate with these people,” Morris said under his breath.

“Yes, it is difficult, but I think we should be very grateful that Nguni can speak some English. I wonder if near means far in this country?” 

Nguni was right. As the sun started its descent towards the horizon the track they were following began crisscrossing other tracks, and the more they walked, the more paths they crisscrossed, and the path they were following started to widen ever so slightly. There was evidence that people used this track and they began to notice ruts in the path that had been made by a wagon or some man-made contraption. Just as dusk was looming, they came across what looked like an abandoned shed made of weathered wooden branches and a patchy thatch roof made of grass and straw.

“We are here,” Nguni announced, face beaming with pride, and he promptly started instructing his men to set up camp and light a fire.

The brothers didn’t move; they just stood looking at the shed and the bush around them, horrified that they had literally ended their marathon walk in the absolute middle of nowhere. There was no street of any kind, no houses and no sign of habitation apart from the dilapidated shed. What was worse was that there was no sign of any tobacco or any crop of any sort.

“Nguni!” Morris called him over. When he trotted up to them he stood smiling like a little boy who had achieved something really amazing. “Nguni?” Morris was stuck for words. He spread his arms indicating everything around him. “Nguni, what do you mean ‘we are here’? There is nothing here.”

“It is late Boss. Everyone has gone home to their villages. There will be some people here tomorrow.”

“Gone home? Some people?”

“There are villages around here, behind that hill, and on the other side of the river.”

“There is a river?” David asked, still shocked at the absence of any human company.

“Yes, behind those trees.” Nguni indicated a thicket of trees about one hundred yards ahead.

“So who lived here?” Morris asked, pointing to the abandoned shed. 

“That is the Police Outpost.”

“Police? They have police out here?” Morris said, more a statement than a question. “So where are they?”

“Maybe on patrol, Boss.”

“Patrol?” Morris looked at David. “Patrol? They might be on Patrol. Nguni, how far do they go on patrol?”

“I don’t know Boss. But not far; near, near.”

Morris sighed. “I can’t believe this country. It could be months before we see any civilisation out here. Near, near? That could be in the next country as far as we know.” Morris was starting to lose his temper and Nguni, as well as David, was acutely aware of that.

“Calm down, brother,” David cautioned softly. “Nguni, where do we find the tobacco farms?”

“I will ask the people that live in the villages tomorrow,” Nguni said quickly. “We cannot find the people now as it is getting dark. The lions and hyenas are starting to hunt. We need to make camp and a fire. But we will find them tomorrow. Sure, Boss.”

“Hyenas now? What on earth is a hyena?” Morris muttered, throwing his hands up in the air and walking off. “Sonwabo! You stay very close to me with that rifle!” he demanded.

That night everyone had a very restless sleep as the night air was punctuated with intimidating sounds the boys had not heard in all previous nights. Although the growls, barks and howls were curious to the boys, it was the nervous shuffling of the men each time a certain sound was heard that kept them awake along with the intensity of the campfire they maintained. They were obviously very nervous and alert, and the sense of fear cloaked the entire camp. No one was spared.

As the glow of the morning sunrise started to lighten the black sky, Morris and David woke with a jolt. It was the sound of people talking which wrenched them from their slumber. A group of African men carrying spears and farming implements had approached the camp and were talking to Nguni, going through a customary greeting tradition, gently clapping cupped hands, slight bows, with the inaudible rumble of voices in their own language, occasionally breaking into a gentle laugh or chuckle.

Nguni broke away from the visitors and came over to Morris and David. “I see you, Boss Morris. I see you, Boss David.”

“We see you too, Nguni. We see you have visitors.”

“Yes, Boss. They work on the farm of the man you seek with tobacco.”

The boys were overwhelmed by their first piece of good news they had heard in about a week. “That is fine news, Nguni,” David said with a grin. “How far is this farm?”

“It is close, close, Boss,” Nguni said with a big smile. Morris rolled his eyes skyward. “We stand on the farm now.”

“Oh!” David was surprised and looked over at Morris with a cocked eyebrow. “So, can they take us to the owner?”

“Yes, Boss. They can lead us there now.”

“Well then, let us go.”




Piet van Tonder lived in a simple but large Dutch-gable house nestled amongst some shady trees, with his wife, four young sons and infant daughter. He was a thick-set man with black hair and a thick beard. Hennie was well-rounded and looked as if she could handle any situation presented to her. Her brown hair was pulled back into a tight bun, and she wore a loose floral frock. There wasn’t much of a garden, but the homestead looked comfortably established, with three broken wagons scattered around the yard in various stages of decay. News of their arrival must have preceded them as Mr and Mrs van Tonder were standing on the veranda of the house watching their arrival from a distance.

When they reached the imagined edge of the garden, Nguni and his men stopped and allowed Morris and David to approach alone. Van Tonder, holding a rifle in the crook of his arm, stood at the top of the three steps leading up to the veranda, legs slightly apart, chest out and looking formidable as he stared down his nose at them, ensuring everyone knew this was his castle and he was in charge. Nervously the boys walked up to within a few yards of the steps before Morris halted and addressed the formidable farmer.

“Good morning, Sir. My name is Morris Langbourne, and this is my brother, David Langbourne.”

“Goeie môre,” van Tonder answered in Afrikaans. Morris assumed that meant good morning, and, as van Tonder inhospitably made no effort to introduce himself, he continued in the only language he knew. “We have recently arrived from Ireland,” Morris stated, hoping this might make the unpredictable farmer understand he only spoke English. “We are looking to buy tobacco and a man we befriended in Port Elizabeth, Mr Danie Coetsee, suggested we trek out here and introduce ourselves to a Mr Piet van Tonder.”

Whether it was due to the mention of Danie’s name, hearing his own name, or the thought that he might sell some of his tobacco the boys were not able to ascertain, however, Mr van Tonder suddenly changed his demeanour; a broad smile invaded his face, showing yellow stained teeth, one of which was missing, and his eyes lit up.

“You have found the right person,” he said in rough, guttural English. “You must be tired from your journey. Come, come.” He beckoned to them to come up the steps.

“Thank you very much, Sir. We are very pleased to have found you,” Morris said, genuine relief reflected in his voice.

“Hennie!” van Tonder barked at his wife. “Prepare some food for our guests. Hurry now!” He then shouted over their heads to the group of men standing at the garden boundary in an African language Morris did not understand. “My boys will look after your boys,” he said. “Now come in, come in.”

The inside of the van Tonder homestead was roomy and comfortably appointed with a large couch upholstered in a floral fabric and two matching single-seat loungers. There were paintings of vases with flowers and fruit on the walls in bright yellow, red and orange colours and some intricate porcelain ornaments of women in long flowing dresses and fancy hats on shelves, including some of the windowsills. Hennie was obviously an accomplished homemaker and very house- proud, and the boys were certain that she could manage the farm if her husband went away on long treks, which they were sure he did.

Piet van Tonder ushered the boys through to the kitchen and offered them a seat at the wooden kitchen table. He started the conversation by asking the boys a bit about themselves and Ireland while Hennie busied herself with making an amazing breakfast of eggs, bacon, sausages and some thick juicy steak. The aromas wafting past the boys made them salivate, and they suddenly realised how ravenous they were. They constantly had to remind themselves to concentrate on the conversation rather than stare longingly at the pots and pans on the stovetop.

“So, tell me, what are you going to do with my tobacco in Port Elizabeth?” van Tonder jogged Morris back to reality.

“When we lived in Manchester we worked in a cigarette factory and learned how to make cigarettes, so we want to continue with that here.”

“Have you a factory?”

“No, not yet, sir, but we brought some tools with us so we are ready to start. We just need to find a farmer who will sell us some tobacco.”

“And so you walked all the way from PE to find me?”

“Yes sir,” David confirmed.

“You are either very brave, very determined, or very stupid,” van Tonder noted, and let out a gravelly laugh.

“When we left Port Elizabeth we were very determined,” said Morris seriously, “but now I realise we were really very stupid.”

At this Hennie let a gentle giggle escape as she stirred a pot on the stove, but Piet changed his tone. “How so?” he asked, suddenly alert.

“Well,” Morris took a deep breath, “we had no idea where to find you, and relied on an African man we had met just the day before. There are no signposts or markers to find your homestead, so we had to put a lot of trust in a man who said he had been here once before. We didn’t, and still don’t, understand the ways of the African bush and the animals that would be a danger to us, but at the time we departed, we didn’t think this was a big problem. Furthermore, we didn’t know how to shoot a gun...”

Van Tonder cut in sharply. “You came here without a gun or any form of protection, or means of hunting?”

“Oh, we had a gun all right, but we never learnt how to use it before we left, nor had we had any practice with it, so we may as well not have had one, I suppose.”

Van Tonder said something in Afrikaans that Morris didn’t understand, but he was sure there were some swear words in there. “You are lucky you didn’t come across a pride of lions, or a leopard, or a pack of hyena. You are mad, boy. Never do that again.”

“Yes, we realise that now, Mr Van Tonder,” David admitted. “The problem is we still have to get back, and I do worry about that. I was hoping that before we leave you might teach me how to shoot straight.” 

Just then Mrs Van Tonder put a plate of delicious food in front of the men. Mr Van Tonder insisted they gave thanks for the food, which he did in Dutch, and then they all tucked in, and little more was said until they had finished. 

The boys gave Mrs Van Tonder heartfelt thanks that were very genuine and sincere. The subject of hunger was touched on, which led Mrs Van Tonder to question them about their hardships in Ireland. Between Morris and David, they recalled the difficult time they had, and how their father and sister did all they could to provide for them while they worked long hours in the cold and gloom to bring in enough money to feed the family. Their woes touched the hearts of the van Tonders, and, in particular, that of Hennie van Tonder. At one stage David noticed her discreetly dab a tear from the corner of her eye.

“Hennie, these young men must be thirsty. Make some coffee now. Quickly!” Piet snapped at his wife. 

The boys were again surprised at how abrupt he was with her, not even saying a please or thank you. David was surprised at how she responded without question.

“Gentlemen,” van Tonder continued, “you are in luck. I am due to leave our farm tomorrow for Port Elizabeth. In fact, you are very lucky to find me here. I invite you to spend the night as our guests. Hennie will prepare one of the children’s rooms for you.”

“I thank you for your hospitality, sir, but we are happy to sleep under the stars tonight...” Morris began.

“No!” van Tonder raised his hands in objection. “You will stay here,” he said bluntly. “After we have had coffee, we shall go down to my barns, and you can select what you require from the tobacco I have for sale. This afternoon I will teach you how to use your gun, and tomorrow we will set off for PE together. During the trek, I will teach you all about the bush and the animals and snakes and other dangerous things that are just waiting out there to kill you.”

Morris and David looked at each other in disbelief. They tried to find the words to say how grateful they were but could only stutter a couple of broken words.

“Man, if I send you back to PE on your own you will probably die, your luck won’t last that long, and then I would have to live with that myself,” van Tonder laughed. “No, I will teach you as much as I can in three days, so you had better learn well, boys.”

“Mr Van Tonder, I don’t know how to thank you,” Morris was at a loss for words.

“Just give me a good price for my tobacco,” he responded with a smile.

The tobacco barns were very simple wooden sheds that looked as though they might blow over in the next storm; certainly, they were not built as sturdily as O’Connor’s barns had been back in Dublin, Morris thought. The sight of the barns brought back some memories of O’Connor and Elaine, which in turn brought back memories of his father and mother, Reuben and Esther, and his siblings, Bloomy, Louis, Harry and Sarah, and that made him feel homesick and empty. The feelings didn’t last long, though; as soon as he smelt the cured tobacco his attention became focused again, and both he and David got down to selecting about one hundred pounds of the golden leaf. It was not a large quantity of tobacco in the eyes of the farmer, but it was massive in the eyes and minds of the Langbourne brothers.

Negotiations for the purchase were easy as they allowed van Tonder to name his price, which they felt was reasonable anyhow, and then David spent a couple of hours with the bush-hardened farmer learning how to grasp, aim, shoot and clean the rifle, and most importantly, all about safety. Van Tonder told the boys many gruesome stories of accidents, and how an accidental discharge is almost always unforgiving.

As the sun slipped below the horizon and the night insects came alive and broke into their myriad of nocturnal courtship songs, the menfolk sat on the veranda of the homestead and sipped sweet tea that Hennie dutifully provided while she worked in the kitchen. Cooking up yet another scrumptious meal boys salivated as the rich aromas drifted their way on the gentle evening breeze. Piet van Tonder, now relaxed after the chores of the day, started telling the boys some fantastic stories of the bush and the animals, and of some incredible experiences that he had lived through in the twelve years he had lived on the farm. When dinner was ready they were ushered through to the kitchen table again and, after once more giving thanks in Dutch, they enjoyed a most delicious meal; possibly the best meal they had eaten in their lives. It fascinated them what Hennie could produce in such an isolated environment. Apart from the succulent beef and perfectly cooked vegetables, the gravy was outstanding, with the meal being followed by a traditional Afrikaans desert called Melk Tert, which translated to Milk Tart. It was a delicious crumbly base that resembled a biscuit, filled with a creamy custard-like sauce that set to a jelly. It took great willpower for the boys to restrain themselves from asking for seconds.

At the end of the meal their children were sent to bed after politely bidding their guests Good Night in Afrikaans, and then the men returned to the veranda to enjoy the last hours of the evening, reflecting on what the day had brought them.

The sound of drumbeats drifted towards them from a long way off. David questioned what that sound was.

“It’s coming from the African village, oh, about three miles away. That’s where your boys are. My boys will be taking good care of them. They dance to the drums, and they can do that all night. They have probably slaughtered a goat and will share some of their beer with them.”

“Beer? Out here?” David said.

“My boy, you don’t want to drink their beer. It is not like the beer you and I know, not that I touch beer myself,” he hastened to add, looking around nervously for Hennie. “No, their beer is a thick soupy stuff, fermented and quite bitter and disgusting. But it holds a lot of alcohol in it, and they drink it by the bucketful,” he told them with disgust. “You’ll probably find they are not in entirely good shape in the morning. Nevertheless, we leave in the morning, and if they can’t keep up, that’s not my fault, and they will be left behind, which they won’t want. No, they will keep up,” he said with a slight laugh.

It was clear to the boys that van Tonder was not a man of much tolerance for anyone, including his wife, and yet she seemed to be the only one that he appeared in any way wary of.

“We have a big day tomorrow, boys. It is time for bed.” With that Piet van Tonder ended the evening and sent his guests to bed - the first time in many days they had slept on a mattress with sheets. They were asleep within a minute.







The next day, fortified with a huge breakfast in their bellies, cooked by Hennie van Tonder, which included freshly baked aromatic bread, the likes of which the boys had never tasted before, they departed for the three-day walk back to Port Elizabeth. The tobacco had been bundled into hessian sacks that were carried upon the heads of six of Nguni’s men. At the rear, a horse was led by one of Piet’s team. Piet would walk with the boys all the way to Port Elizabeth, but he would ride his horse on his return journey. He had a team of eight men who would carry supplies that he intended to purchase in town.

Piet talked non-stop with the boys as they forged their way east. He talked about the trees and the venomous snakes one might encounter in them, such as the boomslang, or, translated literally into English, tree snake, or the python, so large it could swallow a man whole. He talked about the grasslands, and the snakes found in there that could spoil their day, such as the cobra, puff adder and various vipers. When he saw an antelope he would stop and tell interesting and curious stories about them, allowing the party of bearers to walk on ahead before striding off and catching up with them again.

At one stage he stopped abruptly and signalled the boys to bunch up close to him. He pointed into the bush off to their right and then knelt down on one knee. The boys did the same. “Can you see that animal over there, between those two trees?” he asked, pointing out two larger trees about one hundred yards ahead of them.

“No,” said Morris, “I can’t see any animal.”

“Look carefully. He is an eland bull. The largest antelope of all. He is well camouflaged.”

David stared hard into the bush but could not see a thing. “I can’t see anything out there. Where?”

“Alright, now I’m going to tell you something. Don’t look for an animal, look for movement. Quick sharp movement.”

The eland flicked his ears, and instantly the boys saw it. “Oh my word, I see him now, and I was looking right at him all along!” David exclaimed in a whisper. The Eland was massive, standing absolutely still in the dappled shade of the surrounding trees.

“He is huge!” Morris marvelled at the antelope. It stood patiently staring at them, occasionally flicking an ear or his tail.

“You wouldn’t want to shoot one of those for the pot. Do you know why?” Piet asked Morris.

“The meat has a bad taste?” Morris guessed.

“No, the meat tastes very nice, actually. No, an Eland that size will feed over a hundred people. Unless you have a team of over one hundred people, it would be a waste of meat, and therefore a waste of such a beautiful animal.”

David was looking at the short twisted horns that the Eland sported on top of his head. “Are they dangerous?”

“No, you will never have a problem with an antelope. They will run away before you get near them. But if you shoot an antelope and wound it, be very careful when you approach it; those horns can do a lot of damage if he still has some life left in him.”

Just then the Eland, thinking the huddle of men meant no harm, started walking off at a gentle pace. Piet suddenly held his hand up to warn them to be silent. He was listening to some short, sharp whining sounds coming off from their right. They almost sounded like laughter. “Can you hear that?” he asked again. The boys nodded. “That is a herd of zebra. I think they are coming this way.”

“Are they dangerous?” Morris asked again.

Piet laughed again. “You boys know nothing, do you? They are more deadly than lions!” he joked. “No, they are like horses, and very scared of us. Come, let’s go and find them.”

The men stood up and walked silently towards the sound of the frolicking zebras. It didn’t take long to find them, and once again they settled into a kneeling position. The boys recognised the zebra from the mounted trophy on the wall at The Grand Hotel. To see them in their entirety showed them to be magnificent, beautiful creatures. David decided this was the most beautiful animal he had ever seen and marvelled at God’s creation.

“They are beautiful’” Morris echoed David’s thoughts.

“Yes, they are,” Piet agreed. “You see that foal, the baby one?” he asked, pointing to the rear of the herd. “Look how long his legs are. He has to grow into his legs. You see that?”

“Yes,” David said, watching the gangly youngster bound over to his mother.

“Why do you think the baby is born with his legs too long?”

“I don’t know,” Morris said, bemused. He was amazed that Piet would notice something like that because he certainly hadn’t.

“Well, I don’t know either, to be honest, but I think it is some sort of defence thing against predators.”

“Because they can run with the herd and keep up?”

“Yes, perhaps. But I also have another thought. Let’s pretend we are lions and we are looking for the smallest and weakest animal to hunt. Watch what happens when the young one walks amongst the herd.”

On cue, the foal walked amongst the adults and blended in. “You see that? We are kneeling at about the same height as a lion’s head. That is what he sees,” he said gesturing at the herd slowly walking across the open field. “You can’t see the foal because the bottom of his belly is the same height as the adult’s bellies. He looks like an adult when he is amongst his family.”

David shook his head in awe. “Isn’t nature amazing? How on earth did you work that out?”

“I’ve been in the bush a long time. But I don’t know if that is the reason, it is just something I believe in. Look over there; can you see those baboons in that tree?”

The boys nodded. “I don’t trust them. They are very crafty animals. Stay away from them if you can. They will steal your food if they get the chance, and they can be very aggressive. Wait until you see one yawn and you will see that his teeth are bigger than a lion’s teeth.”

“Really? Strange looking creature,” Morris noted in surprise.

“Yes, and there are different types of monkeys here. But all of them I don’t like. Their droppings, you know?” he said pointing to his rear end. “They smell just like a human’s too.” He laughed. “Come on; we must catch up with the boys.”

Morris and David loved listening to what Piet had to tell them, and Piet was having a ball sharing what he knew. He still couldn’t believe they had never heard of something as common as a monkey. He learnt that the only animals they had ever even heard of were lions, elephants and tigers, and tigers were not even found in Africa. They really knew absolutely nothing about the bush. City dwellers from the back end of Europe, he thought. Their knowledge of the African bush, or lack of knowledge, continued to amuse and fascinate him.

Later that afternoon they set up camp for the night and Piet took the boys for a walk into the bush to find a springbok to kill for the pot. It didn’t take long for him to find a herd of about thirty of the little antelope and he called for his gun bearer to bring his rifle to him. He also called for David’s gun bearer to bring his Martini-Henry for him. 

“Alright,” he whispered to David, “you see that springbok at the rear of the group? I want you to shoot that one. I will also aim for it and if I see you miss or injure the animal I will try to kill it quickly.”

David was suddenly very nervous and saddened that he was about to attempt to kill his first animal, but realised it was something he would eventually have to do. He nodded and quietly loaded the rifle with a brass and lead bullet. He noticed that Piet, whose rifle was always loaded, was already taking aim, and also noticed Morris had retreated to a very safe distance. Using everything he had been taught by Piet, David concentrated on the job at hand and aimed just behind the unsuspecting springbok’s shoulder. The moment it stopped walking David gently squeezed the trigger, and the rifle kicked back. Instinctively he shut his eyes, but immediately opened them and could not see his target through the smoke, but instead saw antelope bolting in every direction. He noticed Piet did not let off his round, and instead lowered his rifle.

“Well done, David! Bull’s-eye! You have learnt well,” he said with a hint of pride for his student.

“I did?” David said, surprised. “Wow.” Adrenalin seared through his veins. He had just been initiated into the world of hunting. What David did not know was that historically, the Dutch farmers, or Boers as they were called, were excellent marksmen. Their fathers would teach them how to shoot accurately from a young age, even from a moving horse, and because ammunition was so scarce and expensive, if the young lad missed his mark, his father would generally teach him a sound lesson.

As they sat around the campfire having enjoyed a fulfilling meal of springbok and other titbits that Hennie had packed for the team, the conversation turned back to animals and survival techniques in the bush.

“Tell me,” Piet changed the subject the way he often did, “what birds do you know?”

“Well,” David thought for a moment, “blackbirds.”

“They sometimes call them crows,” Morris added.

“What else?”

“Sparrows? Chickens?” David continued.

“Chickens!” Piet burst out laughing. David didn’t understand the joke. “You don’t count chickens; they are farm animals. We are talking about wild birds, man.”

“Right-oh.” David blushed in the firelight. “Well, I think that’s all we know. We have seen a lot of different birds since we came to Port Elizabeth, but we don’t know what they are.”

“Don’t tell me there are birds in Africa that can kill you?” Morris said in surprise.

Piet laughed again. “Yes, my good friend, there is one, actually.” 

“So how is a bird able to kill a man? By spearing him in the heart with his beak?” David was a little sarcastic, not really believing Piet now.

“No, it can kick and trample you to death,” Piet chuckled.

“Now you are pulling my leg,” David laughed nervously. “A bird, trampling a man to death? Impossible!”

“You may laugh, my friend. Have you not heard of an ostrich?”

Suddenly they became silent as a cloak of fear passed over them yet again. “You are not joking, are you? No, we have not heard of an ostrich,” Morris admitted.

