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Timeless love tale in age of Brexit/Trump-era refugee crisis is a winner

EXIT WEST
Mohsin Hamid
Loot.co.za (R268)
Hamish Hamilton
WITH novels like The Reluctant Fundamentalist and How
to Get Filthy Rich in Rising
Asia, Mohsin Hamid has proved
himself a writer able to speak
directly of and to the moment.
His latest work, Exit West, is

no exception.
In it he situates a love story
amidst the refugee crisis, painting a nuanced portrait of contemporary migration, from the
horrors of Western hysteria to
what it really means to leave one
life behind in the hope of building another.
It begins like any “boy meets
girl” story – eyes are locked
across a classroom, an invitation to get a drink after class
is declined but not rebuffed,
accepted a week later, and two
young people begin to spend
more and more time together.
The relative gentleness of this
courtship, however, is contrasted
against a backdrop of increasing
civil unrest.
The
u n n ame d
Mid d l e

The relative
gentleness of this
courtship is
contrasted against
a backdrop of
civil unrest
Eastern city in which Hamid’s
two lovers, Saeed and Nadine, live
is on the brink of disaster, “swollen with refugees but still mostly
at peace, or at least not yet openly
at war”, but, as Hamid expertly
shows, the slide into conflict,
violence and the frightening curtailment of civil liberties hap-

pens all too easily.
Honing in on the individual
human costs of the escalating
discord, the reader is brought
face to face with the realities
of war: “Neighbourhoods fell to
the militants in startlingly quick
succession, so that Saeed’s mother’s mental map of the place
where she had spent her entire
life now resembled an old quilt,
with patches of gover nment
land and patches of militant
land.
“The frayed seams between
the patches were the most deadly
spaces, and to be avoided at all
costs.
“Her butcher and the man
who dyed the fabrics from which
she had once made her festive
clothes disappeared into such

gaps, their places of business
shattered and covered in rubble
and glass.”
Meanwhile, mysterious black
doors begin to appear across the
city, through which its inhabitants start to flee – one enters
a closet or a doorway in familiar surroundings and exists in
calmer climes like the UK, US or
Australia, The Lion, The Witch
and the Wardrobe-style: “It was
said in those days that the passage was both like dying and like
being born.”
Although it might seem at
odds with the realism of the rest
of the novel, this surrealism
actually makes perfect sense, a
stroke of genius in fact, a means
by which Hamid can illustrate
and then advocate for an increas-

A tale of great tragedy and loss
This is not a
sentimental or
preachy story,
it is a breath of
fresh air

THE GIRL FROM SIMON’S BAY
Barbara Mutch
Loot.co.za (R199)
Allison & Busby Books

REVIEWER: JENNIFER
CROCKER
IN SIMON’S Town in 1937 two
teenagers swim at Seaforth
Beach. One is Louise Ahrendts,
the daughter of a shipbuilder.
The other is Piet Philander, her
friend whose father is a fisher man who likes the bottle a
little more than he likes being
a father.
The