“Very large birds, taller than a man! They are very territorial. You need to tread carefully if you walk into their territory. The males have deeper colours than the females. It is always like that in the world of birds and animals, except for humans.” He laughed to himself. “In order to attract the females the shins on an ostrich’s legs turn red. If you see an ostrich with red legs, do yourself a favour and stay well clear of him as he will carry with him a bad temper. I hope we see one soon. You will be amazed at how big they can get.”

“I don’t know if I want to see one,” Morris muttered, his imagination running wild.

“Oh, don’t worry, it is very rare that people get attacked by them. You have to be very stupid to get yourself into a difficult situation. Yet people do,” van Tonder remarked, and he seemed to trail off into some distant memory.

“What other animal is dangerous in these parts?” David prompted Piet; he was soaking up all this information like a sponge and didn’t want Piet to stop talking.

“The rhino. Have you heard of a rhinoceros?”

“No,” both boys said together.

“A beautiful beast, it is. Very large, weighs a couple of tons I believe, and once it starts running it is very hard for it to stop. In fact, it doesn’t turn corners very well, which can be a blessing if it takes a run at you. It has a very sharp horn on its nose, sometimes two horns, one behind the other and woe betide you if you get charged by one of those.”

“Do you get many in the area?” David pushed in awe.

“Oh yes, they’re everywhere, and there are thousands of them. You’ll see some before we get home, I’m certain of that. But don’t worry, we’ll keep clear of them. I have a deep respect for their strength and their bad moods! There are two types of rhinos, a black rhino and a white rhino. You only get the black rhino in these parts, though. But at first glance, it seems both varieties look the same, and both are exactly the same colour - grey.” he laughed again.

“So why call them ‘black’ and ‘white’?”

“Oh, it’s only names the Europeans have given them. There are subtle differences - the black rhino has a hooked lip which he uses to forage for leaves and twigs on bushes. It uses this lip to rip the leaves off branches. The white rhino is a grazer and eats grass, so it has a flat and square shaped lip.”

“Such small differences, really.” Morris spoke into the darkness beyond the fire, secretly looking for something that might be stalking him.

“I’ll tell you a funny story about the rhino.” Piet started to smile. “Because the black rhino feeds amongst bushes, if she gets frightened by a predator and she has a baby with her, she will crash through the bush clearing a way for her baby, so you will always see the baby running behind the mother. That is not so for the white rhino. As she feeds in grasslands, there are no trees or bushes to clear away when she flees an enemy, just tall grass, so she will put her baby in front of her.”

“How about that?” David was impressed.

“That’s not the funny part. Have you ever seen an African woman carrying her baby?”

Both boys shook their heads. “No, not yet,” David confirmed, “in fact, we are yet to see an African woman.”

“Well, you will soon. The mothers put their infants in a blanket and strap them to their backs while they work in the fields or carry water. The child is very comfortable and happy on the mother’s backs. Yet the Europeans put their babies in a perambulator, and push them in front of them when they go for a walk, not so?” The boys nodded in unison. “And so it is in the rhino kingdom! The white rhinos flee with their babies in front of them, the black rhinos flee with their babies behind them.” With that Piet burst out laughing, while the boys sat in absolute awe at the fascination of nature that was starting to unfold in their lives. Nothing like this had even been considered in Ireland; this was all very foreign to them, and probably to the entire population of Europe as far as they were concerned.

After a little pause, Piet began to stand up. “Well, gentlemen, we have a big day again tomorrow so it is time to get some sleep. We have a river to cross, which we will have to be careful about, and a steep hill to walk over.”

“Oh no,” sighed Morris in despair. “Don’t tell me there are fish in the river that can kill a man too?”

“Not fish, Morris, crocodiles and hippos.”

“What in heaven’s name are those? Is there nothing in this country that can’t kill you?” Morris was getting desperate.

“No, man,” Piet said calmly. “Everything can kill you out here. By the time we get to PE you will realise how lucky you were to reach my farm. But don’t worry; by the time we get to PE you will also know all you need to know about God’s land and how to stay alive in it. Now I’m off to sleep, and I suggest you two do likewise. The boys will take turns keeping guard over us tonight. You will be safe from wild animals, unless you get bitten by a snake, or a venomous spider. Good night, gentlemen.” With that he wandered off to the team of men to make sure the instructions for the night watch were carried out.

“Bugger me,” David muttered. For once, Morris didn’t complain about his language.

As they entered the town limits of Port Elizabeth on the third day of their return march, the boys were feeling a lot fitter and in very good spirits. They had even managed to gain a slight tan on their faces and forearms, and they felt good about it.

Parting company with Piet van Tonder was difficult as they had formed a strong friendship with the gruff Boer, and promises were made to return to the farm when the tobacco ran low and a re-supply was necessary. They all agreed, especially the Langbourne brothers, that they were extremely lucky to have survived the journey to the farm. They gave thanks to Nguni and his team of men who had seen them safely there, and were grateful good fortune had been on their side.

They had learnt about the dangers of forging a river, watching for the stealth of the crocodile or the aggressive barking of the hippopotamus who would yawn exposing voracious teeth, to keep clear of the Cape Buffalo and the feisty male ostrich, and how to set up camp to offer the best possible protection from nocturnal predators. They had learnt what bark, leaves and fruit they could eat, and those they could not, and how to find water under the soil. David had learnt how to confidently handle a rifle and was competent in shooting it, but Morris preferred not to indulge in that skill after his frightening and somewhat embarrassing experience. Piet taught them which antelope had good meat, and which animals to avoid at any cost; leaving those animals to professional hunters because of the dangers of an inaccurate shot to the heart or brain. By watching Piet, they learnt how to dress better for bush hiking, and what should be brought along and what could be left behind.

They had seen some fascinating birdlife. The honey guide intrigued the boys most, with its ability to lure humans to a beehive and wait for them to rob the hive of its honey. Piet was very insistent that some honey was left for the bird as a token of thanks, for if anyone did raid a hive, failure to thank the little bird would infuriate her, and she might coax the next human into a leopard’s lair. They saw a bird with a large bill whose call sounded just like that of a human baby, which Piet called a hornbill, and some birds with the most fascinating iridescent green and blue colours and striking red bills and legs, with such a loud, happy, chatty call, that Piet jokingly said they were the ‘teenage girls of the bird world’.

As the group split, with Piet and his team heading to the General Store and afterwards possibly to see Danie Coetsee, the brothers took their team to their landlady’s home to deposit the tobacco. Nguni and his men were paid some coins, to the satisfaction of the group and, after thanking them again, the boys went inside to wash off over a week’s worth of dust, dirt, sweat and grime from their bodies.

“That was quite an adventure, Morris,” David said as he peeled his boots off his filthy feet.

“Indeed it was,” Morris joyfully agreed. “I’m in no hurry to do it again just yet, I must admit, but it is certainly a beautiful country out there, and I would like to do it again someday.”

“Well, we certainly have learnt a lot. I often wonder if Father would believe us if we told him of what exists out there, or of what we have achieved.”

“He would be fascinated, that is for certain. I’m still fascinated, to be honest.”

“You know what, Morris? I feel like a good bath, followed by a beer and a quality meal down at The Grand. What say we..?”

Morris interrupted him. “What an excellent idea!”




















CHAPTER TWELVE

Trading




[image: Image]




A new day, a new venture, a renewed excitement and hope. The boys were up early and waiting at the kitchen table as Sonja Du Plessis made them a breakfast of eggs and bacon, followed by a dry bread crust that she showed them how to dip, or ‘dunk’, into their tea to soften it up before eating it.

“This is called a rusk,” she said proudly, dipping one in her cup of tea before taking a bite out of the softened end. “I made them myself. Very traditional out here, you know.”

“It is very nice, thank you, Mrs Du Plessis,” David complimented her. He found any form of food very enjoyable.

“Mrs Du Plessis,” Morris piped up, “David and I are going to start a new business today. We are not working at Mr Smit’s chemist any longer.”

“Oh, that sounds very interesting, Morris.” She put her teacup down, interested in what he was going to say.

“Last week, as you know, we went out west to purchase some tobacco from a farmer. I hope you don’t mind, but we stored the tobacco on your back veranda last night as we had nowhere else to put it.”

“That’s all right, I don’t mind,” she smiled at him, pleased that Morris had had the decency to let her know and ask for permission.

“Well, when we lived in Manchester we worked in a cigarette factory and learnt how to make real cigarettes, not like the ones you roll in newspaper, the nice kind, in fine white paper. So we have decided we want to make cigarettes from now on, and we were wondering if you would mind if we used your back veranda to roll these cigarettes.”

“I don’t see why not,” she said slowly. She wondered if it would be appropriate to ask for a little more rent, seeing as they would be making money out of her backyard. Morris had anticipated this already.

“But because it is a business venture, although, with no certainty of success, we felt it would be fitting if we offered you some form of an increase in the rent we pay,” Morris suggested.

Sonja’s eyes lit up. “That would be very welcome, Morris, you know that.”

“So I was thinking, as we don’t earn any money at the moment, and may not for a while yet, perhaps we could pay you in the form of cigarettes?”

Sonja gave that a little thought. “That sounds like a very acceptable idea to me.”

“May I suggest we give you half a dozen cigarettes a day for every day we work here?”

“I would be very happy with that, Morris. Thank you.”

“Excellent!” Morris was very pleased. “I like doing business with you, Mrs Du Plessis.”

She laughed at that; she really enjoyed these two Irish youngsters. “Boys, let’s dispense with the formalities. Please call me Sonja.” After they excused themselves from the breakfast table David and

Morris took a walk down to the General Store to look for a knife or scissors to cut the tobacco leaf into thin strips. They settled on the scissors as there really wasn’t anything more suited to the job at hand, and bought two pairs. They also bought a small packet of flour so that they could make a kind of paper glue.

“I just hope those cigarette tools we made will work,” David remarked as they walked home.

“Why shouldn’t they?” Morris asked.

“I don’t know, Morris. We have put so much into this it would be a disaster if we have overlooked something. If, for example, the tools have rusted since we left then they will tear the paper.”

“Well, they haven’t, because I checked them about a week ago and they looked perfect,” he smiled.

“Good news. You know, that was very clever of you to offer Mrs Du Plessis, I mean Sonja, cigarettes instead of money for rent.”

“I just thought six cigarettes would cost us nothing to make, and we can make six of them in less than ten minutes.”

“So, the first ten minutes of the day will be to pay for the rent, and the rest of the day is for our pockets!” David laughed at his own analogy.

“True, David,” Morris smiled, “but we need to sell what we make first, to put something in our pockets. But ten minutes a day for the cost of rent is a good deal, I would say.”

“I think we will sell our cigarettes without too much problem. I feel good about this.”

“We need to find out what people here will pay for a cigarette,” Morris said more seriously. “That will be your job tomorrow. Go into town in the morning and ask a few questions. Then we will decide what to sell our cigarettes for. First, though, let’s start making some today to make sure we know how many we can make in one day and what unexpected problems we might encounter.”

Morris saw an empty brown cardboard box lying in a ditch they were walking past. “Grab that box, David. We will need something to put our cut tobacco into.” 

David hadn’t thought about that, so, without hesitation, he hopped into the ditch and retrieved the old box, despite the fact that he was getting annoyed with Morris ordering him around. The boys were now ready to start production.




Morris carefully pulled out one of the seven tools they had made in Ireland from his suitcase and unwrapped it from the greaseproof paper. Both he and David stared at it for a while before David took it from him.

“Here, I’ll give it a good clean as we can’t have any oil on the paper,” David offered.

“Thanks, David. I’ll start stripping the stems from some of the tobacco leaves and cut them into fine strips. When you are done cleaning the tool you can make up some glue with the flour and milk. Don’t make it too thick though.”

“Relax, I know,” David reassured his brother.

The boys worked with military precision. Morris began cutting up some tobacco, David cleaned the tool and made up a teacup of milky white glue and then walked outside to the veranda and sat on one of the small wooden crates that acted as chairs. He had brought with him some of their treasured cigarette paper strips and carefully laid them on the wooden floor using a smooth rock he had found in the overgrown garden as a paperweight.

In silence David opened the cigarette tool and pulled a little lever back, exposing a smooth metal channel. Morris fluffed up some finely cut tobacco leaf that he had chopped into the old cardboard box and retrieved a small amount between his fingers, gently placing a carefully measured amount on the exposed channel. David then pushed the lever back over the tobacco, holding it in position, while Morris carefully selected a piece of cigarette paper from under the smooth rock and wrapped it around the shaft of their handmade tool. He then took the tool off David so that he could hold everything in place while David dipped a tiny twig into the teacup of flour glue and ran a line of the improvised glue along one of the edges of the paper. Still, not a word had been spoken.

Morris then joined the other edge of the paper to the line of glue and held it in place. And there the boys sat, staring at their first cigarette, waiting for the glue to dry. It was taking too long.

“You know what?” Morris said seriously. “This is not going to work.”

“I can see that,” David said without emotion. He had seen the problem already. The next step was to press a plunger through the middle of the tool to push the tobacco, together with the cigarette paper, of the contraption. Once off, the tobacco would naturally swell slightly, thereby packing the paper taut, giving the cigarette its shape.

“If I let this go it will all come undone. This glue will take a good ten minutes to dry.”

“I know. We can’t spend ten minutes per cigarette just holding it in place.”

“I didn’t think this through,” Morris muttered through his teeth as he held on to the hapless cigarette.

“There has to be a solution. Let’s think about it for a minute,” David said slowly.

They sat quietly on their wooden boxes staring at their future first cigarette between them in Morris’ hands.

“We need something to hold the cigarette in place when we extrude it until the glue has time to dry,” David suggested, more to himself than to Morris.

“This is a big problem, David,” Morris grumbled, annoyed at how their cigarette venture was collapsing right at the very start of it.

“I know, but there must be a way,” David attempted to reassure Morris, and himself.

They sat still, eyes fixed on the paper and the glue. Morris even started blowing on the cigarette to encourage the glue to dry a bit faster. After about ten minutes David broke the silence.

“Do you think it’s dry yet?”

“Maybe. Let’s try and extrude it carefully. You put the plunger in, and I’ll hold it. Carefully now.”

David inserted the plunger and gently pushed the contents of the tube out the other side. As had been planned, the paper fell in with the tobacco as it exited the tool. Very gently Morris allowed the movement forward and carefully relaxed the pressure on the new cigarette that was forming between his fingers. After what seemed like an agonising wait, the cigarette came free of the tool, and, cradled in Morris’ fingers, was a simple but unmistakable cigarette. Morris gently rolled it between his thumb and index finger as he held it to his ear and listened to the paper and the tobacco whisper little crunching noises to him. Suddenly he smiled.

“I think we have made our first cigarette, David!” he said, a big smile on his face.

“Let me see,” David asked, reaching for the cigarette. Morris handed it to him carefully. “Be gentle.”

David took the cigarette gingerly from Morris and held it lovingly between his fingers. He then held it to his ear and listened to its little crunchy sounds before putting it under his nose and taking a big sniff. “It smells like a cigarette too!” he exclaimed with a laugh.

Just then Sonja walked out on the veranda. “How is your cigarette factory going, boys?” she asked, giving the brothers a start.

“We have just produced our first cigarette, Sonja.” David couldn’t hold back his excitement and pride.

“Excellent!” Well done, boys. May I have a look?” she asked as she saw David twiddling the cigarette between his fingers.

“Sure, but be careful, we’re not sure if the glue will hold,” Morris cautioned.

Sonja took the cigarette carefully and marvelled at their modest achievement. “So,” she declared, “who’s going to be the first to smoke it?”

“I think Morris should,” David said excitedly. “He’s older than me.”

“Well, here you go.” Sonja passed the now famous cigarette over to Morris. “I suppose you boys have matches?”

The boys laughed. “No,” said David, “We never thought to buy matches. You wouldn’t...”

“Yes, of course I have some. I’ll be right back.” And with that, the lovely Mrs Du Plessis disappeared inside.

“I’m a bit worried as to how we will fix this glue problem,” Morris said, but he was distracted when Sonja reappeared with some matches. Morris put the cigarette between his lips and struck a match which flared into life. He allowed the flame to settle down to a steady burn, then lit the end of the cigarette and drew on it. It took beautifully, and he puffed on the cigarette a couple of times before pulling it out and admiring the glowing red tip. He also picked at some loose tobacco that caught on his tongue and spat it out.

“Lovely,” announced Morris. “I do believe it is a fine cigarette. Here David, what do you think?” he asked, passing it over to his brother.

David took a draw on the cigarette and savoured the smoke in his lungs and mouth before exhaling. “Not bad, I’d say,” he declared proudly. The glue was holding. “Mrs Du Plessis, kindly have a taste and give us your opinion,” he requested with as much pomp in his voice as he could muster.

Sonja took the cigarette, which was now only half its original size, and inhaled deeply. She too savoured the flavour of the tobacco before exhaling and giving her verdict. “I do say, gentlemen, this is rather nice. Congratulations.”

The cigarette did another round before Morris extinguished the small stub under his heel just as it started to burn his fingers.

“Well, we have a few small problems to deal with, don’t we, David?” Morris raised an eyebrow at his brother. “Nevertheless, I believe we are in business.”

Morris and David spent the next hour making half a dozen more cigarettes, and each time Morris held the cigarette while the glue dried, they discussed ways to overcome this problem. Each idea was met with another problem. After a long silence, David had an idea.

“What if we had a block of wood and made a hole in it the size of a cigarette, and we extrude the cigarette in it to dry, then the next cigarette we extrude in the hole pushes the dried cigarette out the other end.”

“Any seepage of glue would stick to the wood, then the cigarette will be stuck in there, and the paper will tear when we push it out,” Morris pointed out.

“What if it were a metal tube?”

“Then any glue that seeps onto the metal surface will also stick to the metal and tear the paper.”

“So,” said David with a frown on his forehead as he thought this through, “what if we had a metal tube which had a slot, or groove, cut along the top, so that the glue seepage could not touch anything?”

Morris thought about this for a little bit. “You might be on to something there,” he said, cocking his eyebrow at David - always a sign he was thinking about more than he was saying.

David continued, a little more hopeful. “Yes, if we had a metal tube, just fractionally larger than the cigarette, but fractionally, and then cut a groove all the way along the length of it, the cigarette will comfortably fit in the tube and hold the seam of the paper down until it dries. Then the next cigarette will push it out, and the process starts again.”

“It takes about ten minutes for the glue to dry,” Morris thought aloud. “What if the tube was long enough to accommodate about six cigarettes at a time? Then we could keep feeding the tube with cigarettes without waiting ten minutes. Then we can pace ourselves to make six cigarettes every ten minutes. That should work.”

“That will work!” David exclaimed.

“Come on; we need to find a shop or factory that sells metal tubes and pipes. Let’s not waste any more time.” Morris got up off his wooden box. “Bring the cigarettes we have made, as we will need them to measure the tube’s diameter.”

“Sure,” David agreed as he picked up their first day’s production of six cigarettes. “Morris, let’s stop by Danie Coetsee. He knows just about everything that happens in town.”

Morris nodded. “Good idea, let’s go.”

Danie Coetsee was indeed the best person to talk to. He was very pleased to see his two new friends and to hear about their successful trek out to Patensie. He was amazed to discover that Piet van Tonder was so accommodating and helpful to the boys. He had always found him to be arrogant, blunt and exceedingly demanding. Obviously, they hit it right with him from the start. He was truly impressed and found it rather intriguing that they never said anything bad about him, apart from the fact that he lacked some common courtesy when dealing with his wife, Hennie.

Danie pointed the brothers in the direction of a plumbing supply shop on the edge of town. He had seen a supply of metal pipes and tubes offloaded from a shipping vessel some three months earlier for them, and then suggested they go to a metal fabricator one street over to see if they could cut the groove they were talking about; that is, if they found the tubing they were looking for.

The plumbing supplier had some copper tube that was just about the exact size they wanted, and, after purchasing one yard of the pipe, the boys strode off to the metal fabricators who cut a slice along the length of the tube of copper without too much difficulty. The boys had great admiration for the finished product. Though they had not manufactured it, it was their idea and instruction that had enabled this vital tool to be made. Never before had two boys been so proud of a yard of copper tubing.

The edges were a little rough, and far too rough for thin paper, so, at the suggestion of the manager of the workshop, they went back to the General Store and bought a sheet of very fine black sandpaper. By two o’clock that afternoon the boys were sitting on the back veranda gently sanding away at the copper tube, making it as smooth as glass. It shone beautifully in the afternoon sunlight, reflecting the excitement and enthusiasm that exuded from the lads.

“Right!” Morris exclaimed as he gave the tube a final rub down with a blackened cloth. “Let’s give it a go.”

David collected their treasured cigarette tool from their room, as well as the teacup of improvised glue, while Morris tended to his little supply of cut tobacco. The tobacco had dried out a touch, but it wasn’t brittle and still good enough for a cigarette.

They repeated the ritual of loading the tool with paper and tobacco and running a fine line of glue along one edge of the paper. Morris then held the copper tube in place and David pushed the plunger gently, extruding the cigarette into the copper pipe. It went in without objection.

“Excellent!” Morris almost shouted. “The edge of the paper is pressing on the glue beautifully, yet not touching the sides of the tube.” 

“Ahh...” David sighed when he realised things were finally starting to go according to plan. “I think this is...” He was abruptly cut off. 

“Quickly! Another one, don’t stop.” Morris exclaimed. “Let’s see how many will fit into this tube without them getting stuck.”

David wasted no time. The sequence of making another cigarette slipped smoothly into gear. Once Morris ran the thin line of glue on the edge of the paper and held the copper tube in place, David extruded the next cigarette. As expected, it pushed the first cigarette further along the tube. Without speaking David worked on the next cigarette, and the process was repeated. At six cigarettes the tube was full. Only then did Morris break the silence.

“This is the test, David. All we need now is for the seventh cigarette to push the first one out; then we can see if the glue held fast.”

“How long do you think we took to make six of them?”

“I don’t know, I wasn’t checking. Maybe fifteen minutes?” he suggested.

“Yes, I think it was about that. Alright, here comes the seventh.”

The last cigarette went in with some difficulty, but it did go in, and pushed the first cigarette out of the tube, with a little gentle coaxing from Morris. The glue had dried and the cigarette looked beautiful. Morris held it up and sniffed it, then rolled it in his fingers gently before bringing it to his ear and listening to the familiar crackle of the paper and tobacco.

“It’s good, David. Probably needs a bit more tobacco in there to fill it better, but I think we have a quality cigarette here.”

David took the cigarette off Morris and repeated the ritual. “I agree,” he said, his head nodding. “I also think we should have this tube shortened by one cigarette length; it’s getting a bit hard to push six of them through at a time.”

“Yes, I was thinking that too. Come on then, let us finish up the tobacco we have cut. Then I suggest we go down to The Grand tonight for a good meal and see if anyone will buy our cigarettes.”

“This is exciting, Morris.” David couldn’t help showing his joy.

“I must admit, I am very excited about this too.”

That evening the Langbourne brothers walked down to The Grand Hotel, dressed in their best garments. They wore grey suits made of London’s finest pure wool, and matching waistcoats. They had polished their Brogue leather shoes to a high shine and wore conservative silk ties. They had a packet of twenty-seven cigarettes with them and they were in the highest of spirits.

The warmth and ambience of the luxurious Grand Hotel drew the boys in like long-lost friends, and the smiles and welcoming greetings from the staff cemented their sense of belonging. They felt important, special, and a part of the community, something they had never felt in Poland, England or Ireland.

Standing at the bar was Danie, dressed impeccably as always, and he waved them over.

“Good evening, Danie,” Morris greeted him with a hearty handshake. “I’m so pleased to see you here tonight. Thank you so much for recommending us to the plumbers and metal people. They were fantastic!”

“You found what you were looking for then?” he asked curiously.

“Oh yes, indeed, exactly what we were after. We need to go back to the metal fabricator tomorrow to correct a small miscalculation we made, but apart from that, we are in business. David, show Danie what we made today.”

David put the paper packet on the bar counter and carefully poured out the day’s production.

“Good grief!” Danie exclaimed in surprise when he saw all the perfectly made cigarettes. “You chaps made these? Today?”

“Yes,” said David proudly.

“My word, look at them.” He picked one up and examined it thoroughly, twirling it between his fingers, sniffing it and, just like everyone in the world seemed to do with a cigarette, put it to his ear and rolled it between his fingers.

“Please,” Morris said, “light it up and tell us what you think.”

“Have you a match?” Danie asked, still amazed at this little pile of cigarettes on the counter.

“Oh, sorry, we don’t have any matches. Shadreck?” David called over to the barman behind the counter in his crisp white uniform. “Please may we have three Number 17s and a box of matches?” he grinned. Even his eyes were smiling, which caused Shadreck to break into a toothy smile himself.

The matches and beers were delivered quickly, and Danie lit up his cigarette, drawing heavily and enjoying the kick from the nicotine. He exhaled and picked a loose piece of tobacco off his tongue which he flicked onto the bar floor.

“This is quality stuff, gentlemen,” he proclaimed with satisfaction, raising both his eyebrows and studying the glowing cherry on the end. “I dare say you have a product worth selling.”

“Thank you, Mr Coetsee,” Morris said, the formality of his tone belied by his big smile.

“Have you worked out what you will sell them for?” Danie asked.

“No, not yet. I was thinking a ha’penny a cigarette, or two for a penny.”

Danie drew on the cigarette again and held the smoke in his lungs for as long as he could before exhaling the contents at the ceiling. “That could be a bit expensive. You may run into a bit of resistance at that price. Have you considered half that, a farthing a cigarette? Four for a penny?”

“After what we went through to get the tobacco in the first place, risking life and limb and a week of hardships and near starvation, I thought a ha’penny a cigarette was reasonable,” Morris said quite seriously.

“Yes, I can understand that,” Danie agreed, “but I still think it may be a bit much to ask.”

“Well, we thought we might ask some of the clientele here tonight what they thought. A sort of consensus from the general public.”

“A splendid idea, Morris,” Danie agreed.

David took the lead and introduced himself to the various strangers that stood nearby also enjoying the evening. He was more gregarious than Morris and had no problem striking up a conversation with a stranger. He offered cigarettes and asked for comments on the flavour and other intricacies of the cigarette, not hesitating to mention that he and his brother were now starting to manufacture them right here in Port Elizabeth. One gentleman declined the offer as he didn’t smoke, but everyone else he approached accepted, and all were very impressed, and everyone suggested they would be prepared to spend a farthing per cigarette. When they were down to their last five cigarettes Morris and Danie agreed it was time to eat, and called David over to a table they had selected.

The meal of the day was Chicken a’ la King with fresh steamed vegetables. The gravy was so aromatic and tasty that David slipped a slice of fresh bread and butter onto his plate, hoping no one would notice, and drenched it in gravy. Dessert was a bread and butter pudding which was rich and fulfilling. A pot of full-bodied black coffee rounded off the evening.

As they sat sipping their coffee and telling trivial stories about their pasts, a big burly gentleman with a very wild and untamed beard approached the trio. 

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” he interrupted softly. His size and bushy beard did not seem to match his well-presented attire. “My name is Johannes Kruger. I apologise for interrupting your meal. I overheard some of the menfolk at the bar mention that you three will be producing cigarettes.”

Danie corrected him, “Actually, not me, but these two brothers, Morris and David Langbourne.”

“I don’t wish to impose, nor interrupt your evening, but wondered if I may sample one of your cigarettes. The men have suggested they are quite good.”

“Certainly,” David said and stood up, extending his hand. “My name is David Langbourne, this is my brother Morris, and this is our good friend, Danie Coetsee.”

Morris and Danie stood up to shake hands with Mr Kruger, inviting him to pull up a chair and join them in a cup of coffee, which he politely accepted. David took a cigarette out of the packet and placed it on the table in front of Mr Kruger, along with a box a matches.

“These are what we will be making. Please, help yourself.”

Mr. Kruger picked up the cigarette and went through the time- honoured custom of studying it by rolling it between his fingers, putting it to his ear and then his nose, enjoying the fragrance. Finally, he lit it and drew the smoke into his lungs. He pulled the cigarette away from his lips and studied it for a moment, but instead of picking a loose piece of tobacco off his tongue, he gently spat it on the floor to his right and continued to study the cigarette and its embers before gently exhaling the smoke towards the ceiling. He took another puff and returned to the conversation.

“Indeed, a good cigarette, and the tobacco is rich in flavour. You say you make these here?”

“Yes, we do sir,” Morris concurred. “We only started today. This is our first batch.”

“Congratulations,” he said without much expression. “May I ask how much you sell them for?”

“A farthing a cigarette. Or four for a penny, if you will,” Morris said simply.

“Quite expensive,” Kruger commented, raising a curious eyebrow.

“No one else makes cigarettes in these parts as far as we can tell. It is not an easy task making them and the tobacco fields are nearly a week’s trek from here. We believe it is a fair price. And the quality of the tobacco is good, you must agree,” Morris said with confidence and conviction.

“Fair enough,” was the reply as Kruger took another drag on the last of the cigarette before putting it out in a side plate by his elbow. “What about a retail price? I am a shopkeeper. What’s in it for me?” 

The boys had not thought about this. David thought he needed to buy some time to think on this dilemma so he casually picked up his coffee cup. Morris’ brain was much sharper than David’s when it came to numbers.

Without missing a beat, Morris declared, “One-third off the normal sale price, Mr Kruger.”

“One-third,” Mr Kruger mused to himself. “Alright, gentlemen, I would like to buy five thousand cigarettes off you, please.”

David choked and sprayed black coffee all over the white tablecloth. Everyone looked at him in surprise as he coughed and spluttered and made all kinds of excuses about the coffee going down the wrong way, dabbing his mouth and hands with a white cotton serviette.

Morris turned back to Johannes Kruger. “That is a very generous offer, Mr Kruger, but in all honesty, we have only started producing these cigarettes today, and I would be foolish and dishonest if I said I could supply you with one thousand cigarettes, let alone five thousand. I would suggest that we would be able to supply you with the full order in about three weeks though; that is, if waiting that long is acceptable to you?”

“I appreciate your honesty, Mr Langbourne. Indeed, I am comfortable waiting three weeks. I am leaving for Kimberley in the morning and will be returning in three weeks. Am I able to depend on you to fulfil my order before I return?”

“Unless there are any unforeseen circumstances, I give you my word your order will be fulfilled, and if not, we will sell you our entire production less a further one tenth discount.”

“Agreed,” Johannes Kruger sealed the agreement with a smile. “As for payment terms, I would respectfully ask if I may have sixty days within which to pay for the goods?”

“Our terms are thirty days, Mr Kruger. I would be grateful if you would honour our terms.”

“Very well, then,” Johannes nodded. “I do believe we have a deal, gentlemen.” With that they all stood up and shook hands, formalising the first sale of the Langbourne Brothers.




“Five thousand cigarettes, Morris!” David struggled to keep his excitement and his voice down as they walked out of The Grand Hotel. “Can you believe it?”

“Incredible. Amazing, actually. Five thousand cigarettes for our first sale. On our first day!” Morris almost shouted. “David, what have we done?”

“I can’t believe it.” He jumped in the air and tried to slap the wooden street sign that said ‘Whites Road’ on the corner of Belmont Terrace that pointed to the harbour, but missed.

“We have some serious work to do now, David. And we only have three weeks to deliver on our word.”

“Yes, and we must deliver on our word. Reputation is important.”

“It’s vital. We will struggle to meet that target if we don’t work day and night. Isn’t this exciting?” Morris wanted to shout it out across the town. “Oh, I forgot something,” Morris said as seriously as he could, but was not managing too well.

“What?” David asked with a smile.

“We will also have to make an extra six cigarettes a day for our rent.”

“Oh Morris,” David laughed. “How will we ever keep up?” was his sarcastic response.




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Business!
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The boys began production on Mr Kruger’s order in earnest. The first three hours of the day were spent practising more efficient and economical means to speed up production. They fine-tuned each process a little; even moving the glue pot into different positions seemed to help. It didn’t take too long before they were producing at a steady rate of one cigarette per minute.

Every few hours they had to stop to make a new batch of glue, or cut up some more tobacco. Their fingers began to hurt, and their backs ached from sitting in a hunched position for hours at a time. Even though they had no miserable supervisor watching their every move, as had been the case in Manchester, they pushed themselves harder; it was their own business now, and they had a penalty looming over their heads if they failed to meet their target.

“Morris, do you think we will make five thousand of these in three weeks?” David asked his brother nervously as a trace of doubt seemed to waft over him.

“I think it will be very close, David,” Morris confided.

Silence reigned for the remainder of the day until it began to get dark, and again it was David who broke the silence.

“Morris, we need to eat. And my back is killing me.”

“You are right. I’m exhausted. Let’s count how many we have made and then we can find something to eat.”

The boys put their tools down and began to count the cigarettes that were now piling up in the cardboard box. When they had counted them all, Morris asked David how many he had.

“I have three hundred and ten.”

“And I have three hundred and one. That makes six hundred and eleven cigarettes in one day. Not so?”

“Yes,” David agreed.

“So, in ten days that will be six thousand, will it not?”

“Yes,” David agreed, smiling broadly.

“So,” Morris smiled, “we are well ahead of target. We have twenty- one day's.”

“I say,” David said, turning on a plumb British accent, “I do believe we are going to succeed.”

“God willing,” Morris added quickly. “What do you say we go down to The Grand again and indulge in a fine dinner? I do believe we deserve a break; today has been tough on our backs and fingers.”

“I totally agree, brother. I’m surprised my body is so unconditioned to this work, but then I do recall it was like this when we began in Manchester.”

“And it was damn cold,” Morris grumbled. “Come on, let’s go. I hope Danie will be there.”

“Yes, he is a good man. I really do like him,” David agreed.

After packing the day’s production away, they extracted six cigarettes and gave them to Sonja Du Plessis as they left her house for The Grand. She gratefully accepted them and bid them farewell. The boys were in high spirits. Life had never been better. The weather was very comfortable, the sun shone constantly, and birds of all colour, shape and size sang joyfully all day. The people of the town were friendly and welcoming. Business seemed good and the sun was bronzing their skin. There was no hardship or misery in their lives; they ate the best food in the best establishment in town and Morris was particularly aware of the comfortable situation they found themselves in.

Just before they arrived at The Grand, Morris stopped and turned to David. “Brother, I have been thinking about Father.”

“Yes, I have too,” David admitted.

“He has no idea whether we are alive or dead. It has been four or five months since he said goodbye to us. I think we need to try and send him a letter to let the family know we are well and comfortable.”

“That’s a good idea, Morris. Perhaps tomorrow we should.”

“Yes,” Morris nodded. “I would like that.”

They stood silently for a moment in the dark, thinking about their family back home, then slowly turned and walked into The Grand.

They didn’t stop at the bar, as they usually did, but asked the Maître D’ to seat them so that they could get straight into the meal of the day - a succulent piece of prime beef and fresh roast vegetables. As always, the meal was exceptional, and when they had finished eating the main course, Morris pushed his chair back a little and crossed his ankles under the table.

“What a fine meal that was,” he sighed as he looked at his empty plate. Before he could say anymore a tall man in a tweed jacket walked up to their table.

“Good evening, gentlemen. I apologise for the intrusion but was wondering if I may have a quick word with you?”

“Certainly,” Morris said, and got to his feet. “My name is Morris Langbourne, and this is my brother, David.”

The man shook hands with them and introduced himself as Solly Alhadeff as David called a waiter to pull up an extra chair.

Once they had sat down again, Solly explained that he was the manager of the General Store in town and had heard that they were making cigarettes.

“That is true, Mr Alhadeff, we are,” Morris confirmed. “We know your store well; we have bought a good deal of equipment from you recently.”

“Yes, I am aware of that. I saw you in the store from my office,” he confided. “I was hoping we could do some business together.”

“You would like to sell our cigarettes?” David asked. 

“Yes, I would, if you are agreeable to that.”

“Of course, Mr Alhadeff.” Morris frowned. “Our standard price is one farthing per cigarette, and as a retailer, you would receive a one- third discount. And our terms are thirty days from date of delivery to you.”

“I see.” Solly thought about that for a moment. “So that’s four cigarettes per penny. And how quickly can you deliver?”

“Ahh,” David broke in. “As you may well know, we have only just started making the cigarettes, and we have already received a very large order which we are currently filling. I would think we would be ready to move on to the next order, your order, in about ten days time.”

“Ten days?” Solly seemed to say to himself as he mulled over the information. “All right, that’s not too long to wait.” He straightened up. “May I give you my order now?”

“Certainly,” Morris said with a smile. “How many would you like?”

“Well, I don’t want to take too many on the first order, but I am sure they will sell well, so let us agree on five thousand cigarettes.”

Morris and David exchanged looks. Morris looked Solly in the eye. “Mr Alhadeff, we would be happy to fill your order, but I need to clarify that we can only start on your order in about ten days’ time, and it will take a good week, if not more, for us to complete production.”

“I see.” Solly sounded a little disappointed but understood the situation.

“However, might I suggest that we deliver to you what we produce each day until we meet your quota? Would that be acceptable to you?”

“Of course!” Solly was delighted. “That would be wonderful.”

“And, to avoid any doubt, we also agree to start the thirty-day term for payment on the day we deliver the last batch. Are you alright with that, David?” Morris asked his business partner.

“Indeed, that is fair,” David agreed.

“Wonderful, gentlemen. Well, I won’t intrude any longer. Thank you for taking time to speak with me during your dinner.”

The men stood up and shook hands to seal the business transaction and a possible new friendship before Solly Alhadeff took his leave. Morris and David sat down and casually picked up the menu.

“Well, how about that?” Morris cocked an eyebrow at David. “I think I will have some dessert now.”

Before David could answer, another man in his early fifties, with sandy hair and a matching moustache, approached their table.

“Excuse me, gentlemen. I wonder if I may have a moment of your time?”

David let a brief smile escape as the boys stood up and made their introductions, inviting the sandy-haired man to join them.

“My name is Howard Cohen. I have some businesses in Kimberley. That’s where they dig for diamonds. I trust you have heard of the place?”

“Yes, we have, Mr Cohen, but we have never been there.”

“Interesting place, you should visit sometime. I arrived in Port Elizabeth this morning and I am making my way back to Kimberley tomorrow. I heard from the men at the bar that you manufacture cigarettes here. Is that true?”

“Yes, indeed; however, did they tell you that we only started production today?” Morris said.

“Actually, no, it seems they neglected to tell me that. Well, that answers my next question.”

“Which is?” David prompted.

“I was hoping to take a supply with me tomorrow. But I would assume you would not have any stock to spare me.”

“Sadly that is correct,” Morris sighed. “Unfortunately we have a large order to fill before we are able to start on the next order. I do believe that within the coming month we will have built up a stockpile that we can draw on in order to meet orders such as yours immediately. Unfortunately, being our very first day, we don’t have that luxury right now.”

“I understand, gentlemen. Regardless, I would like to place an order with you now that you could dispatch to me when it is ready.”

“I’m sure that can be arranged. How many would you like?” Morris asked.

“That depends on what your prices are.”

Morris wanted to kick himself; he had totally forgotten to discuss price. “My apologies, we should have discussed that first. Our rate is a farthing per cigarette, or four for a penny, if you will. But if you are a retailer we will give a one-third discount. It is then up to you what you wish to mark up your prices too, obviously. Because you are from out of town and we do not know your credentials, I’m afraid we cannot give credit, it is a cash-only basis.” He was testing his boundaries now. “However, if we find your business dealings with us to be honourable, in the future, we may offer you favourable terms. Maybe...” Morris trailed off and looked at David. “Maybe, 30 days from date of delivery of order?”

“That’s fair, I suppose,” Mr Cohen nodded. “Would you increase your discount for large orders?”

“In time, perhaps, Mr Cohen, but we are in our infancy, and we need to stabilise our business before we can make those types of decisions.”

“That’s fair,” Cohen repeated, pondering the results of the conversation. “Well, gentlemen, I would like to place an order with you for twenty thousand cigarettes, please. When the order is complete I would be immensely grateful if you would wire me a telegram and I will arrange delivery of the money through the Standard Bank, and collection of the order.” He located a piece of paper and wrote something on it with a short pencil that he dug out of his jacket pocket. “Kindly send the telegram to this address, marked for my attention. Most importantly, please include your bank credentials in the telegram.”

“Certainly, Mr Cohen,” Morris said as he stood up. “We look forward to doing business with you.” They shook hands and bid each other farewell, with David wishing him a safe onward journey.

The boys sat down again and without a word, picked up the menus and started reading the dessert section.

“I think I will have apple pie and fresh cream tonight, Morris,” David said with an expressionless face.

“I might just join you,” Morris replied as he closed his menu and caught the attention of one of the waiters. David noticed him cock his eyebrow. He wanted to yell at the top of his voice, but was suddenly distracted as a thin man with a high-pitched voice walked up from behind him and sat down heavily in the chair that Howard Cohen had just vacated.

“Good evening, Gentlemen, my name is Michael Johnson. I own the General Store down at the wharf. Word is you are producing cigarettes in Port Elizabeth?”

David just looked at Morris, face still expressionless, but mouth partly open in disbelief.

“Indeed we are,” Morris smiled confidently.




After another two men approached them and gave the young tobacco merchants their orders, the boys left the welcome glow and the warmth of The Grand Hotel and turned right into Belmont Terrace that led them to Sonja Du Plessis’ house; now not only their home but their factory as well. There was a brisk stride and purpose to their pace as they walked past the wooden Whites Road/Belmont Terrace street sign on the corner when David, as was his wont, jumped up and tried to slap the sign. Yet again, he missed.

“Wow! That was quite some dinner,” David broke the silence. “You’re not joking,” Morris agreed. “I can’t believe what happened in there.”

“Do you think we have enough tobacco to meet all these orders?”

“Oh yes, but I’m not worried about the tobacco. We have enough to last us about six months, and in any case, we can always send Nguni back to van Tonder to buy more for us if we have to. No, tobacco is the least of our problems. You know what might be a problem, though?” Morris said, sounding very concerned.

“Not being able to keep up? That worries me a lot.”

“No, not even that. Paper. We bought ten boxes of ten thousand pieces of cigarette paper. We have enough paper to make one hundred thousand cigarettes, and I thought we would never make that many; in fact, I honestly thought we had bought too much paper.” Morris was now almost talking to himself.

“How long before we run out?” David asked as it suddenly dawned on him that Morris was right, as always.

“If anything like tonight is to go by, maybe four months, maybe six.”

“Four months!” David exclaimed loudly, not caring who might hear him.

“Maybe less.” Morris was very worried now. “Well, look at it this way; we have one hundred thousand cigarette papers, correct?”

“Yes.”

“How many cigarettes did we get in orders this evening?”

David started counting silently on his fingers. “Thirty-four thousand, plus Mr Kruger’s order yesterday, thirty-nine thousand.”

“Correct. Let’s say forty thousand. That’s almost half of what I thought would take us two or three years to use up, and that’s in two days!”

Without breaking their stride along the dark street the brothers just looked at each other, trying to comprehend what they had just done. David started to laugh, but then pulled himself into check and throttled the short outburst. There was a moment of silence, and then both of them started to laugh.

David found his composure first. “I cannot believe what has just happened in the last two days, Morris.”

“Neither can I. Tomorrow morning we need to do two things urgently; we need to take a sample of cigarette paper to Danie and ask him to procure us more paper through his company - what was it called again?”

“Weil & Co. Procurement or something like that,” David said, scratching his head. He really wasn’t thinking too clearly after what had happened at The Grand that night; his head was still in a spin.

“Yes, Weil’s, whatever it was called. Your first job tomorrow is to go and see Danie and place an order for one hundred boxes of cigarette paper.”

“Sure, Morris, I’ll do that,” he agreed. “One hundred boxes? That’s a lot of cigarettes. Are you sure?”

“Yes, that will see us through. If it takes three months for the order to reach London, then another three months to get back here, in other words, a six-month round trip, we will hopefully receive the resupply before we run out, assuming our orders slow down while the retailers sell through their stock. Actually, take an empty box to Danie so that he can read the label and he will know exactly what we want.”

“Good idea. I’ll do that.”

“Meanwhile, I will go back to the plumbing supply store and get another copper tube. That way we can get another cigarette tool working and double our production.”

“Excellent idea, Morris.” David was impressed, but then he expected nothing less from his brother, who was constantly looking ahead.

“You know what I found interesting tonight?”

“What?”

“People knew where to find us. They just seemed to crawl out of nowhere, and that was only the day after we showed some people our cigarettes.”

“People must talk in this town, Morris.”

“Well, Brother David,” Morris declared as they turned up the path to Sonja’s wooden house, “in the space of about six weeks in Africa we have a place to stay, and we have a factory, and as from today, we have a very prestigious and luxurious office.”

“We do?” David asked, wondering what his brother was up to now. “Yes. I now declare the official office of the Langbourne Brothers to be the Dining Room of The Grand Hotel. And you know what?”

“What?”

“It is the most prestigious real estate in town, and it won’t cost us a penny to rent!” he said, laughing to himself. “Now that is a good business deal if ever I saw one!”




Early the next morning, before Sonja was awake, the boys started on the cigarettes and only stopped when she called them through for breakfast. Once they had excused themselves from yet another hearty meal, David went to the harbour to find Danie. He took with him the lid of a box that contained the cigarette papers they had previously bought in London, which clearly showed where they were bought, and exactly what was contained in the original box. Morris, meanwhile, took the copper tube back to the plumbing supplier and bought enough copper to make another six tubes, thinking they might have to get all seven of the cigarette machines they made in Ireland into production. He then dropped them off at the metal fabricator around the corner, instructing them to cut them to length and copy the slot they had cut out of the original tube.

While that was being done, Morris jogged down to Solly’s General Store and bought himself a pen and writing pad with faint lines printed on each page, along with a small packet of envelopes. He then found himself a large tree and sat under the cool shade it provided while he wrote a letter to his family back home. It was a short letter and to the point. He was not an emotional man and only said what he needed to. Once he had chosen his words carefully, as he knew Bloomy would be checking his spelling when the letter arrived, he folded the letter and placed it in an envelope. Morris licked the bitter glue, which caused him to scowl and wipe his tongue on his sleeve like a cat licks its fur to get the taste off its tongue. Morris then addressed the envelope to his father, Reuben Jacob Langbourne, and put it in his top pocket as he trotted back to the fabricator.

Once again the fabricator’s manager had done a good job, and Morris accepted their workmanship without question. He happily paid the manager and then walked down to the harbour with his six new copper tubes glinting in the bright sunlight, every now and then stealing a glance at his invention with pride. He was hoping to catch David and Danie there, but his main purpose was to swing past the General Post Office to get his letter dispatched on the next ship to England.

It was quite expensive to post the letter, or so Morris thought, but he paid the Postmaster, whom he recognised as a patron of The Grand Hotel, and was advised that he was in luck as a ship was leaving that very morning for England and his letter would be on it. He sincerely hoped that Danie would get David’s order of cigarette paper on the same ship. He couldn’t find either Danie or David, so he returned home to work on their cigarette orders.

When Morris walked onto the rear veranda of the house, he found David stripping the leaf stem off the tobacco leaves. He had already cut a small pile of leaf with the scissors and had filled their faithful second-hand cardboard box.

“Ahh. Thanks for doing that, David.”

“Only a pleasure. I got back early and thought I should be productive. How did you go? I see you had a few of those copper tubes cut.” He nodded in the direction of the tubes Morris clutched in his hands.

“Yes, I felt perhaps we should prepare ourselves for maximum production. Also, I don’t know how long they will have the tubes in stock.”

“Good thinking, as always,” David smiled as he continued to peel some leaves off their stems. “Danie was very helpful. There is a ship leaving for Southampton this morning, and he personally placed our order for paper on board. A representative for Weil & Co. Procurement will collect it from the ship when it gets into Southampton.”

“A very dependable man. I like him. Thank you for doing that for me. Yes, I heard there was a ship leaving today so I bought a writing pad and some envelopes and wrote Father a quick letter telling him we were well.”

“Excellent. And now my thanks to you,” David smiled and pulled himself upright. “May I have a page out of that writing pad? I need to record who our new customers are and what they want before I forget what happened last night.”

“Oh, of course,” Morris agreed as he put the tubes down and handed David the stationery.

The boys then set about working out a way to get two cigarette tools working using two copper tubes. The first problem they came up against was that when they used one tube they needed two people to hold and feed it. With only one person doing the job on their own it became cumbersome. Morris sent David to the very back of the garden where there was a dilapidated shed to look for a piece of string to tie the tubes down. He returned shortly, ashen-faced, with a length of old copper wire in his hand, babbling as to how he had nearly stepped on a snake, the first he had ever seen, and vowed never to go back to that shed again. The wire was better than string and held the tubes securely to the veranda railing. The problem now was that the ends of the tubes, where the finished cigarettes would emerge, were hanging over the outer edge of the veranda. With a bit of imagination, improvisation and luck, they managed to support another cardboard box they had found on the side of the road onto the ends of the tubes. They then sat side by side on the veranda making cigarettes.

The system worked well, and now that they had two cigarette tools working their production almost doubled. Each time a cigarette exited the copper tube and fell into the box, there was gentle, hollow thump as it either bounced off the floor of the box or hit the ever-growing piles of fresh cigarettes.

Later that afternoon David pushed a new cigarette halfway into the tube and stopped. “Morris? You hear that?”

“What?” Morris looked up and stared into the garden, which really wasn’t a real garden, just dried grass about knee height.

“Listen. That sound,” David almost whispered.

Morris looked at David, rather confused. David pushed the cigarette in the tool all the way, and the completed cigarette at the end of the tube plopped into the box. “That sound? You hear it?” David whispered, now with a serious look on his face.

“What about it?” Morris was now very confused.

“That’s the sound of money in the bank,” David whispered, and then burst out laughing.

Morris couldn’t help but join in. “I thought you were going to say there was a lion stalking us. Damn, I got a fright.”

The brothers kept at their work and cigarettes kept popping out the ends of the metal tubes, relentlessly building up in number, relentlessly striving for their targets. David noticed that his bond with Morris was strengthening each day and attributed that partially to the fact that they could see some success in what they were doing. He also noticed that, without their father’s influence, they were free to do what they wanted, when they wanted, and if they wanted. They could make decisions together and act upon their decisions. And, more importantly, their decisions were bringing results. Good results. He started to realise how overpowering and oppressive his father’s lack of direction or will to provide for the family had been, and how it had suppressed them all. Neither did it escape his attention that they were starting to swear and use bad language in front of each other from time to time, and they were accepting it. Certainly, they would never swear in front of a lady or gentlemanly company, but between themselves, it seemed acceptable, something Bloomy would never condone, and she would certainly have made it known!

The sun had started to set behind the trees that marked the edge of town, turning the sky into a beautiful orange and maroon feast for the eye. David straightened up, stretched his aching back and enjoyed what the Lord had provided for them on this magnificent day. He looked over at Morris, who was concentrating so hard on the next cigarette he was sure he had not even noticed the amber hues saturating their vista. He knew it was typical of Morris to dedicate himself entirely to the task at hand to the exclusion of all else around him, and also realised that they had not stopped once that day for a break, nor for food nor drink. His mouth was dry and he felt a little dizzy.

“Morris?” David cut the silence as one of Morris’ cigarettes plopped into the box on the other side of the veranda railing.

Morris straightened up and looked ahead, straight into the celestial display that turned the evening sky into an artistic masterpiece. “Wow, look at that!” Morris smiled at the sunset.

“Yes, amazing, isn’t it?” David agreed, holding and arching his back for relief.

“I didn’t realise what time it is. We have been working all day.”

“Indeed. I thought before it gets dark, let’s count up our production and then go down to our ‘office’ for a beer and a meal.” David grinned at the reference to their ‘office’.

Morris thought about it for a moment and then smiled in return. “Good idea. I’m exhausted.”

They covered up the remaining cut tobacco and took their tools inside, leaving the two copper tubes tied to the railing. They then gathered up the finished cigarettes and counted them in their bedroom. Counting took almost an hour, and when they had finished, they had just over one thousand cigarettes.

“I had thought we could do sixteen hundred cigarettes a day on each machine. I’m not sure why we did so much less today with two lines running,” David said with some irritation in his voice.

“We had a late start today, don’t forget. We both went into town to run errands. Then we had to tear some leaf off the stems, and cut the leaf. That delayed us.”

“Yes, you’re right.”

“And not only that, we were slow to start with as we were getting used to running a line on our own. I would guess that would slow us down to about one thousand cigarettes a day with two lines.”

“So two people on one line would make six thousand a week, whereas one person on one line would make five thousand per week? But multiply that by two would be ten thousand.”

“Exactly,” Morris grinned. “So what we are doing is more productive.” With that said, and many more ideas spinning in their heads, the boys freshened up, changed into more formal attire, and headed off to The Grand, passing by Sonja’s sitting room to bid her goodnight and give her the agreed six cigarettes, one of which she lit before they left the room.

Dinner at The Grand Hotel was absolutely scrumptious, and the welcome they received from the staff was as warm and genuine as always. Patrons of the bar and dining room acknowledged them and engaged in trivial conversations; they were becoming a part of the Port Elizabeth community. And, in much the same fashion as the previous night, once the boys finished dinner they were approached by people with the intention of becoming customers of theirs. David did the negotiating, while Morris quietly entered their names and purchase requirements in his writing pad. His often-silent demeanour and serious frowns into his writing pad made potential customers wary of him, yet they were much at ease with David.

Thus the tradition of doing business with the Langbourne brothers at The Grand began in earnest; they made cigarettes by day and sold them at night.




The next morning, after a breakfast wolfed down in record time, the boys returned to their production lines and began the laborious and monotonous task of producing cigarettes. Morris started discussing business with David as he worked, as he was concerned that they would run out of cigarette paper before their shipment arrived. The problem was there was no way on earth they could speed up that side of it. England was simply too far away.

“I also think if the orders we get in the next week continue to flow in at the rate they have, then we will need to place yet another order of cigarette paper before the first order arrives.”

“Well, I suppose the difficulty we find ourselves in is a good difficulty,” David chuckled.

“Yes, I suppose so. Another thing, we are soon to run out of money. We can’t afford to dine at The Grand like we have been every night until we get paid, and the first payment we will get is thirty days after we complete Mr Kruger’s order.”

“Which, according to my thinking, will be today.”

“I have an idea, David.” Morris sat upright and stared into the bush. “Mr Kruger’s order of five thousand cigarettes will be ready later today, yet he is collecting in three weeks when he returns from Kimberley, not so?”

“Yes.”

“So we will get paid for this lot in about two months. Let’s move Solly Alhadeff’s order ahead of this lot, and deliver to him today; that means we get paid thirty days from now. We can do the same for Mr Johnson, and then we can work on the two Kimberley orders closer to the time they need them. That way we can get some money in the bank sooner, rather than later. And no one will be the wiser, and all our customers will be happy.”

“Splendid idea, brother,” David agreed.

“Well, let’s get this order wrapped up and delivered today.”

So it happened as planned. By two o’clock that afternoon the boys put five thousand cigarettes in a second-hand cardboard box they had found the previous day and delivered them to Solly Alhadeff at his General Store, who received them with much surprise and joy.

“I thought you said it would take ten days to start on my order, and yet, three days later you have fulfilled it. How wonderful. I thank you most sincerely, gentlemen,” Solly burbled happily, extracting a cigarette from the box and lighting it with a match. He inhaled and smiled approvingly.

“Well, we wanted you to start selling them before anyone else. We like the way you did business with us, so now’s your chance to make some money and build a reputation as being Port Elizabeth’s first cigarette supplier,” Morris said with a guileless smile, trying to flatter the old man. “Don’t tell a soul, but we moved your order to the top of the list,” he said, partially covering his mouth and looking around in a feigned gesture of making sure no one would learn this secret.

“I am honoured, boys, thank you very much.”

“Mr Alhadeff, as you know we are new in town and have just started this business. May I impose and ask if you might find it within yourself to return the favour, just this once, by waiving the thirty-day payment term and paying us up-front? Just this once?”

Solly allowed a scowl to cross his forehead, but just for a brief moment, then he broke into a hearty smile. “I was in your position once, Morris. Indeed, I would be delighted to help you. Wait here and I will write up a cheque for you.”

“Thank you so much,” both boys chimed in. “Oh, I will need the name of your company?”

Morris and David looked at each other blankly for a moment. They had not realised they needed a company under which to trade.

“Langbourne Brothers?” Morris said, looking at David questioningly.

“Yes,” David nodded, “Langbourne Brothers.”

“Very good. I’ll be just a moment.”

A short while later Solly Alhadeff reappeared from the back office with a short man following closely behind him. His face was rounded and his sandy hair a little unkempt, as if he had forgotten to comb his hair when he got out of bed that morning. He wore khaki trousers and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled part way up his forearms. He wore brown shoes and a black leather belt, and Morris made a mental note that he really had a poor sense of fashion.

“Gentlemen,” Solly announced as he approached them, “I’d like to introduce you to my boss and the owner of this establishment, Mr Julian Weil. You are fortunate to meet him here today, as he is seldom in town.”

“We are honoured to meet you, Sir,” Morris shook his hand warmly. “I am Morris Langbourne, and this is my brother, David.”

David likewise extended his arm and shook his hand with a firm grip.

“Solly has just told me what you chaps have done, pushing our order up the list and allowing us to be the first suppliers of cigarettes in Port Elizabeth.”

“Yes, that is true. We liked the way Mr Alhadeff did business with us, and as we live here it only seemed logical that we support the local businesses that will support us,” Morris explained, but carefully left out the fact that they had also needed cash as soon as possible.

Mr Weil seemed pleased with Morris’ mention of how they liked the way Solly had handled himself negotiating their business deal, and the brothers didn’t miss the sudden smile that flashed across Solly’s face when this was mentioned in front of his boss.

“I am pleased you like Mr Alhadeff,” Julian said, still without a smile, or much emotion evident in his demeanour. “I have many businesses within the colonies, and it is important that I employ trustworthy and competent staff who care for my interests. Mr Alhadeff certainly is a man of good character, and it seems he has chosen well in his dealings with you two. I thank you for your business.” For the first time, he allowed the frown on his forehead to slip, but the smile on his lips was still elusive.

“Mr Weil,” David cut in quickly, “the procurement company at the harbour, Weil and Co. Procurement and Freight, is that your company as well?”

“Indeed it is,” he replied.

“We have had dealings with your procurement company also. Your man, Danie Coetsee, is a wonderful person. Most obliging and extremely knowledgeable.”

“Ahh... yes. I would be lost without him,” Julian agreed, looking into space over David’s shoulder as something important crossed his mind. “Gentleman, if you will excuse me I have work to do and very little time in which to complete it. I am glad I got the opportunity to meet with the two of you. Again, I thank you for your kind interest in dealing with my business.” He shook hands with the boys and, for the first time, he smiled.

“It was a pleasure and an honour to meet you too, Mr Weil,” Morris returned the gesture.

“I have businesses in Cape Town, Johannesburg, Kimberley and Mafeking. I will recommend to my managers in those towns to place orders with you for cigarette supplies too.”

“And Durban and East London!” Solly cut in, boasting with a grin.

“Oh, yes, of course, there too,” Julian agreed idly. “If you are out that way, please do look me up. I spend most of my time in Mafeking.”

When the boys walked out of the General Store they held a cheque for 3 pounds, 12 shillings and 11 pence. This was a significant sum of money to them. They had no idea how vast Julian’s empire extended, but they would learn soon enough. When they reached the shady tree where Morris had written the letter to his father they stopped and retrieved the cheque from Morris’ pocket. Excitedly they studied it carefully, observing Solly’s flamboyant signature, the intricate scroll upon which “The Standard Bank” was printed boldly at the top, and the sum of money written in words and numbers so that there would be no mistaking what the cheque was valued at. This was a rewarding time for them. This cheque represented their first-ever payment for all the hard work they had put into their new business, and their new business had actually begun before they had even left Ireland for Africa. They had travelled the Atlantic Ocean, walked the bush lands of Africa and built a little factory. They had rubbed shoulders with well-to-do gentlemen in a prestigious establishment and negotiated sales and done business with both suppliers and customers.

Morris held one edge of the Standard Bank cheque in his left hand and motioned David to hold the other edge with his left hand as well. He then extended his right in a handshake with David. They shook hands and smiled at each other in a rather sheepish way.

And so it was that, under the shade of a big yellowwood tree in the southern African town of Port Elizabeth, ‘Langbourne Brothers’ was officially established by Morris and David Langbourne in 1891.




The remainder of the day did not see any cigarette production from the veranda factory. Instead, the boys went to the Standard Bank on the main street to open an account into which they could deposit their first cheque. The manager of the bank, a short but stocky Englishman who kept his hair trimmed very close to his scalp, told them he could not open an account in the name of a company unless the company existed, which threw the boys into some confusion. The kindly manager, who was a little younger than their own father, went by the name of Jack Shiel. He referred them to a government building where they could register the company - for a small fee, of course.

The paperwork that went with this exercise was a little overwhelming for the boys, but after asking many questions and signing where they were told, they registered the company name of ‘Langbourne Brothers’. The clerk kept abbreviating it to ‘Langbourne Bros.’ Both boys found this to be very irritating and wanted the entire word ‘Brothers’ registered, but the clerk insisted that this was the way things were done these days. Eventually, they accepted this and left the building, after paying some taxes and fees and returning to the Standard Bank where they met with Mr Shiel again. They proudly handed him a piece of paper signed by the clerk stating that they had registered the company name ‘Langbourne Bros.’

Mr Shiel opened a cheque account in the name of their new company and duly deposited the £3.12s.11d into that account. He then issued them a chequebook and explained how to use it. He showed them how to write the value in numbers in a rectangular box to the right of the cheque, and to fill in the amount in words on the ruled lines, and instructed them to not ever make a mistake.

“What happens if we make a mistake?” David asked.

“You must cross out the error very neatly and write the correction as close to it as possible,” Mr Shiel explained. “Then you must initial the correction, like this.” He went on to show them some examples. The boys had initially felt very excited about all this new administrative stuff they had to learn in business, but now they were starting to feel a little daunted. However, as overwhelming as it may have been, they both picked it up quickly and well, and even Jack was impressed with their abilities to retain what he had taught them.

“Oh, another thing,” Mr Shiel said as he handed their new chequebook over to them, “if someone pays you money with a cheque and it is made out to one of you in your personal name, you can endorse the cheque over to Langbourne Brothers by signing the back of the cheque.”

“So if it is in the name of Morris Langbourne, for instance,” Morris clarified, “I can’t just put it into the new business account?”

“No. A simple thing to remember is that your company is like another person. It is an entity in its own right. You may be Morris Langbourne, but this,” he slapped the cheque book for effect, “this is Langbourne Brothers. Neither Morris Langbourne, nor David Langbourne. But each of you owns 50% of Langbourne Brothers. You get that?”

“Yes, thanks Mr Shiel. You have explained this to us very well,” Morris said. “I truly appreciate what you have shown us today. It seems there is much to learn about business.”

“Mr Shiel?” David broke in. “We are very new in the business world and it seems you have a great deal you could teach us. We would be honoured if you would join us at The Grand Hotel tonight for a meal, as our guest, so that we may talk to you in a more relaxed atmosphere. We are very aware that you are a busy man, and I can see a queue of people already lining up outside your door,” he said, waving a hand towards the wood and glass door.

“Oh, they can wait. I have a feeling your business will be very good for our bank. I would be delighted to join you for dinner. What say we meet at six o’clock sharp?”

“Splendid!” David slapped his thigh, excited at the opportunity of learning more about the business world in Africa, and perhaps equally as important, fostering a new friendship; friends were few in this new country, and they were keen for companionship.

The dinner went well, and Jack Shiel was very generous in sharing his wealth of experience in the banking, commercial and industrial sectors of this new and aspiring country of theirs. He also touched on some of the political developments happening in the Cape Colony and mentioned a recent meeting of the current Cape Prime Minister, Mr Cecil Rhodes, who was expanding the rail network across southern Africa at a rapid rate.

“We saw him here, last month I think it was,” David cut in.

“Yes, funnily enough, I was here too. Odd that we didn’t bump into each other then.”

“Well, we were very new in town at the time and didn’t know anyone.”

“Would you believe, at that meeting, which was mostly made up of the railway industry, Mr Rhodes announced his dream was to extend the railway line from Cape Town to Cairo, in Egypt?”

“Excuse our lack of knowledge of geography, Mr Shiel,” Morris said shyly, “but where is Cairo?”

Jack laughed briefly. “You really amaze me. Talking to you two brothers, I feel I am talking to well-heeled older gentlemen, not young boys fresh out of the backwaters of Dublin. No offence intended, gentlemen. On the contrary, a compliment indeed.” The boys smiled coyly. “Cairo is at the northern end of Africa in the northernmost part of Egypt. At the top, if you can imagine that. A rail line to Cairo will cut travelling time and costs to England considerably. Very considerably.”

“That would be excellent for business,” Morris said with some excitement. “We have just placed an order for cigarette paper with Weil & Co. Procurement. The order will take three months to get to Southampton, then who knows how long to London, then the reverse back here again. It could take well over six months to get a resupply of vital stocks for us.”

“Well then, may I suggest you place yet another order with Weil & Co. within the next two months, and every two months after that? Whatever you do, don’t wait for your first shipment to arrive. You will be committing financial suicide.”

“Thank you for the advice.” Morris raised his eyebrow and gave his bank manager friend a smile.

“Don’t hold your breath on the Cape to Cairo railway; it will take aeons to complete, and if you want my honest opinion, it will never come about.”

“Oh, that is a shame,” David said, genuinely disappointed.

“Not all is lost, though. Mr Rhodes also announced his intention to run a telegraph wire from Cape Town to Cairo as well. Now that, gentlemen, is something to look forward to. And, I believe, that is possible. Very possible. Already we have a good network of telegraph wires throughout the Colonies, and I hear they are already starting to push through to the countries to the north of us.”

“We’ve heard of those countries. Zambeziland or something like that.”

“Zambezia, indeed, but that’s the term for both the countries of Matabeleland and Mashonaland combined, but the settlers there are now calling it Rhodesia, in honour of Mr Cecil John Rhodes. He and his company, the British South Africa Company, or BSAC, are doing big things up there. Mining for gold and diamonds. Lots of activity going on there at the moment.”

The dinner with Jack Shiel was just one of many the boys enjoyed with him. They found it to be a business lesson with all the advantages a class at school could never hope to have. The teacher was a professional in his field, he had all the time in the world to answer their questions, and he thoroughly enjoyed teaching these young men everything he knew about business, banking, finance, commerce, accounting and many other subjects, including transport and mining. So stimulating were these dinners with the bank manager that Morris and David began to invite Danie Coetsee to join them. Danie knew a lot about business too, so when Jack and Danie got going on a subject, Morris and David just sat back and absorbed the conversation, soaking in everything they could like dry sponges that had been lying in the Karoo Desert for a century.

The dinners became a regular weekly event, and sometimes Jack would invite a guest along who contributed to the ‘business classes’, thereby injecting fresh ideas and knowledge into the conversations. It didn’t take long for Morris and David to start engaging in the meetings and offering ideas of their own. Jack Shiel noticed this development and began to marvel at the swiftness with which these young Irish lads learnt about commerce and industry. He realised very quickly that they had a hidden talent for business.

At the end of each dinner meeting, after the men had shaken hands and parted company, as had become customary, Morris and David remained at the table and received new orders for cigarettes. The orders were coming in, and, although not as big as the original orders, they were steady. The days and many nights were spent painstakingly working at their double production line. By the tenth week they had used up all the paper, had produced one hundred thousand cigarettes and had to stop production. They still had about thirty thousand cigarettes in storage, and although they were pleased with their efforts, they were in a touchy predicament as they feared they would sell out of their entire stock well before the resupply from London arrived. They simply could not hurry things up from where they were. Taking to heart the good advice from their learned bank manager, Morris placed another order for paper, not after two months as Mr Shiel suggested, but after one month. Furthermore, to David’s horror and objection, Morris doubled the order. David realised they would not have enough money to pay for all the paper when it started to arrive as they would not have enough cigarettes produced, and those they had sold still required thirty days before they would receive payment.

“It’s what they call cash flow, Morris. We will simply not have the money in the bank to pay for the stock when it arrives,” he complained one balmy afternoon as they sat in their bedroom counting their stock of cigarettes.

“We will make a plan, David. Don’t fret.”

“I do fret, brother. Something like this will ruin our reputation. Suppliers will stop serving our needs. They won’t trust us to pay them.”

“David, sometimes you need to take risks. You will never get anywhere if you are not prepared to take a risk. The business is out there. We have a quality product that people want. We are the only people that make cigarettes in this country.”

“I know, Morris,” he sighed. “I just don’t want to jeopardise what we have already built up.”

“Listen to me carefully, David.” Morris faced him full on. “Cast your memory back to that night we were at The Grand and Mr Rhodes was there, that railway meeting.”

“Yes, I remember.”

“And we were talking to that engineer chap, what was his name, Ivan someone?”

“Oh yes, Ivan Thompson if I recall.”

“Yes, that’s him. Do you remember what he said about an American cigarette manufacturing company starting up in Cape Town?”

“Oh yes, I do remember something like that, now that you mention it.”

“Well, I remember it clearly as it will severely affect our business. More than severely affect our business, they will put us out of business and run us out of town.” Morris had venom in his tone. “We can never compete with them once they start up. They have machines that had to be crated in big boxes. What kind of machinery do you think that is?” He threw his hands in the air in resignation.

“I recall that now, yes. But the importance of it never dawned on me.”

“Well, it dawned on me all right. It hit me in the face, David.” Morris looked around the room to make sure no one was in earshot, not that anyone would be. “Our business has a lifetime of about one and a half years. That’s it. Once they start production they will flood the market with cheap cigarettes, and plenty of them. We will be finished.” He looked around the room again, more for effect now, leaning in close to his brother. “We need to make as many cigarettes as possible right now, and we have to sell them as fast as possible. Do you understand that?”

David was staring at Morris in shock; he couldn’t believe how desperate his brother appeared. “I didn’t realise that, Morris.” He was stunned by not only the fact that their fantastic business had a limit to its life, but also that his brother had foreseen its demise.

“What will we do then?”

“What really worries me is that when the day comes that we have to shut down our business, whatever profit we have made will be eaten up in paying for paper that will keep on arriving long after production has stopped, because, truthfully, we don’t know how much or how little paper we need to import. We will lose everything.” Morris pulled up the beer crate that he used as a chair, and David shuffled on his crate nervously. “Now this is my plan. We have to sell as much as we can as quickly as we can to lessen our losses when the day comes.”

Morris told David to take one thousand cigarettes as samples and buy a train ticket to the new gold fields in the north. The place where gold was discovered was in an area called the Witwatersrand at a place called Ferreira’s Camp. About two or three thousand people had already headed for the gold rush, and the general consensus was that soon there would be ten times that many miners and prospectors there. David’s task would be to find general dealers and stores that would want to supply their cigarettes and take their orders. By the time he got back, hopefully, their first supply of paper would have arrived, and they could start fulfilling those orders. After that, he was to go to Johannesburg, a fairly large town close to Ferreira’s Camp, and try to sell cigarettes there, and then if possible, to Pretoria, another town not too far from Johannesburg. Then, hopefully, by the time the American cigarette company had made its way up from Cape Town to Port Elizabeth, and finally to the Witwatersrand, Langbourne Brothers would have got its foot in the door and extended its trading life by at least an extra year. Morris reminded David that they already had two customers in Kimberley, so to bypass that town and to give Cape Town a miss also as there was no future in even trying there. Nevertheless, he wanted him to stop in at Cape Town briefly and make some enquiries about this new American cigarette company. Meanwhile, Morris would remain in Port Elizabeth to wait for the resupply and to keep a presence in town, selling what was left of their stock.

The telegraph line was working between Port Elizabeth and the Witwatersrand, so David agreed to keep in contact with Morris that way if he needed to.




The next day, a bright and crisp morning, the boys stood on the platform of the railway siding and bid each other farewell. David wore a smart business suit that he had purchased from Solly Alhadeff’s General Store, together with a smart pure wool hat that made him look quite dapper and business-like. Morris noticed a few young ladies were stealing glances at this good-looking young man and had to smile.

“I have just had a thought,” Morris said suddenly. “When you send me a telegram, everyone at the Post Office will read it; the postmaster is a regular at The Grand Hotel and who knows who he will share our business with. Don’t send any confidential stuff that you would not want anyone to read and understand. Especially when discussing money. Let’s use codes like we did in Manchester; we are good with codes.”

“Good idea,” David agreed. “What shall we call cigarettes?”

“Oh, maybe use an animal name. But avoid ‘elephants’. The Post Office charges by the letter, so use small words, like ‘buck’ and ‘deer’ or ‘bird’.”

“Right-oh, so let’s call cigarettes ‘cats’ because they both start with the letter ‘c’.”

“Good,” Morris smiled. “Boxes of cigarette paper? How about ‘dogs’?”

David let a short laugh burst out. ‘Sure, but where did that come from?”

“You get dogs called boxers.” Morris chuckled at his own joke. “Tobacco? Go on, your turn.” The boys were having fun; for the first time in ages, they shared a laugh together.

“How about ‘tigers’? I know you don’t get them in Africa, but tobacco leaf looks like a tiger’s coat, same colour and striped.

“Alright, I’ll let you have that one,” Morris laughed.

“What about numbers?”

“Yes, that could be difficult. I tell you what, let us use a word that only we know with ten letters that don’t repeat themselves, and assign a number to each letter.”

“Right-oh…” David said, unconvinced, as he watched a pretty young lady walk past who was looking at him and smiling coyly.

Morris started counting his fingers, got to 8 and then started again. He got to 8 again and grunted in frustration.

“What are you doing?” David asked, rather amused, after bringing his attention back from the young lady.

“I’m trying to think of a word with ten letters in it. And not an easy word.”

“You’re crazy, brother,” David laughed. Morris didn’t, and kept counting. Suddenly the train’s whistle sounded, and the conductor yelled the command for everyone to get aboard.

“Damn!” Morris was getting angry now. “I need to give you a word before you leave or we will never be able to create a secret code.” He continued counting, but David ignored him and looked up and down the platform that was fast emptying.

“Got it!” Morris exclaimed with a smile. “You ready? Write this down.”

“I won’t need to write it down.” The whistle sounded again, and David quickly jumped through the coach door as he heard the carriages start to shunt. He looked back at Morris through the open window of his cabin pulling out a pencil from his pocket and a scrap of brown paper. “Go on!” he shouted quickly as the train started to jerk forward.

“LANGBOURNE,” Morris yelled at him as he paced, and then started trotting, alongside the train as it began to quicken. “Use our surname; it has ten letters in it! L.A.N.G.B.O.U.R.N.E. Got it? ‘L’ equals 1 and ‘E’ equals ‘0’.”

David didn’t need to write their name on a piece of paper but did all the same. “Hey, wait a minute,” he called back to Morris. The distance between the brothers was expanding as the train gathered speed. “There are two ‘n’s in Langbourne!”

Morris was getting desperate. He was jogging now, and the platform was about to come to an end. He needed to think fast. Then it came to him, “Alright, ‘black rhino’!

David smiled back, waved and nodded that he understood. He was well past the platform now.

From that day forward, whenever the brothers discussed money in any correspondence, they used that code; it simply became a part of their commercial language.




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Ramping up Production




[image: Image]




There was a chill in the air when Morris stepped out of Sonja Du Plessis’ home and walked down to the harbour. The clouds were low, and there was a very light rain drifting silently down to the damp earth. David had been away for six weeks now, and Morris had not heard a word from him. He was getting anxious at the silence, but at the same time knew it was pointless to worry. Nevertheless, worry he did, and actually missed his brother’s companionship. He had a feeling it would be a sad and drab day, which was how the days had all seemed since David left for the gold fields. Morris was to be pleasantly surprised, though, at what the day had in store for him.

The supply of cigarettes was dwindling rapidly, and as the brothers had produced everything they could before the paper had run out, Morris’ days were boring and lonely. He lived for the evenings when he could mix with intelligent people and enjoy stimulating conversations. As Morris rounded the corner to the harbour, he noticed a new ship in port that had a Dutch flag flying on the mast. His heart sank as he was only interested in seeing a British ship. They still had two or three months to go before they could even hope to see the first order of paper arrive, and that depressed him.

His first stop of the day, which had now become routine, was the Post Office. The Postmaster watched him enter and removed his thick glasses. 

“Good morning, Mr Langbourne.”

“Good morning to you, Sir,” Morris replied, forcing a smile. He was the only other person in the building.

“You are in luck today; I have a telegram for you,” the Postmaster informed him, pulling out a drab brown envelope from a drawer to his left.

Morris’ heart skipped a beat. “You have?” he exclaimed and stepped quickly up to the counter. The Postmaster gave him the envelope, and Morris thanked him politely, moving off to the right to a wooden writing desk, where he carefully studied the envelope. Someone, obviously the Postmaster himself, had written upon it ‘Mr. Morris Langbourne, The Grand Hotel, Port Elizabeth.’

“I was going to send a messenger to The Grand later this morning to deliver it, but as you are here now...” the Postmaster trailed off as Morris unintentionally ignored him. His attention was elsewhere at that moment.

He carefully tore the envelope open and unfolded the letter. It was a telegram from David, and his heart skipped another beat. There were very few words on it so he read it slowly and carefully.
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Morris read the telegram three times over, then stared blankly out the window, trying to get his mind around what he had read. On the counter was a pencil crudely confined to the desktop with a grubby piece of twine at one end. Morris picked it up and shook the tangled twine free before pulling an official-looking form from a wooden holder screwed to the wall in front of him. Flipping the form over, he wrote ‘LCO’ on the blank page.

“That’s 240 boxes of cigarette paper,” Morris said aloud as he counted off his fingers. He then wrote 240 down on the paper and multiplied by ten thousand, the number of cigarette papers in each box. “That’s two hundred and forty thousand cigarette papers,” he mumbled to himself. “Not bad. Not bad at all. Good work, brother,” he continued to mumble. He folded up the paper and the telegram and put both into the envelope, which he put in his jacket pocket. He then bid the Postmaster a good day and exited through the big doors of the General Post Office feeling a lot happier having heard from his brother, and not only that, that David had secured some good business.

He had only walked about five paces when he stopped abruptly. “Hold on,” he said aloud to himself, “that doesn’t make sense.” He hurriedly pulled out the paperwork again and counted the zeroes. There was an extra zero in his calculation, and this didn’t seem right. So he walked back into the Post Office and back to the desk with the grubby pencil.

“Are you all right, Mr Langbourne?” the Postmaster asked over the top of his glasses.

Morris didn’t respond but started doing his calculations again. It looked like he had his worked it out correctly, but he didn’t understand the number. “Two hundred and forty thousand hundred? What kind of number is that?” he mumbled in frustration.

“Is everything all right, Mr Langbourne?” the Postmaster repeated some concern in his voice.

“Excuse me, Sir, forgive my ignorance,” Morris walked over to the Postmaster’s window, “I can’t seem to understand this number. Does this make sense to you?” He passed the paper with his calculations over the counter.

The Postmaster looked at the numbers he had written down. ‘2400000’

“That is…” He looked at the numbers carefully, then counted the digits with his stubby finger. “Hmm… let me see; there are seven digits there, so that I would read that as…. My, that is a big number…” Morris was getting impatient; it didn’t take long to set him off, but he controlled himself. “Alright, I see it now, it is two million, and four hundred thousand exactly,” the Postmaster said with a triumphant smile.

“Two million and four hundred thousand exactly. Are you sure of that?” Morris felt faint, and his legs started to wobble.

“Yes, biggest number I have ever seen. Best you find a bookkeeper or an accountant person who could confirm that. It’s a big number, Mr Langbourne. Don’t take my word for it.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll do that.”

“Are you all right Mr Langbourne? You look pale. May I offer you a sip of water?”

“Oh, no, thank you, Sir. I’ll be fine.”

Morris bid him a good day once again and left the building. He went straight to The Standard Bank and asked to see Mr Shiel. In less than a minute he was ushered into the manager’s office, where Jack sat him down and offered him a cup of freshly brewed coffee.

“So, what can I do for you Morris? You look a little shaken.”

“Jack, I have just heard from David…”

Jack cut him off, “Oh dear, is everything all right?”

“Oh yes, sorry, he is well and should be returning next week sometime. I have a dilemma, I’m afraid, and trust you will be able to help me.”

“I’ll try,” Jack offered.

“David asked me to buy some cigarette paper, enough to fulfil the orders he has taken, and sadly I do not understand the quantity. It is a bit beyond my knowledge of numbers.”

“Well, that should be easy for my brain,” Jack chortled. “I’m a banker, no less. What is it?”

“He has asked me to buy two hundred and forty boxes of paper, and each box has ten thousand cigarette papers in it. How much is that in individual papers?”

“Well, let’s see,” Jack said as he pulled out a piece of pure white bank paper, obviously imported from England, and a glossy fountain pen and wrote down the numbers in rich navy blue ink. When he completed the calculations, he looked up at Morris and frowned. He said nothing, but put his head down and re-wrote the numbers. Finally, he looked up at Morris. “Two million, four hundred thousand.”

“Two million, four hundred thousand?” Morris repeated.

“Yes, indeed. You think this is correct?”

“Well, I must be honest. I find this hard to believe.”

“And you are sure he said two hundred and forty boxes?”

Morris pulled out the telegram again and worked out what ‘LCO’ equated to in their code. He wondered if David had made a mistake. “Yes, two hundred and forty. Jack, how many people live in the Witwatersrand, the gold fields?”

“A few months ago they thought there were about three thousand people mining there. They have found a lot of gold, and this has caused a rush, a big gold rush. Someone was saying the other day there may even be fifty thousand people there, with possibly over one hundred thousand by the end of the year. It’s going crazy up north they tell me.”

Morris thought about it for a moment, then took a sip of his coffee. “David might be right, then?”

“I think you need to make an urgent visit to our good friend Danie Coetsee.” Jack raised an eyebrow and nodded at Morris to encourage him.

“Two million, four hundred thousand?” Morris said in a daze. “Well, I’ll be…”




Ten minutes later Morris was sitting in Danie’s office at the wharf, panting and breaking into a slight sweat from his wild half-walk, half- run, over to see him.

“When’s the next ship due in, Danie? My mad brother has secured more orders than we are capable of handling.”

“Perhaps another week or two. You missed the last one by two weeks.”

“That won’t do,” Morris almost growled. “No, that won’t do. Oh man, why is it that everything in Africa is so far away from anything?”

“Calm down, my friend. That’s Africa.”

“I know, I know, but that just won’t do.” They sat in silence for a short while, Danie waiting for Morris to speak, but he just sat staring at the floor, his brain obviously in high gear. In fact, he was so focused on the issue at hand that he did not notice a familiar figure standing silently in the doorway to his right, shirtsleeves rolled halfway up his forearms.

Danie looked at Mr Weil, his boss, and winked at him, indicating he had the situation under control, before turning his attention back to the flustered Morris. “May I offer you a cup of tea, Morris?” he asked calmly, and Julian Weil silently slipped back into his office as quietly as he had appeared.

Morris ignored him; he was lost in thought. “Danie, when we came to Africa we stopped for a few days in Whale Bay, or something like that. Way over on the south-west coast of Africa.”

“Walvis Baai,” Danie corrected him. “In Namaqualand.”

“Yes, that’s the place.” Morris sighed and gathered himself. “The ship that left two weeks ago--will she be docking there on her way to Southampton?”

Danie smiled. “You want me to telegram an order to Walvis Baai, to catch the ship? Yes, we could do that for you, I’m sure.” Danie marvelled at Morris’ ability to find solutions to difficult situations. “I will have to charge you for the telegram.”

“Do it, Danie. There is no time to lose. I’m going to clap David when I see him. How can he do this to me?” Morris realised he was both angry and happy at the same time and didn’t quite know how to handle himself. He had to get out. “Thanks, Danie.” He leapt to his feet, bid Danie farewell, and hurried out of the office. Ten paces from the office building, as he strode out onto the dirt road, Danie called to him from the doorway of his office.

“Morris!”

“What?” He spun around abruptly. 

“What is it you want me to order?”




Dublin, Ireland

The ice cold wind was howling around the grey wooden cottage that Reuben and his family called home. The snow was piling up around the windowsills and building up thickly on the roof. Inside, no one spoke; Bloomy sat quietly, watching the small flames under the kettle lick away at its base, only to have the unrelenting cold beat back any attempt they made to warm the room. Reuben sat reading his Tanakh under the pale, soft amber glow of the only oil lamp in the house and the children, Louis and Harry, read books that Bloomy had borrowed from the town library. Helena, Reuben’s late wife’s niece, was tending to Sarah, who was growing into a very sweet and charming three-year-old. There was a knock at the door that caused everyone to jerk to attention and look curiously at each other.

“I’ll get it,” Bloomy said. In one quick movement, she got up from her seat and walked over to the door, which she opened just a crack.

“Letter for you, Miss,” the postman said, shoving a crumpled brown envelope through the crack of the door. His thick woollen gloves made him drop the envelope on the floor before Bloomy could catch it.

“Thank you,” she called out before shutting the door quickly, but not fast enough to prevent some snowflakes blasting inside, only to melt as soon as they touched the wooden floor. She picked up the envelope and looked at the handwriting on the face of it. “Father!” she exclaimed, suddenly energised. “It’s from the boys. From Morris and David.”

“Bring it here, Bloomy, let me see!” Reuben jumped to his feet and strode over to her in two steps. “Let me see,” he excitedly said again. Reuben took the envelope from her chilled fingers and put it on the table near the oil lamp. Everyone gathered around with great curiosity and excitement, staring at the weathered envelope.

“Open it, Father,” Harry broke the spellbound silence.

Reuben carefully opened the envelope, making sure not to tear the contents inside. He pulled out one sheet of brownish paper with faintly ruled lines and, unmistakably, Morris’ handwriting in pencil.

“It’s from Morris,” Reuben said with a smile. Everyone shuffled closer, excitement warming the room.

“Read it to us, Father, please read it to us,” Louis squealed as he squirmed with excitement.




Morris Langbourne,

The Grand Hotel,

Port Elizabeth, 

Cape Colony

Africa.

1891

Dear Father,

I write to tell you that both David and I have arrived in Port Elizabeth and are in good health. The journey was long, about three months. It is a very large land filled with interesting people and wild animals and deadly creatures.

We have decided to make cigarettes as a business using the knowledge we learnt in Manchester and the ways of business you have taught us. We have walked into the bush for a week with native bearers carrying spears to protect us and procure tobacco and have had an excellent tutor on how to survive in the wilds of Africa, and also how to shoot a rifle for protection and food.

We have created a factory to make cigarettes and already have our first customers. I believe our business will be successful.

The weather is wonderful here. The sun shines all the time and it does not get cold at all. When it rains there is thunder, the sound of which I have never heard before. The animal and bird life is magnificent. I have never seen colours such as those on the animals and birds, and indeed the trees, clouds and sunsets. We have befriended many people from other countries and we now endeavour to make our business a success.

We send our love to you and ask that you pass our love on to the family. We miss you all.

Much love,

Morris

p.s.: You can contact us at the address I have written at the top of this letter.




Three more times Reuben was asked to read the letter, and three more times he willingly obliged. Finally, he put the letter down with a beaming smile. “So, my sons are becoming successful businessmen. I have taught them well,” he declared with pride.

“I miss them, Father,” Harry said. “Why do they have to live so far away?”

“I am amazed at what they have achieved,” Bloomy cut in.

“At least they are safe,” Helena added. “Even though they have to carry a rifle at all times.”

“Yes,” Reuben said, folding the letter and leaving it on the table for anyone who might want to read it again. “We must give thanks to the Lord God Almighty that they are safe and well and are making a new life for themselves.”

“Are you going to write back to them?” Louis asked.

“Oh yes, my son. I will do so tomorrow morning. I will go down to the Post Office and buy a stamp and some writing paper. This letter has made my heart very happy.”

“Mine too,” Bloomy added. She missed her younger brothers a great deal. Hearing from them was very good news to her, almost as if they had come back from the dead. She reached over and touched the letter, resting her fingers on it for a quiet moment, believing she could feel their spirit and touch through the handwriting on the paper.

Reuben watched her gentle touch and knew what she was doing. His eyes welled up.




As a flustered Morris was about to leave Danie’s office for the second time within ten minutes, he had another idea. His brain was in overdrive, and as he was solving problems, he was discovering others. He asked Danie if there was a foundry in Port Elizabeth, and where he might find it. He realised that even with seven cigarette lines in operation, they might never keep up with fulfilling their orders. He needed more cigarette making tools and in a hurry.

Which led to another problem: they would need staff to operate them. On top of that, they would need a bigger veranda, or premises to work from. That would mean paying a rental. He didn’t like that idea. More copper tubes were needed too. The logistics were starting to become a problem.

He stood outside Weil & Co. Procurement and stared at the hustle and bustle of the wharf, which was now very active with the Dutch ship in the harbour. His mind was lost in thought, and he was troubled that David might have made a mistake in the coded numbers; after all, they had only discussed the code very briefly as the train was pulling out of the station. If David had made a mistake, they would be in trouble. They would have enough paper to last decades. And they would have to pay for it before they could sell their stock. He was in a dilemma.

“No!” Morris said out loud to himself. “Trust your brother; he is not stupid.” With that, he resolved to take the risk and tackle the problem at hand head-on. Just then he saw Nguni appear from the hold of the Dutch ship carrying a huge bale of some commodity on his shoulders, buckling under the weight.

“Nguni!” he yelled at the top of his voice. Nguni heard his faint, distant call and looked up at Morris, who waved for him to come over. Morris then pointed to the sun with his left hand and made a slow arc towards where the sun would set, then held it at the horizon hoping that Nguni would understand to see him later in the day. Nguni lifted a hand briefly to indicate he understood, and then grasped his load again, still looking at him. Morris pointed in the direction of Sonja Du Plessis’ house but put an arch in the movement to indicate a bit of distance, ‘over the town buildings’ in other words. Again Nguni nodded before finding his balance and, picking up his pace to a fast stride, almost ran down the narrow gangplank. Morris shook his head and wondered how Nguni did that without killing himself as he turned to walk back to Sonja’s house.

Back in his room, he retrieved one of his cigarette tools and a copper tube before heading off to find the foundry. Negotiations at the foundry went well with the owner, a large tough-looking Londoner with blurred monotone sailor-type tattoos of anchors on his forearms, agreeing he could replicate the tool quite easily. He also suggested some small modifications which Morris liked and so agreed that he make another thirteen for him to round up their number of tools to twenty.

From there it was off to the fabricator’s to get more copper tubes, then back to the bank to meet with Jack Shiel. His meeting with Jack was a little more formal, with Morris explaining what he had done and how he intended to keep up with supply.

“We will run out of money before we can even start production, Jack. I haven’t worked out the numbers exactly, but I think we may need to borrow some money from the bank to see us through,” Morris confessed.

“I was expecting you to come and see me, Morris. I told you this is what happens if businesses expand too quickly. But don’t worry; I know you, and I trust both you and your brother. I have seen how you operate and regard you both as honourable businessmen.”

Securing a temporary loan from The Standard Bank was not difficult, and Morris felt it was not the right time to mention he believed their business had a very short lifespan. Despite his concerns, he resolved to do everything in his power to honour the agreement he had with The Standard Bank, and Jack Shiel.

That evening, just as the sun was setting, Nguni appeared outside Sonja’s gate and waited patiently for Morris to return. He only had to wait five minutes.

“Nguni, I see you,” Morris said in his traditional way and clapped his cupped hands as a sign of happiness.

“I see you, Boss Randorn,” Nguni replied, clapping his hands likewise and smiling broadly.

Morris went into a lengthy discussion with him, discussing his wives and children, his cattle and crops, and asking after some of the men who had accompanied them to Patensie and whom he knew by name. He was careful to avoid getting directly to the subject at hand, as he had respect for this muscled and loyal African man and wanted to reflect this. Nguni asked after David and Morris’ family, about which Morris had no news whatsoever. Nguni found this very sad as he was a family man himself and felt sorry for the young man. Finally, Morris felt it was fitting to get down to business.

“Nguni, the business of Boss David and me is going to get very busy shortly. I will need some more tobacco, but I cannot leave as I need to operate the factory. I want to ask if you will take some men and go back to Patensie on my behalf and see Mr van Tonder and bring back the tobacco?”

“I can do that, Boss Morris,” he said simply. “I will pay you and your men, of course.”

“I will do that, Boss,” he reiterated. “When do you want me to leave?”

“Can you leave tomorrow?”

“Yes,” Nguni agreed with an approving smile. He had guessed that this would be the reason this boss wanted to see him and had already assembled his team.

“Also, I have another problem. I need some men to help me make cigarettes. Too many people want cigarettes now and I need some people to work on the machines.”

“I can arrange that, Boss,” Nguni stated simply. “How many men?” 

“I will need four men for starters. But not now. In about one month.” 

“How heavy are the machines?”

“Oh, not heavy. They are tools, not machines, actually. Come, I will show you one.”

Morris took Nguni around the back of the house to the veranda and pulled out one of his tools. “Here, this is the tool?”

Nguni took it from Morris carefully and turned it over in his hands. He had a very curious look on his face, as he had no idea what it was. It felt nice, cool to the touch and very solid. 

“This machine is too small. How can it make cigarettes?”

Morris took it from Nguni and demonstrated how he made a cigarette. “You put some cut tobacco in here, and some paper there, then you push this thing and put some glue here and here you are, one cigarette.”

Nguni took the metal tool back and studied it some more, trying to replicate what Morris had shown him. Suddenly he handed it back and spat into the dust. 

“Ghaa!” he hawked. “This is the job for women! Men do not do small work like this. I will bring you wife number two and wife number three and two of my youngest sisters. They will work for you and make cigarettes.”

Morris was stuck for words. He just stared at Nguni with eyes wide and eyebrows raised. He quickly decided that it would not be wise to tell Nguni that he himself had been doing women’s work since he arrived in Africa!

“That will be good, Nguni, thank you. Now, tomorrow,” he quickly changed the subject, “meet me at the wharf like before, when the sun greets the day. I will give you a letter for Mr van Tonder and some money. You must take those to him and return with the tobacco he gives you.”

“Yes, Boss,” Nguni faithfully agreed and took his leave.




David didn’t return for another week. Morris was at the station whenever a train from Cape Town arrived, and today his heart leapt when he saw David wave to him from his coach window as the train gently pulled to a stop, hissing angrily and banging its ironware in a show of strength. When David alighted he grasped Morris’ hand in a hearty handshake. Both young men were smiling broadly and slapping each other on their backs and shoulders. Morris didn’t waste any time before getting down to business, pulling David close to a soot-stained terracotta brick wall to get some privacy.

“Please tell me you meant for me to buy two hundred and forty boxes of cigarette paper as a result of this trip.”

David looked at him blankly. During the brief pause, Morris instantly started to break into a cold sweat.

“Please tell me you did,” David asked nervously.

Morris let out a sigh. “Yes, I did. Do you have any idea how much trust I had to put in that telegram, or that you got your numbers right, or that the Postmaster wrote it down correctly? Heavens above, David!” Morris was visibly relieved. “Come on, let’s go home. We have a lot to talk about.”

As they walked back home, David started telling Morris about his adventure to the gold fields. People were pouring in daily, thousands and thousands every day, by foot, horseback and coach. The flood of humanity into the Witwatersrand was unrelenting. Housing was short; sanitation was virtually non-existent. The streets were higgledy-piggledy with no sense of direction or thought. But the miners and their families were drinking and gambling heavily and smoking whatever they could. When David realised that commodities were in high demand, he decreased his discounts, and still, the dealers were happy to place orders with him. Huge orders. He pulled out his trusted writing pad and flicked through the pages to show Morris all his entries. Almost every page was full of names and numbers.

“And look at this, Morris!” David said excitedly, turning to the front of the pad. “The first three general dealers I went to see, I gave the standard 30 days credit, but then when I found it too easy to make the deal I stopped doing that. I changed the discount from one third to one fifth and told them it was cash up front with the order!”

“You didn’t? Did you?” Morris looked perplexed. “And they accepted that?”

“Absolutely!” David gloated at his business successes. “I increased our profit and got the money up front!”

“Don’t tell me you have just travelled from that godforsaken place with large sums of cash in your bag?” Morris looked horrified.

“Nope!” David smiled. “I’m not stupid enough to carry that sort of cash thousands of miles with drunk and penniless miners and heathens. Jack Shiel taught me a thing or two. Look!” He put his hand into the inside breast pocket of his jacket and pulled out a wad of notes that looked a bit like official cheques.

“What are those?” Morris was beginning to admire his brother’s wit and acumen out on the road, alone and without support.

“These, oh brother of mine, are Bank Letters of Credit. They are from the Standard Bank of the Witwatersrand, made out to Langbourne Brothers. I took whatever cash I made each day and exchanged it with the Standard Bank for Letters of Credit in our favour. They guarantee that the Standard Bank of Port Elizabeth will honour these as cash and credit our account accordingly.”

“And because the cheques are made out to Langbourne Brothers they cannot be cashed anywhere else, only credited to our account,” Morris finished off the sentence.

“Except, of course, if we endorse the back of the cheque, just like Jack told us, which we won’t be doing.”

“Of course, but tell me, how much do those cheques add up to?”

“Guess?” David teased.

“How would I know? £800?”

“More.”

“£1800, no, £2000?” Morris corrected himself.

“More.” David prompted.

“Never! More than £2000?” Morris was truly amazed and shocked. 

“£2400. Can you believe that? That is more money than Father has ever seen in his entire life! And we haven’t even been in Africa one year yet!” David exclaimed proudly.

“I can’t believe that,” Morris stared at him blankly, then snapped back into reality. “Alright, calm down, let’s go to the bank right now and deposit these Letters of Credit. David, you are amazing! You have no idea what predicament you have just pulled us out of by doing this.”

“Thanks, Morris.” David’s happiness at his brother’s declaration of respect really hit the mark with him. “I’m not a bad businessman after all, am I?”

“I never said you were,” Morris retorted, and punched him gently in the shoulder. “But now the real problems start, and you know what that means?” 

David just nodded. He knew all too well that they had over two million cigarettes to roll in a very short time.

Real experience is the best form of tuition, and in the realm of business and commerce, the brothers had no shortage of tuition. They were learning, and learning fast. The visit to the bank went better than expected. Jack Shiel, although trying his best to act very professional and pompous, did let laughs and compliments slip out occasionally, often shaking his head in disbelief. He accepted the Letters of Credit and pulled out the large leather-bound Ledger for the Langbourne Brothers account crediting them with a full £2400. Then on the way home, Morris updated his brother with what he had done in the last week in order to meet expectations with production.

The thirteen new cigarette tools had turned out exceptionally well and were ready to use. The extra copper tubes were cut and delivered, and Morris had already tied them to the railing of the veranda at regular intervals using scrap galvanised fence wire he had found lying in a trash heap around the perimeter of the harbour, allowing twenty people to sit on twenty beer crates he had salvaged from the back alleys of The Grand and sleazy pubs dotted around the town. It was a bit of a tight squeeze, getting twenty ladies to sit on the veranda, and two of them had to sit with their backs to the group with the copper pipe secured to the windowsill and the end of the tube actually inside the house. He had negotiated a proper rental with Sonja, as he felt mean paying her a few measly cigarettes a day for the use of her back veranda when it would be obvious they would be making lots of money out of it.

Nguni had departed for van Tonder’s farm with a letter of apology that the brothers could not visit in person, together with enough money to secure four times the tobacco they had first bought from him, and he assumed that Nguni would be back within two or three days. He had negotiated with Nguni to supply women labour to make cigarettes and warned David never to tell anyone that they themselves had actually been making cigarettes, as this was ‘women’s work’ according to the African culture. He had also negotiated with Mr Smit from the Chemist and Mrs Bunting from The Grand Hotel to buy all their second-hand cardboard boxes that were in reasonable condition at a very cheap rate. A loan facility had been put in place with The Standard Bank but was obviously not needed now, thanks to David’s sharp thinking.

David told Morris that he had to spend two days in Kimberley because the train had encountered a problem, and he took the opportunity of looking the town over. He had caught up with Johannes Kruger and Howard Cohen, and they had received their shipment and placed a second order with him. He also noticed that there were several more stores he could have sold cigarettes too, but felt it wise to not push his luck, knowing full well they would not be able to meet the commitments after the Witwatersrand excursion. Cape Town was a beautiful city, and he had made some candid enquiries about the American cigarette factory, which would be known simply as the ‘American Tobacco Company’, or abbreviated to ‘ATC’. Not many people had heard of them, but those that had understood they would be in production sometime next year. He had to laugh when he told Morris that one person he had spoken to had said he didn’t know of any cigarette company in Cape Town but he had heard there was a ‘mob’ in Port Elizabeth that were making cigarettes. That news intrigued Morris; he was amazed how fast information of their business had spread in such a short period.

Later that night the brothers went down to The Grand as usual and invited Jack and Danie to join them. The reunion with David was warm and jovial, and his first-hand news of what was happening in the gold fields certainly got their attention. Everyone was hungry for news beyond the town limits. David was most definitely the highlight of the evening, and Morris was very proud of his younger brother, proud of his courage to travel deep into the heart of Africa alone and his ability to deal with each and every situation admirably, both business and social. He was quite content to sit back and just listen to the conversations unfold.

As the coffee arrived, with Jack ordering a round of Port to toast David’s success, the subject turned serious with Morris discussing their inability to produce anything for at least the next six weeks while they waited for the right ship to come in from Southampton.

Danie put his coffee down and picked up his glass of Port, swirling it and gazing deeply into the deep burgundy liquid running down the sides of the glass like gentle red waves in the ocean. “Gentlemen,” he said slowly, commanding all their attention while not taking his gaze from the glass, “am I to understand there is nothing you can do until that ship comes in?”

“Nothing,” Morris agreed forlornly. “We have no stock to sell and cannot make any more cigarettes until the paper arrives. We are stranded.”

“May I make a suggestion?” Danie said, putting his glass down and turning his attention back to the men. As no one said anything, he continued in his calm and gentle manner. “The ship from Cape Town can take upwards of three weeks to get to Port Elizabeth, depending on the winds, and number of ports of call, of course.”

“Go on,” Morris encouraged him, wondering what idea might be brewing in his head.

“Might I suggest that you take the train to Cape Town in the next day or so? That journey takes about two days if I am correct. Perhaps you could intercept your shipment when it arrives in Cape Town and bring it back here by train? You could cut about three weeks off your waiting.”

Everyone sat in silence for a moment. Eventually, Morris broke the silence. “Now why didn’t I think of that? Danie, you are amazing. Thank you!”

“Don’t mention it, my good friend.”

“I think we might leave on the next train then. David, what do you think?”

“I agree, totally. I only got off the train this morning, mind you,” he laughed. “Like I said, Cape Town is a beautiful town with some majestic mountains all around it. A feast for the eye.”

“Well, then,” Jack said, as he took a deliberate sip from his Port and swirled it over his tongue, savouring the delicate flavours, “don’t bother unpacking, David. The train leaves at six o’clock in the morning.”




Cape Town was just as David had described it, but better. The mountains surrounding the town with soft white clouds delicately perched on their summits and the luscious green bush gracing the slopes were breath-taking. The boys found some lodgings near the wharf with a clear view of the harbour and all the ships that came and went, and then settled in to enjoy the scenery and culture of this exciting new outpost while they anxiously awaited a ship bearing the Union Jack. They had a letter from Weil & Co. Procurement requesting that the captain of the ship that carried the consignment for Messrs. Langbourne Brothers release it into their custody.

Each morning the brothers would walk down to the wharf and talk to the harbourmaster, picking his brains about ships, shipping and maritime law. The harbourmaster was a rough diamond, unshaven with unruly hair and bad language, but he took a liking to these inquisitive brothers and shared a lot of information, experiences and curious stories with them.

After a week of exploring the town and its fortifications, history and culture, they made their way back to their lodging after a particularly long and tedious day. They decided to call in on their strange new friend, the harbourmaster, to see if he had any news. They found him on the wharf yelling at the top of his voice at an African worker, in a language they had never heard before. They waited for the one-sided shouting match to stop before approaching him timidly.

When he saw them he broke into a friendly smile, all perceived anger completely forgotten. “Gentlemen, come over here and tell me what you see,” he invited, handing David a brass telescope.

David extended it and, holding it to his eye, scanned the ocean in the direction the unruly ex-sailor had pointed. 

“I see a ship,” David announced after a short while.

“So tell me what flag she be flying, laddie!” he said excitedly. 

“It’s a Dutch flag, sir.”

“Agh, no man! Look more to the right!” he grumbled, seemingly most disappointed at what David had said.

“Oh, I see it! It has the Union Jack flying.”

“Excellent!” He was obviously happy now. “That might be your ship, lads.”

“Oh, Lordy,” Morris sighed, “I do hope so. So will she be docked tonight?”

“Heavens no, lad!” the harbourmaster yelled at Morris. “She be too far out at sea to get here by nightfall. And she be too big for this harbour. No, lad, she will drop anchor tonight just yonder, then in the morning, if I’m sober,” he said and started laughing, “when I be good and ready, I will send the cockleshells out to meet ‘er and drop off provisions and unload ‘er bounty.”

The brothers quickly arranged for the harbourmaster to deliver the Weil & Co. Procurement letter to the ship’s captain, and, if their cargo was indeed on board, request that it be delivered to shore for them. Their uncouth friend agreed to do this, suggesting a bottle of fine rum would be a nice gesture for his trouble, and arrangements were made. The next day, at around lunchtime, the first cockleshell came back and, indeed, their tobacco paper was on board. The brothers almost jumped for joy, overwhelmed with excitement. David kept jumping up to try and slap a street sign as the joy overtook him, but, as usual, missed. Their first order consisted of one hundred boxes, of which the small cockleshells could only bring fifty across. The other half would have to arrive later in the afternoon. The next day arrangements were made to deliver the boxes to the Railway Station, train tickets were bought, and that night the journey back to Port Elizabeth commenced.

On arrival in Port Elizabeth, they unloaded the boxes on the platform and Morris ran over to the harbour to locate Nguni, whom he found sitting on an old broken crate waiting for the next ship to come in, while David guarded the treasured boxes of cigarette paper with his life.

“Nguni,” Morris said when he approached him, “I see you, my friend.”

Nguni jumped to his feet. “I see you, my boss.” They clasped forearms this time, but Morris didn’t understand what the difference was between a handshake and the clasping of forearms. Nevertheless, whatever was preferred on the day, he would go along with it.

“You look strong. I trust the journey to Mr van Tonder went well?”

“Yes, Boss.” Nguni nodded and smiled. “Everything went well, except...” he broke off.

“Except what?” Morris felt worry instantly burn into his stomach.

“The madam who lives at your factory. She is very cheeky.”

A short laugh burst from deep in Morris’ gut. “She is cheeky?”

“She was not happy with me putting the tobacco on the veranda. Ghaa! She is more cheeky than the mongoose that fights the snake. She was shouting at me too, too much.”

Morris couldn’t contain his laughter and let it flow. “Don’t worry, my friend. I will tell her it was my fault; I did not arrange this before I left. She can spit her venom at me. I am not worried.”

Morris asked Nguni to gather some of his men to help carry the one hundred boxes of paper to the veranda of Sonja’s house, and he would be there to keep her anger at bay. Morris then also asked Nguni to assemble six women of his choice to meet him after lunch at the house, where he would train them how to use the cigarette machines.

At one o’clock the boys heard the tinkle of female laughter at the entrance to the garden of their landlady’s home and left the veranda to meet them and usher the women in for their first lesson on how to make cigarettes. As they walked up the path, they saw six young ladies waiting patiently for them, with Nguni standing proudly in front of them. And then they stopped in mid-stride, in terror and horror, eyes wide, mouths agape.

“Oh my Lord...” Morris whispered to David without moving his eyes from the people assembled at the gate.

“Oh dear...” David whispered back.

“Oh my Lordy, Lordy,” was all Morris could say.

They were looking at six women, all half naked. None of them wore a blouse or cloth to cover their breasts. Some of the ladies did wear a few strings of beads around their necks, but, apart from that, they were naked from the waist up. The brothers had been sheltered from nudity their entire lives, and suddenly they were confronted with a range of beautiful breasts and nipples of every size and shape. They were literally speechless. They had no idea what to do, where to look, or where to go. They just stood frozen, helpless.

Nguni, confused and believing the brothers were not going to come any further up the path, decided it must be his duty to bring the women to them, so he started herding everyone up the path to introduce them to their new bosses. Morris took a half step back as the naked advance upon them began, but David put his hand between his brother’s shoulder blades to stop him, and to keep Morris between himself and the avalanche of naked women. Nguni and his beautiful bevvy arrived at the boys and stopped.

“Boss Morris and Boss David,” Nguni announced proudly, “these women will work for you and make your cigarettes. This is wife number two. Her name is ‘Gugulethu’. It means ‘the proud one’,” he said, pointing to a gentle-looking young lady with small rounded breasts.

She, like all the women, stared at the ground, smiling shyly, and gave a short curtsy, making her breasts bounce slightly. She avoided eye contact, which pleased the boys as they couldn’t keep their eyes from looking at her femininity. Morris was overwhelmed with embarrassment and found it hard to find his voice. He did manage to croak a word that might have been a ‘yes’ before he quickly cleared his throat.

“And this is wife number three,” Nguni declared, pointing to the next woman, who was taller and had larger and much fuller breasts. She too curtsied, making her breasts bounce as well. Again, the boys had to tear their gaze away and look at Nguni directly in case he noticed them staring. “Her name is ‘Lulama’, which means ‘the kind and sweet one’.”

“Thank you, Nguni,” David said, more confident than Morris.

“The other girls are my sisters and cousins. They will work tirelessly for you.” 

Nguni then went on to name them all, but neither of the boys could remember all these complicated names, and, in any case, their attention was certainly elsewhere.

“Thank you, Nguni,” David said once more as Morris seemed to have lost his ability to speak altogether.

“If you have any problems with them, you must let me know immediately, and I will fix the problem.”

“I’m sure there will be no problems. Thank you, Nguni.”

Nguni then said something in his local language to the girls, who all acknowledged what he said, and then he left.

The boys told the ladies to follow them and led them to the rear of the house and on to the veranda. They were still in a state of shock and weren’t quite sure where to look when speaking to them, but although they would never say so, they were secretly enjoying this free and copious display of nudity and freedom from inhibition.

David gathered them around him, and Morris watched as he demonstrated how to load a cigarette tool with tobacco and insert a piece of cigarette paper. He then picked up a small twig that he had previously chewed on one end to create a type of stiff brush and dipped it in the solution of flour and milk, or glue as they called it. In one fluid motion, he ran a thin line of the glue down one edge of the paper. David then placed the contraption firmly against the split copper tube and pushed the finished cigarette into the opening, causing the paper to join along the seam and be held gently by the pipe to dry. All the girls started chirping like small birds as they excitedly watched the magic that this European boy had just performed.

“Who would like to try this?” David said, holding the tool up.

There was silence, and some of the girls even took a small shuffle backwards.

“Come on, it’s not difficult, and you have to learn. Who would like to try?”

Again there was silence.

“Alright, what’s your name again?” he said, looking at wife number two. He would struggle to remember their names, he thought.

Again there was total silence, a look of curiosity, even slight fear, on some of the girl’s faces.

“David,” Morris finally said something, though his eyes were drawn to the ladies’ breasts like pins were drawn to magnets.

“What?” David said, half turning his head towards Morris, but his eyes were also firmly fixed on the females assembled in front of him.

“I have a feeling none of them can speak English,” Morris said slowly. 

This caused David to tear his gaze away and look Morris in the eye. “You think so?” he asked, then turned back to the ladies. “Can any of you speak English?”

He was met by a lot of silence and blank stares.

“I can’t believe this,” David sighed. “Now what?”

“Wait here,” Morris said to David. “I’m going to have a chat with Sonja inside. I once heard her speak in their language. Just wait here.” 

Morris went inside the house and called for Sonja who appeared from the lounge room in a floral blue frock holding a well-worn hardcover book. She looked particularly beautiful that day, her long, black ‘salt and pepper’ hair freshly washed and combed. 

“Sonja, I’m sorry to trouble you, but it seems David and I have got ourselves in a bit of a pickle and I wondered if I might be able to ask your advice or assistance.”

“Sure, Morris. How can I be of help?” She looked concerned. 

“Well, we have now reached a point where we need to move our production to maximum capacity, so the time has come to employ some staff. We asked Nguni to find us some men, but he decided the work we wanted to be done is women’s work and supplied us with six ladies, two of whom are his wives, the remainder sisters and cousins, I think. The problem is none of them can speak English, and we can’t speak Xhosa.”

“I can understand your dilemma, Morris. Come on, let’s see if I can help. I can speak a few words of Xhosa,” she said with a smile.

“Ahh... but it gets worse,” he put up a hand to stop her, “and somewhat embarrassing. I’m not sure how to say this, but the ladies he gave us are all half naked.”

Sonja burst out laughing, so loudly that David could hear her from where he was on the veranda. “Morris, that is how the native women dress here. I can’t believe you have not seen a Xhosa woman since you have been in Africa!”

Morris thought about it, and she was right; they had not seen an African woman yet, only men.

“Come on, let’s go, you silly billy.” Sonja put down her book and walked outside with Morris. “I’ll bet you have never seen a naked woman,” she said and then burst out laughing again, leaving Morris to follow her outside, blushing and extremely embarrassed. He didn’t know how to answer her, so he kept his mouth shut.

By three o’clock that afternoon, Langbourne Brothers was back in business, running eight lines, six by women who could not understand a word of English, and the other two by the brothers themselves. The next day eight bare-breasted ladies arrived for work. Morris assumed that the ladies from the day before had told Nguni the boys were working a line each, so he sent two more ladies to replace them.

“Best we don’t work a line today, brother,” Morris said as the ladies settled down to work. “Nguni might send another two tomorrow.” Secretly he hoped he might send down a whole lot more than just another two. He was having fun, and, in any case, the business did need to ramp up production.

The boys supervised and packed completed cigarettes into boxes and numbered the boxes, recording the day’s production in a small notepad they bought from Solly’s General Store. David constantly went through his writing pad, checking off orders and addressing boxes that he would take down to the Railway Station for dispatch to the gold fields up north.

After five days of solid production, Morris increased the lines to full capacity. Twenty women were assembled on the veranda producing cigarettes, and the gentle and unrelenting plop, plop, plop of completed cigarettes falling into cardboard boxes kept the young men very busy emptying filled boxes and packing orders for customers. They had a production line that would be the envy of any industrialist in town. One afternoon all the women broke into song, a melodious song that warmed the hearts of all that could hear them. The brothers were in awe at their tremendous ability to harmonise the beat and the tune. Above all, the boys took that to be a sign of a happy workforce, and that made them immensely proud. David pointed out that since the ladies took to impromptu singing their production had increased quite dramatically. The songs were soothing and, at the same time, inspiring and motivating. When one of the boys took a completed order down to the Post Office or Railway Station they couldn’t wait to get back. They were unsure why they felt comforted being amongst their workforce. Morris felt it was because he felt productive and in control, motivated and safe. David quietly knew he enjoyed the happy unity of their team and the delightful sights the ladies provided who were blissfully unaware of the self-imposed social ‘norms’ forced upon people in European society.

The boy’s secret joys were short-lived as suddenly the days turned cold and the ladies arrived to work with very colourful blankets draped over their shoulders. The bright red, yellow, green and blue designs on their shawls and blankets were exciting and vibrant, and that too made the boys proud of their female workforce. In time they began to learn some of the Xhosa language, born mainly of their need to communicate with their staff. There were some complicated ‘clicks’ that punctuated their vocabulary which they found difficult to emulate, and the more trouble they had incorporating a click in a word, the more the ladies took liberties in openly laughing at them. The boys laughed at themselves too, and eventually mastered these strange sounds, thereby earning these fun-loving ladies respect, and importantly, the respect of Nguni. It didn’t take long for them to grasp a good command of the Xhosa language.

Morris commented to David one day that he had never heard of a workforce singing in Ireland. He reminded David of how tough and miserable working in England and Ireland had been in comparison to here, and that they needed to remind themselves of their past and make a covenant never to allow themselves to become like their bosses in Europe.

“When you were working in the foundry or when I was working on the farm, and we were constantly shouted at and threatened, both physically and verbally, we worked hard, but in fear and with reluctance,” Morris told David. “We were miserable and never worked to our full capacity; we took shortcuts, and slowed down whenever we could. We didn’t want to go to work, we complained and took our miseries home with us, which affected our family too. We hated living there. Now, look at these women. They are singing, they are happy, and I am convinced they enjoy working here because we don’t shout at them - we praise them instead, we welcome them in the mornings, we insist they take breaks and time to eat. We say good evening to them, and when they go home, we thank them. And look, they keep coming back. They are never late, and they work without complaint. David, we must never become like the bosses in Ireland and England. Never, you hear me?”

Paper supply soon became a problem again, but, thankfully, the resupply orders that Morris had fortuitously placed were starting to overlap. When the next ship docked with more of the valuable paper, it also had a letter from their father, which made its way to The Grand Hotel. Mrs Bunting held on to the envelope until the brothers arrived for their traditional dinner that evening. She was quite fond of David and his suave and debonair personality, whereas Morris was more blunt and to the point. She made a point of handing the letter to David personally, which he accepted gracefully and placed in his breast pocket to read later. He showered her with praise and admiration for the wonderful job she was doing in this fine establishment, which she relished and soaked up like a thirsty flower in a drought-stricken garden. He did a good job of hiding his excitement about the letter, but his insides wanted to burst.

Only when they had sat down to dinner did David produce the envelope and show it to Morris. “This arrived today,” he said, sliding it over to Morris. “Mrs Bunting gave it to me as we arrived. You want to open it?”

Morris picked up the envelope and recognised his father’s handwriting. “Absolutely,” he grinned, picking up his butter knife and slitting the edge of the envelope open.




Mr Reuben Jacob Langbourne

O’Grady Cottage,

Penny Lane,

Dublin, 

Ireland.

1891

My Dearest Sons,

It was with much relief and happiness that I received your letter about your safe arrival, and with much pride that I learnt of your successful venture into the business world. I must congratulate you on all accounts.

Your brothers and sisters are in good health. Louis and Harry continue to do well at school and are both at the top of their respective classes. Bloomy has a steady job at a haberdashery and has a keen suitor of whom I approve.

My business relationship with Mr Samuel Watson has ended with his unfortunate demise, and I am therefore left without employment or income. I thank the Lord for your sister’s income from the haberdashery to support the family.

As you know your late mother’s niece, Helena, has been living with us to care for Sarah and the young boys. Her role as a mother has been invaluable, and therefore it seemed appropriate that we be wed. Therefore last month we were married by Rabbi Gabriel Cohen and Helena is, therefore, your stepmother now. I trust you will warmly welcome her into the family.

I pray that your business venture will bring you much success and prosperity and ask that you write often about your situation in Africa.

Your loving father, Jacob




“What?” David exclaimed. “He married Aunt Helena? Have the potatoes of Ireland twisted his brain?”

“I’m shocked,” Morris shook his head in confusion. “I thought you could not marry a relative?”

“Well,” David thought about it, “she is only a relative by marriage; she’s not a blood relative. And now he is signing his name ‘Jacob’. What happened to Reuben?”

“Even so, I can’t believe he married her.”

“Can you imagine if they had children?”

“They can’t have any children,” Morris said as he shook his head in disbelief. “They are too old for that. Now please pass me the menu.”

Morris was wrong. Very wrong!




Cigarette production went exceptionally well during the winter months, and soon they had fulfilled all their orders. Before spring arrived, Morris sent David on another sales excursion to the Witwatersrand gold fields and suggested he stop in at Kimberley and some of the other settlements, such as Bloemfontein, and make his way up to Johannesburg and Pretoria, the capital of what was now the Independent Republic of the Transvaal. In an enterprising and adventurous snap decision, David caught a train to the east coast of Zululand to a town called Durban where, he had heard, there was a large number of settlers.

In all, David was away for five weeks, but with the carefully practised code they had devised, combined with their ‘black rhino’ numeric code and animal names, David could wire his orders to Morris by telegram in total confidence, thus keeping the production lines in Port Elizabeth flowing, and the postmaster very confused. Every weekday Morris went down to the General Post Office where he received a telegram with orders. Most of these orders, Morris knew, from a well-placed code in the text, had been paid up front. Morris had also taken to keeping the accounting journals in order and was, therefore, kept a very busy man. In the evenings, around dinner time, he would walk down to The Grand for a well-deserved meal, a bit of gentlemanly interaction, and to write up more business, as had become his routine. Mrs Bunting missed David and constantly asked after him. Morris looked forward to meeting new and interesting visitors that were passing through Port Elizabeth, and, of course, discussing business and current affairs with Jack Shiel and Danie Coetsee, his two favourite friends.

When the spring came and every animal, bird, person, plant and tree was giving thanks to the joys of living in such a wonderful country, Morris felt the need to re-visit Piet van Tonder in Patensie to reinforce their friendship. David agreed to watch over the production lines and to keep the business running. Nguni was engaged to lead the expedition with his team of men and Morris, armed with the trusted Martini-Henry and his now well-worn safari gear, headed out on the week-long journey.

His efforts to visit van Tonder paid huge dividends in bonding a close business and personal friendship. Piet had been so excited and pleased that Morris came to see him that he slaughtered a lamb and Hennie treated him to a meal that the kitchens of The Grand Hotel would have deeply envied. She fussed over Morris and made him feel most welcome. Even their children made a fuss over Morris and wanted to play with him in the garden and show him things that they had made. He did not stay just the one night he intended, but two nights.

The journey home was not without incident, though. One evening they were surrounded by a pride of lions that deprived the whole expedition of any sleep the entire night. Fortunately, thanks to Piet’s good teaching when they first met, they had collected a good supply of firewood before dark that they kept well lit through the night. When the first sign of danger appeared they stoked the fire and moved some of the logs to the perimeter of the camp, sitting with their back to the main central fire, and watching past the smaller perimeter fires for movement, spears and rifle at the ready. On two occasions the lions moved very close to the perimeter, casting a pale ghost-like shadow that would flash fleetingly behind the glow of the flames, their yellow eyes reflecting the firelight. This caused Morris to fire the Martini-Henry over the heads of the stalking felines, which made them retreat some distance, but what really petrified Morris was the fact that they came back and tried again, showing very little fear of the sound of the explosion of the bullet, and sometimes roaring with strained grunts that reverberated in the men’s chests. The hollow grunting and roaring of the lions instilled in Morris a deep-seated respect for these magnificent creatures, and he realised that humans were very vulnerable to these ‘kings’. In the light of the morning sunrise, after the longest and scariest night Morris had ever endured, he vowed never to visit Piet and Hennie van Tonder ever again.

Back in Port Elizabeth business continued to boom. David didn’t need to travel as much, as repeat orders were starting to flow in by telegram, and those orders were usually double and triple the size of the previous orders. Nevertheless, Morris sent David away to drive their presence deeper into the country. Morris also kept ordering a steady paper supply through Danie Coetsee, which enabled production to continue seamlessly, and the boys’ all-female workforce continued to grace the production lines, breaking into song and chatting and giggling amongst themselves. Although the singing and invasion of the ladies did not seem to worry Sonja, Morris did feel it was an invasion of her privacy and voluntarily increased the rent they paid, which she graciously and gratefully accepted.

After their first year in business, their bank account was looking very healthy. Once, while inspecting their ledger with Jack Shiel, Morris noticed an entry error that went against their favour. Although the error was eventually corrected, Morris was very annoyed that the bank clerks spent so much time trying to convince him that they were correct and he was wrong. Distrust set in, and Morris took it upon himself to check the bank account on a daily basis. This became a regular habit, almost an obsession, that continued through the rest of his life. Although he had no issue with Jack Shiel, Morris began to feel that the banks, as an institution, were out to make devious profits out of their customers, and himself in particular, by any means possible.

A bit of bad news greeted the brothers one evening as they gathered for their regular meal and social gathering at The Grand Hotel when Danie Coetsee announced that he had been asked by his uncle to join his firm of accountants in Johannesburg. He would be leaving once they found a replacement for him at Weil & Co. Procurement. Both boys were deeply upset at this development.

Only days later more bad news arrived in the form of some gossip at the bar - the American Tobacco Company in Cape Town had started their machines and production had begun. This rang the death knell for the brothers and they trudged home, despondent and depressed. They realised that their run of good fortune was about to come to a grinding halt. Not only that, they would have to lay off the wonderful team they had as soon as sales began to drop off, and, worse still, they would be obliged to pay for a considerable amount of cigarette paper that was sailing towards them from London. Although David was depressed at the news, Morris was more angry than disappointed. He took the Americans’ enterprise as a personal attack on himself and his business, his livelihood and his future career. Nevertheless, the brothers agreed to keep producing as much as they could and to continue selling hard, making hay while the sun shone. They also agreed to be wary of how much paper they ordered in the future as they didn’t want to be left stranded with too much leftover stock that they would not be able to sell.

It was not all bad news, however. David returned from one of his journeys into the interior, a ‘sales expedition’ according to Morris, but more a ‘customer relationship expedition’ in David’s opinion. He had tried to fill Morris in on all the news but during dinner the evening of his return, at The Grand, David remembered he had neglected to tell Morris some curious news.

“Oh, I forgot to mention, you will never guess who I bumped into in Kimberley,” he said, as he relieved his fork of a piece of delicious, medium rare fillet steak.

“I haven’t a clue. Go on,” Morris encouraged his brother, putting his knife and fork together and pushing his plate slightly away from him.

“Julian Weil. Remember him?”

“Yes, of course. He owns Weil and Co. Procurement, and Solly Alhadeff’s General Store, and just about half of all the colonies in southern Africa. How is the good man?”

“Very well, actually. Do you remember how we pushed his order up the queue and gave him top priority?”

“Yes, how can I forget that? We made our first real Pound from that order.”

“Well, Morris, let me tell you something you didn’t know.” David paused for effect. “Mr Weil was so impressed with the way we regarded his business that he has not forgotten either, and, as a result, we have secured great business from all his other companies throughout the Colonies.”

“Yes, I know that, David.”

“Ahh, but what you don’t know, and this is quite interesting, is that he has told all his managers never to buy cigarettes from anyone except you or me in person. It seems we have made quite an impression on the man.”

“Hah!” Morris exclaimed. “How about that? Isn’t it amazing how some very small deed can go such a long way?”

“Actually, I should rephrase that. It seems ‘you’ have made a huge impression on him.”

“Me?” Morris looked surprised.

“Yes, you. He asked after you a lot and kept asking me questions about you.”

“What sort of questions?”

“Oh, like where you went to school, where you have worked before coming to Port Elizabeth, the type of person you are, your character, you know, all that sort of thing. He seemed particularly interested in your business acumen. I think he admires the way you do business. He was not really interested in me much, that I can tell you,” David said, finishing his meal and politely placing his fine Sheffield silver cutlery together.

“Well, I’ll take that as a compliment as he is recognised as a very successful businessman himself,” Morris said, rather bemused by what David had just told him. “I only met the man once. How could he have come to that conclusion?”

“Maybe Danie said something to him. Who knows?”




Two months later, something most unexpected happened, catching the brothers by complete surprise. They had just walked into The Grand Hotel and ordered a Scotch whisky each at the bar before sitting down to another extravagant meal when a tall man in a dark suit approached them. He was clean-shaven, with black hair trimmed very short, and had a very pronounced square chin. His eyes were a cold and striking blue that caught their attention.

“Good evening gentlemen. May I assume you are the Langbourne brothers?” he said with a very distinctive accent, one they had never heard before. Although it sounded odd, his voice was crisp and easy on the ear.

“Indeed we are. My name is Morris Langbourne, and this is my brother, David Langbourne. And who might we enjoy the company of?”

“My name is Albert Symonds. I represent the Cape Town branch of the American Tobacco Company.”

The boys thought their hearts would drop through their bowels. Morris gathered himself together quickly; neither of them thought anyone from the dreaded opposition company would have the guts to come to Port Elizabeth, especially to look them up. 

“Ahh!” Morris said with a smile, trying to hide his instant hatred for the enemy’s messenger. “We have heard about your company. Welcome to Port Elizabeth.”

“Thank you, Mr Langbourne,” Symonds said politely, offering a slight bow as a token of his sincerity. “I wondered if I may ask you to join me for dinner as my guests so that we may get to know each other a little better.”

Again, the boys were taken aback, expecting hostility over hospitality. “What makes you think I would wish to know you better, Mr Symonds? Morris replied quickly. “Are you not my commercial enemy?”

Symonds was shocked at the response, and his face could not hide that fact; David calmly stepped in. “Excuse my brother; he has had a particularly tough day. We would be honoured, Sir. Thank you.”

The three men chose a table and, in typical African tradition, they discussed every subject under the sun before getting down to business and finding out what Mr Symonds wanted with them. As usual, David did most of the talking while Morris did most of the listening, which appeared rude to Symonds and unsettled him somewhat.

They discovered that Symonds was a family man with two daughters and hailed from Chicago in the USA. He owned two dogs, and he had done a great deal of travelling in his time. He had never been to Ireland, so he took time to find out about the Langbourne boys and where they had begun life. He appeared genuinely interested in their stories, and the more the men talked, the more the boys decided they liked the loud and confident American even though, deep down, they regarded him as the enemy and someone not to be trusted.

Finally, during the main course of the meal, Morris broached the subject they were all dodging. “So, Albert, what brings you to Port Elizabeth?”

“Well, as you have heard, we have built a cigarette manufacturing plant in Cape Town, and last month we started production,” he said as he put his knife and fork down and directed his full attention towards the boys. “We have started selling cigarettes, and our sales staff that have gone out into the hinterland have reported that you have made big inroads into the country.”

“That is true,” Morris said forthrightly.

“We knew of your existence, but we had no idea as to how big your company is. To be honest, we thought your company was owned by just the two of you and did not expect to find your products as far afield as Pretoria or Durban.”

“We like to think we run a keen operation, Albert.”

“Well, I must be brutally honest and frank with you two; we have the capacity to produce very large quantities of cigarettes per day, and therefore have the capacity to undercut your pricing structure quite easily,” he said, but put his hands up in defence immediately, “but don’t get me wrong, we don’t want to engage in a price war with you. Furthermore, it would not be good for the industry as a whole.”

“What are you suggesting?” Morris said, putting his knife and fork down and leaning forward to stress his question.

“Quite frankly, we don’t wish to cut our profit margins for the sake of running our opposition out of business. It would not bode well for our prestigious image, of course, and we don’t like to work that way. We feel the best and most profitable way ahead for both of us is to join forces.”

“So what are you proposing?” Morris didn’t take his eyes off Symonds.

“I had hoped that we could enter into some agreement whereby we might become partners. We could merge our factories, and help each other when needed.”

“Oh, I doubt very much we could merge our factories,” David cut in. “Our machinery is bespoke. Made exactly for our requirements with this country in mind, what with the difficulty of importing spare parts and all that.”

“I can’t believe you don’t need to import spares. All machinery breaks down at various times.”

“Not our machinery.” Morris stole a glance at David and unconsciously raised an eyebrow. “We designed our machinery in Ireland, in a way that makes it possible to have more machines made at will, right here in Africa. We don’t need to import machinery. We simply expand our factory as the demand dictates.” He noticed a look of concern flash over Symonds brow. “We do import cigarette paper, as I am sure you do too, for there is no pulp and paper factory in this part of the world. We keep enough paper in stock to keep us going at full capacity for one year at a time.”

“I see,” Symonds said slowly as he digested what Morris had said. “I’m impressed. So your breakdown time is very small?”

“Almost non-existent,” David said proudly.

“Gentlemen, would you mind if I had a look at your factory?”

This was a development that Morris had not expected and was surprised Symonds had the audacity to even ask. David was looking at Morris in horror. The last thing they could allow was for this American hot-shot international cigarette manufacturer to see their piddly little lines of copper tubes and cast iron tools, let alone ‘machines’. And worst of all, the semi-naked staff.

“Forgive us, Albert, but we guard our inventions very closely. I trust you understand.”

“Of course, I apologise for even asking.”

The subject was dropped, and all at the table finished their meals with awkward pauses, broken only by idle and insignificant chitchat about life in Africa and how they were adjusting to all the strange customs and idiosyncrasies of the local populations.

When dinner was eaten, and freshly brewed coffee was being enjoyed, Albert Symonds returned to the subject of cigarettes. “Gentlemen, have you ever considered selling your business?”

Morris wasn’t expecting this question. “Albert, we are always on the market and open to negotiation, but obviously it will have to be worth our while. Our profits are very strong and we see great potential to expand north of the border.” Morris was doing all the talking now.

“If I made you an offer I would insist that you sign a binding agreement that you two will never open or operate another cigarette factory in this country again.”

Morris and David did not expect to have the option to sell their business but expected to be run out of town by a giant multi-national corporation. “I see you wish to control a monopoly, am I right?” Morris questioned cautiously.

“Is there anything wrong with that?” Albert defended himself.

“On the contrary, Albert,” Morris carefully threw in some flattery, “in your position I would say that is a most sensible and ingenious business strategy.”

Albert lapped up the flattery. “I have authority from my Board of Governors to make you an offer,” he said putting down his coffee cup and looking Morris straight in the eye.

“Albert, if we are to give up our business potential, and moreover, our right to manufacture the only thing we know that gives us an income, and you are suggesting for our lifetime, your offer needs to be something we cannot refuse.”

Albert looked around him to make sure no one was in earshot, then leaned forward. Morris and David did likewise. He lowered his voice so only the three of them could hear what he said, then all three of the men at the table leaned back in their chairs and exchanged glances.

Morris picked up his coffee cup and drank down the last drops. “Albert, that is a very generous offer; however, I would ask you to please give David and myself a few minutes alone to discuss this between ourselves.”

“Most certainly,” Albert said and stood up in one fluid movement. “If you would excuse me I will settle the bill for the meal and return in, say, ten minutes?”

“Perfect. Thank you, Albert,” Morris replied, and watched him make his way to the Maître D’.

“Morris!” David hissed at his brother in a hoarse whisper, then quickly glanced around the room to see if anyone had heard him. “Is he serious?”

“That is a very generous offer, David. The question is, do we accept it?”

David thought about it for a moment. “Yes, I think we do. That is a lot of money. My word!”

“He definitely wants our business. Surely he must know he has made us a fantastic offer. He could very easily shut us down by undercutting our prices.”

“So why doesn’t he do that?”

“He must think our machinery is far better than his and poses a greater threat than it actually does,” Morris speculated.

“No, I don’t think that’s the only reason.” David mulled over the thought. “It has to be bigger than that. There’s something else, but I can’t imagine what.”

“Well I’m sure our level of production is not that much of a threat to him, and it can’t be our pricing,” Morris pondered as a silence enveloped the brothers while they sat in thought.

“I think I know why,” David said cautiously, then started smiling from ear to ear. “Our machines are not a threat to him. It is you and I that are a threat to him.”

“Us?” Morris said.

“I’ll bet you anything you like that he has sent his team of salespeople out into the Colonies and they have constantly run into Julian Weil’s stores, and, if you recall, Julian told me that he had told his managers never to buy cigarettes from anyone but the Langbourne's.”

Morris’ brain went into overdrive for a moment as he thought this through. “Well, blow me down! I think you are right!” Morris said, sitting bolt upright, grinning uncontrollably. “He can’t sell his cigarettes!”

“I totally agree with you, brother,” David said, leaning back comfortably in his chair.

A minute later Albert re-joined the table and nervously looked at Morris and David. “Well, gentlemen?”

“Albert, David and I have given your offer some considerable thought, and we both agree that our business is worth at least three times the amount you have offered,” Morris said with great concern in his voice. “It is extremely profitable to us and we are growing at an enormous rate. If you would consider increasing your offer by that multiple, we may possibly have a deal.”

David was looking at Morris as he spoke, and this time it was David who raised an eyebrow, as he did not expect Morris to push the offer up so high. Albert picked up his coffee cup and studied the last sip in the bottom, swirled it around for a bit, then tipped what was left into his mouth. “Very well, gentlemen, you have a deal. But you must agree to give up your machinery to me, including all your finished and unfinished stock, as well as your order book. Then you must agree in writing never to involve yourselves in the tobacco industry in this country ever again.”

“Do you agree, David?”

“I agree in principle, Morris,” David trusted Morris, his face serious. “However I do not agree that we may not involve ourselves in the tobacco industry again. Supposing we later pursue an occupation as merchants? That would forbid us from becoming a customer of yours and selling your very own products, Albert.”

“A good point, David,” Albert agreed. “Then let us say that you would agree never to ‘manufacture’ cigarettes again?”

“Then we agree,” Morris confirmed, “but only on receipt of the funds in our bank account and verified by our bank manager, Mr Jack Shiel.”

The three stood up and shook hands. “So be it. I will arrange for a lawyer to draw up a contract in the morning. Gentlemen,” Albert said with a smile, “let us meet here tomorrow evening, same time, and we will formalise this agreement.”

The boys walked out of The Grand after thanking Albert for his hospitality and turned right onto Belmont Terrace without saying a word. As they reached the corner, David took a run at the street sign and leapt as high as he could. This time he hit the sign with his outstretched fingers and a dull wooden sound reverberated down the street. Morris did not attempt it, but when he caught up with David, they were both smiling from ear to ear.

“Can you believe that, Morris?”

“I didn’t expect that in a thousand years, brother. Never ever, to be exact. Wow, from thinking our business was doomed, to selling it lock, stock and barrel, I just can’t comprehend it. Nobody would ever believe what just happened if you told them.”

“I’m not sure that I heard correctly, Morris. Tell me again, how much have we just sold our business for?”

Morris took a deep breath, looked at David and smiled. “Seventy- five thousand pounds, David, seventy-five thousand pounds.”




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Northward Bound
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Morris and David shook hands with Albert Symonds on a crisp morning as the whistle of the steam engine shattered the early morning quiet. The train briefly sprang to life with metal clunks and squeals and steam angrily gushing from under its blackened engine, which instantly died as the engine took up the slack in the couplings. His bags and a small wooden box containing twenty cigarette tools and twenty copper pipes were already safely in his first-class compartment.

“Have a safe trip, Albert. It was good doing business with you. I hope we cross paths again sometime in the future,” David said, pumping his hand.

“Indeed, gentlemen. I admire what you have achieved in such a short time with so little.”

“Thank you for the compliment, Albert,” Morris said as he shook his hand.

“Gents, I have one favour to ask of you.”

“Certainly, go ahead,” Morris replied, rather curious now.

“If I show the owners of ATC the tools you used to operate your business, they will not believe how much I paid for them. I might even lose my job.”

Morris saw what was coming. “Never fear, Albert. As far as we are concerned you paid that sum for our business and the competition and headaches we were creating for you and your company. You paid handsomely to shut us down and protect your profit margins. Not for the tools.”

Albert was visibly relieved. “Indeed, indeed,” he agreed. “That is, in fact, the truth. Let us agree that your ‘factory’ and all ‘machinery’ remains a secret between us forevermore.”

“Absolutely, Albert. We give you our word of honour,” Morris assured him.

“Albert?” David cut in. “I know this is none of our business, but may I ask what you might do with our tools?”

Albert smiled back at David, “That is going to be my secret, I’m afraid.”

“I thought that might be the case,” David said. “I was only curious. It’s just they hold such fond memories for me. When I held the tools, they reminded me about the hardships we faced in Manchester, and then again in Ireland, and I remember all our secret planning and excitement and hopes we had when trying to get to Africa to find a new and better life. It’s funny, really, those tools gave us what we have today.”

“Remember the good times, David,” Albert said, feeling sad for the boy. “Never forget the past, but remember what good fortune you have now, and the joys and happiness that life can bring. On the way back to Cape Town there is such a lovely vista as the train crosses from one mountain to another over a river and a very high bridge. Do you know the one?”

“Indeed I do, very hard not to marvel at the beauty below.”

“Yes, my favourite place in this country,” Albert said, trailing off as his memory recollected another of God’s wonders in this world. “May you and Morris enjoy vistas such as those from now on, and not dwell on past hardships.”

They shook hands again, and Albert hopped on board as the horn sounded and the train began its slow acceleration before heading off towards Cape Town.

When the train had disappeared from view, and the platform had emptied, the brothers stood quietly, absorbing the solitude.

“Well,” Morris broke the silence.

“Well, indeed,” David repeated, both boys still looking down the empty tracks. They were dressed in smart, pure wool business suits and stood with their hands thrust firmly in their trouser pockets, David wearing his felt hat, a trait that had unwittingly become their trademark.

“What was he on about with vistas and beauty and God’s miracles?” Morris mused.

“He is going to throw our tools into the river as he passes over it. That’s going to be their final resting place,” David said calmly.

“Oh,” said Morris, not taking his gaze off the empty railway tracks.

Another minute of solitude passed. Only some light chirping from a distant bird could be heard.

“Let’s go and celebrate together, just you and me, down at The Grand. I feel like a hearty breakfast,” Morris suddenly suggested. David didn’t need any encouragement.

“An end of an era, Brother Morris. Well done to you. We couldn’t have pulled this off without you,” David said as they turned to exit the station.

“Teamwork, David, pure teamwork. You did well too. We work well together. That is the reason we did so well. Pure teamwork.”

The brothers left the station building without a word. Both had their hands in their pockets as they walked side by side. Not a word was said until they walked past the closed doors of The Standard Bank. The bank was not due to open for another hour, but the boys stared through the windows as they walked past, expecting to see people in there, even though they knew full well it would be deserted.

“Morris?” David said casually. “I was thinking; perhaps we should send some money back to Father, now that we can afford to.”

“Yes, I was thinking about that also,” Morris replied, almost to himself as well as David.

“I think the big question is how much do we send back?”

“You know what, David, I have given this matter some thought and I am in two minds what to do.”

“What do you mean?” David asked, rather intrigued.

“I hate to say this, but I have little respect for Father these days. I honestly don’t believe that he has been a good provider for the family. Just look at the way we have lived, in poverty and squalor. We have been cold and hungry, and yet Father made no real effort to care for the family. He just depended on you, me and Bloomy to bring in little bits of money while he spent most of his time in the synagogue praying. And think of what he said in his letter. They are depending on Bloomy to feed and clothe them now.”

“Morris, I believe that Father doesn’t manage death very well. Mother told us that he took things badly when May was born dead, and then when Mother passed away, well, you saw how he changed.”

“Yes, I know, but that is no excuse for allowing your family to starve.”

“You can’t blame him, Morris.” David was getting frustrated with his brother’s hurt for their father. “You know what it was like for us when Mother passed away. Heaven knows what it must have been like for Father.”

They walked in silence for a short distance while Morris thought about what David had said. “Yes, you are right, David. I can’t imagine what it must have been like for him to lose Mother. He did love her very dearly. It depressed him incredibly; changed him.”

“You know, maybe he was praying for our prosperity and safety, and look, the Lord answered his prayers.”

“You are right again, David,” Morris reluctantly agreed. “So how much do we send back?”

“If we send back one thousand pounds, that should easily help him and the whole family for an entire year, and that would hardly make a dent in our bank account.”

“No,” Morris thought aloud, his forehead corrugated by a scowl. “I suggest we do this; let’s send back two thousand pounds with some conditions. Firstly, Father must move out of the cottage and rent a home closer to the city where they will be more comfortable, a home that does not leak and keeps the cold out in winter. Secondly, he needs to feed and clothe the family properly.”

“I like that idea, Morris. May I suggest we send back the same amount every year?”

“Yes, and we need to tell him so that he can plan for the family. How old are Louis and Harry now?”

“I would think they must be about eleven and twelve now,” David said uneasily.

“Yes, that’s what I thought. I would like them to get a good education in a good school. I know Father is a good teacher, but schools are better.”

“So should we send back more money?”

“We can afford it, that’s for certain. Are you all right with this, David?”

“Oh yes, of course. I think that’s an excellent idea. What are you thinking? Four thousand pounds?”

“Yes, that should do it. Every year as long as we can afford to. Then it is agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“Excellent. David, please write to Father and tell him what we will be doing. I wrote the last letter, so it’s your turn now. Do not tell him how much money we have actually made; that’s our business, and he would never believe us if we did tell him. It would also be embarrassing. Tell him we insist that Louis and Harry attend very good schools, and that we’d like Bloomy to buy a lovely wardrobe of clothes for herself. Mother would have liked that; you know how important it was to her for her children to be well dressed and presented. Make sure he understands that the money is for the entire family.”

“You don’t want Bloomy checking your spelling, that’s why you want me to write this letter,” David laughed. “Sure, I’d love to do it, but this time I’m not going to write it on paper from a notebook. I’m going to write it on a sheet of clean white paper with a fancy fountain pen.”

“You’re not going to find any of those in Solly’s General Store, my friend,” Morris laughed.

“No, but I’m sure Jack Shiel won’t mind if I use what’s on his desk!”

Without truly understanding the full impact their discussion would have on their family, the brothers continued their walk to The Grand Hotel, having changed the course of their family’s lives forever.

Morris and David sat at The Grand Hotel, enjoying a hearty breakfast of fried eggs, bacon and boerewors, a delightfully spicy traditional sausage. They took their time eating their meal as they had nowhere to go and nothing to do afterwards. They discussed their good fortune and talked about what they would do next.

“We will never be able to make cigarettes again,” David lamented. “I don’t mind if I never see another cigarette ever again, quite frankly,” Morris said as he finished his meal and put his knife and fork together, the etiquette signal to a waiter standing to attention nearby to silently sidle up to his left side and remove the plate in one fluid motion.

“What are we going to do now, Morris?”

“I’ve been thinking about this new country that is opening up to the north.”

“Ahh... Zambezia? Or Rhodesia, as they say,” David said, placing his knife and fork together and wiping his lips delicately with a pristine white cotton serviette.

“Yes, Rhodesia. It is good to be the first in any business one does. We were the first with cigarettes, and look where that got us,” Morris grinned. “So I thought we might become merchants in a brand new country.”

“General merchants? With a General Store?”

“Yes, why not? We have enough money to build a store and fill it with goods, and still have some left over.”

With the idea now firmly lodged in their minds, the brothers spent the next two days planning their new venture into the far north. Mrs Bunting, who was now officially the Food and Beverage Manageress of The Grand Hotel, Port Elizabeth, was only too pleased to lend David a crudely sketched map of the southern tip of Africa, which the boys rolled out on a large table in the hotel library. They decided that they would make their way to a very new outpost in the north of Mashonaland called Fort Salisbury. Fort Salisbury had been founded just two years ago, in 1890, and they believed that setting up a General Store there would give them an edge on any competition. Certainly, experience showed the boys that to be a first in a country had huge advantages.

The journey to Fort Salisbury would have to take them through the heartland of the Colonies to Mafeking, which is where the railway line ended. From there they would have to walk the rest of the way, passing through KoBulawayo, the capital of Matabeleland, a country ruled by the ruthless King Lobengula.

While discussing if they needed to purchase wagons to carry whatever stock they felt a General Store in such a distant outpost would require, there was a commotion in the reception area. Someone had arrived who caused Mrs Bunting to squeal in delight, and some of the waiters moved forward with obvious delight to welcome the person, all laughing happily and obviously pleased with the arrival. David got up and walked to the library door and looked into the reception hall, then turned to Morris with a big smile.

“You’re not going to believe who just walked in!”

“Who?” Morris asked. He had no idea, but the way David was smiling it could only be pleasant news.

“Anthony Robinson. Remember him? The hunter and explorer on board the ship.”

“Of course I remember him!” Morris said, jumping to his feet. They almost rushed into the reception hall to greet him. The reunion was warm and filled with joyous laughs and smiles. He was a very popular man, that was blatantly obvious, and the brothers were thrilled to have met up with him again.

Arrangements were made to meet for dinner that night and the boys retired to the library to continue with their planning, leaving Mrs Bunting to twitter and fuss over this handsome, charming gentleman. 

“What a coincidence to see Anthony again!” David exclaimed as they returned to their desk. “He did tell me on the ship that the chances of crossing paths again in Africa were very good.”

“Perfect timing!” Morris said with a smile. “A couple of days out and we would have missed him altogether. And we could certainly get some valuable advice before we go. Perfect!”

The dinner continued long into the night, and many stories and anecdotes were swapped. Jack Shiel and four other gentlemen, all friends of Anthony’s, joined the table and the wine flowed. Anthony described how he came to within an inch of his life several times during his travels into Rhodesia. He had nearly been killed by a rogue elephant that charged him as he emerged from a thicket of thorny bushes, and had to kill a lion that had mauled one of his gun-bearers late one afternoon, in self-defence. Sadly the man had died shortly afterwards as he bled to death. This story captivated everyone’s attention, but not as avidly as his tale of how he and his men had escaped into trees, dropping their rifles, equipment, food and water on the ground, when a rhinoceros terrorised them for an entire day. They emerged from then safety of the trees hungry and dehydrated. He told how they watched a buffalo defend himself from three lionesses, mortally wounding one of the big cats before the other two broke off the attack. The stories got better and better as the night wore on, culminating in a brutal tale of how he lost a second man to a monster crocodile as they crossed the Limpopo River.

As the evening drew to a close Morris asked Anthony if they might meet the following day. He wished to ask his advice on the territories up north as the brothers planned the next step of their lives. Anthony readily agreed. The candles were systematically extinguished in the hotel as the hour became late, signalling the time for non-residents to go home, and hotel guests to go to their rooms. Mrs Bunting, who stayed to the end and listened in on the exciting stories from a discreet distance, assisted Anthony to his room with the remaining candle to light the way.

Morris and David hardly slept that night as they were overly stimulated by copious cups of coffee from the dinner, the exciting stories from Anthony, and the thrill of planning their own adventure. Although all were tired the next morning, the meeting with Anthony went better than expected as he had first-hand and very recent news on the situation beyond the Colonies and into Rhodesia. He warned that the journey would be tough and that if they were taking wagons with cargo, the correct route would be via Mafeking as they would never manage to cross the Limpopo River if they travelled north from Pretoria or Johannesburg. Nevertheless, he suggested they travel by train to Mafeking and purchase their wagons and oxen there, and not in Port Elizabeth, so that they could cut down travelling time and expenses. There was a coach-builder located in Mafeking, which would solve a lot of problems for them.

Anthony did give some crucial advice on plans that would have affected the journey dramatically, advice that only he would have been able to give, like advice regarding taking Nguni as their leader. Nguni was from the Xhosa tribe, and the African people up North were Ndebele; however, there was a connection in their ancestors, their language being almost the same with the pronounced ‘clicks’. Nguni and his ilk were mostly peaceful farmers, whereas the Ndebele were more militant and loved their cattle. In fact, cattle were their prize possessions and determined their wealth and status in society. He felt that if the boys took Nguni as their guide, there wouldn’t be too many problems with the Ndebele tribe accepting him, but he would have to spend long periods of time away from his family and village, which would be unfair and could pose problems. He felt it would be best if they engaged an Ndebele guide closer to his homeland.

The boys couldn’t thank Anthony enough for his help and quizzed him as much as they could, even to the point where David asked him to accompany him to Sonja’s home, where he kept the Martini-Henry, and give him some lessons and advice on how to better master the rifle. The lessons he gave were invaluable and, with ears ringing and shoulders tingling and bruised, they retreated to the house where Sonja had tea and freshly baked scones prepared for them. Anthony and Sonja seemed to take a fancy to each other, dominating the conversation until he left for The Grand, as Anthony had other business he needed to tend to.

That afternoon the boys asked Jack to withdraw all their money from the bank in the form of a Bank Guaranteed Note of Credit so that they could deposit their money in a bank in Rhodesia, apart from some cash to allow them to purchase wagons, oxen and supplies for their store. Jack quickly corrected them, informing the brothers that the northernmost bank was in Kimberley, still a very long way from Mafeking. The boys discussed at length how many wagons they would need and ultimately agreed on three. For every wagon they bought came other expenses such as oxen to draw them, men to drive and protect them, food to feed the men and, above all, stock with which to fill the wagons.

The next day was spent packing their simple possessions and winding up their affairs in town. They said their goodbyes to the people they had come to know and their loyal customers. That night they took Sonja Du Plessis down to The Grand with them for a farewell meal and invited all their closest friends to join them. The evening was alive with conversation, joviality and laughter. There were many emotional moments when friends or colleagues shook their hands and bid them a safe journey, prompting David at one stage to lean into Morris’ ear and question if they were doing the right thing by leaving Port Elizabeth. They had no idea how popular, or accepted, they had become in the small community in just over a year. The entire dining room was filled to capacity with their friends. As coffee was served, people started chanting for Morris and David to give a speech. Reluctantly Morris stood up and addressed the crowd of smiling diners.

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” he said, and paused, looking around the room, concern etched on his forehead. He was not used to this and needed time to find his words. “Both David and I would like to thank you all for being with us here tonight.” He looked around at all the expectant faces, then smiled broadly.

“We came here just over a year ago not knowing anyone. Except for Anthony Robinson over there, whom we met on the ship.

“We had no idea what we were coming to, and looking back on what we left, we have been blessed with good fortune, and in particular, good friends.

“We cannot comprehend the friendship, fellowship and genuine goodness of all the people we have met and come to know. And we are eternally thankful for all your support in our business, and for all the advice, help and generosity you have shown us over the past year.

“We will miss you all, but I can assure you we shall be back. You will always be in our hearts.

“Please be upstanding as I propose a toast to everlasting friendships.” Morris raised his glass, and the entire dining room stood and shouted ‘hear, hear’ and ‘to friendship’. 

The party continued well into the night with the brothers footing the bill for the whole evening. After the dinner, as guests began to mill around and socialise, Morris and David made their way to Sonja who was deep in conversation with Solly Alhadeff. They asked Solly if they might have a word with Sonja and excused themselves to a quiet corner of the room.

“Sonja,” Morris began, “we are eternally indebted to you for all you have done for us.”

“Oh boys, it was only a pleasure. I needed the company, and you were just perfect for my little world,” she said graciously.

“No,” David cut in, “we were reflecting on what you have done for us since we arrived, and we realise our factory was an imposition on you, as well as our swarm of women workers who sang and talked incessantly throughout the day. You looked after us and were the mother figure we needed. We want to give you a very big and special thanks for this.”

“Oh boys, you are going to make me cry,” Sonja said through a shaky smile and tears that were welling up on her lower eyelids.

“Sonja,” Morris cut in again; he was not accustomed to emotional outpourings from women, “you see that man over there?” He pointed to Jack Shiel, who was engaged in a hearty conversation with the Stationmaster. “He is the bank manager of The Standard Bank. We believe you bank with The Standard too.”

“Yes, I do, actually.”

“Well, we know that,” Morris said bluntly, “because I asked him. As a token of our thanks, we have instructed Mr. Shiel to clear the outstanding loan your late husband had on your house. Tomorrow morning you will be debt-free.”

She stood staring at Morris with her eyes wide, and this time her tears did not remain attached to her lower eyelids and flowed freely down her cheeks.

“Please don’t cry, Sonja. People are watching,” David said hurriedly. “We want to do this for you, and in fact, we already have, so there is no argument.”

Sonja burst into uncontrollable sobs and put her arms around the boys’ necks, burying her face in their shoulders. Morris and David were overcome with embarrassment and tried to pull away.

“Stop crying,” Morris said, wiping some tears off his jacket lapel indignantly.

“Here’s a handkerchief,” David said, pulling out a white handkerchief from his pocket and giving his shoulder a quick wipe before handing it to her.

Sonja expressed her thanks over and over again before composing herself and allowing the trio to re-join the farewell party. Anthony quickly took her under his wing, much to the annoyance of Mrs Bunting. At the end of the evening, the boys walked home with Sonja and sang some melodies along the way, laughing and joking, sad in a way knowing that they had come to the end of an era.




At five o’clock in the morning, Nguni was waiting for them at the gate to the garden with two of his strongest men to help carry the boys’ trunks. Their trunks were light and mostly empty; the stock of cigarette paper that they had had when they first arrived was now depleted. In fact, they had very little in them at all. Sonja was up early and insisted that she accompany them to the Railway Station, so, arm in arm, Sonja and the boys took a gentle walk down to the station with Nguni and his men in tow.

As they entered the arched brick entrance of the Railway Station they noticed that there were a large number of people gathered on the platform. More than usual.

“My word, what’s going on here?” David said.

Suddenly a substantial contingent of Xhosa women standing to one side broke into song. Morris noticed the lead lady was none other than Gugulethu, Nguni’s wife number two. They stood and watched for a moment, beaming from ear to ear.

“Oh my Lord,” Morris said to no one in particular, “this is all for us?”

While the singing continued in the background, many men from the town, from all walks of life, came forward and shook the boys’ hands to bid them farewell and good luck for their future endeavours in the interior. They then made their way past Nguni and his men, who shook their hands in the traditional African way, and all the women from his village who had joined the choir very gently shook their hands and curtsied. Those they had worked with were crying openly.

Danie was the last to bid the boys farewell as they boarded the train. “Well, I never. I have known men who have been here twenty years who never had such a send-off,” he commented. “What have you boys done to deserve this?”

“I don’t know, Danie. I really don’t know,” David said, still watching the harmonic female choir chant their melodious farewells. Then, as they ended their song, the men from Nguni’s village, standing quietly at the other end of the platform, broke into another song in their deep baritone voices. They wore beads and shells and bits of metal on their wrists and ankles and started pounding the platform in time to the beat, creating an incredibly moving display, a tribute to their friendship and respect for the brothers’ employment and treatment of their wives and sisters when they worked for them. When they had finished their song, everyone on the platform applauded their performance.

Right on cue, the train driver sounded the whistle. The brothers boarded, and the train began its slow journey to Mafeking with much waving and cheering from those assembled. As the train disappeared from civilisation a minute later, the boys sat in their seats, stunned by the fanfare attributed to their departure. David had to wipe a tear from his eye.

“Morris, I don’t actually know what happened there. That was incredible.”

“Indeed. It feels like home. We were so welcome there; I had no idea.”

They sat quietly for a while soaking it all in before David broke the silence again.

“Morris, what do you think we have in store for us now?”

“I haven’t a clue. We have been very lucky, here in Africa. Sure, we worked hard, but we were lucky. We are rich now, so our opportunities are better. There is much to learn about this place, and it excites me, David.” He reclined in the soft leather of his seat and watched the African scenery unfold in front of him.

David leant back in his seat and stared at his brother for a moment, wondering what his seventeen-year-old brother was thinking about, then he too looked out the window, and soon they were both lost in hypnotic thoughts as the wild countryside passed them by. When they reached the bridge that crossed over the valley and the deep and lazy winding river far below, the boys stood at the window and looked down at the view. David wanted to wave, or salute the tools that lay at the bottom of the river, the tools that had breathed a new life into their beings.

They sat back in their seats when the view had passed and stared out the window again. Little did they know what Africa still had in store for them. It was the beginning of 1893, southern Africa had a terrible story to tell, and they were walking right into it. They were about to become a very big part of her history.


An extract from the next book in the Langbourne series…




LANGBOURNE’S

Rebellion

David rode hard to Bembezi, vigilantly scouring the bush on either side of him for Ndebele warriors. It was only about twenty-five miles to Bembezi but he was hoping against all odds that he would find Abe before he got there. The further away from Bulawayo he got the more dangerous it became, and even now the thought rankled that he might be too late.

When he was almost there his prayers were answered as he saw a wagon slowly grinding its way towards him in the distance. As he got closer his heart leapt for joy - he had found Abe Kaufman!

“Abe, thank the Lord I have found you!” David panted as he pulled Bruno to a rearing halt at the head of Abe’s wagon.

“David, how good to see you,” Abe said, a worried look setting on his face. “What’s the matter?”

“The Ndebele nation has started a rebellion. They are killing every European settler they find. We have to get back to KoBulawayo for protection, and fast! Grab whatever is valuable to you. I will outspan your oxen and release them,” David ordered as he began to dismount, but stopped before he could even swing his leg over the saddle. “It’s too late; they’re here!”

From over the crest of a low grassy hill about three hundred Ndebele warriors appeared in full wardress, spears glinting in the bright sunlight. When they saw David and Abe they let out a bloodcurdling cry and charged down the hill towards them.

“Get on my horse. Now!” David shouted as he looked around for an escape route. “Now!” he demanded ferociously.
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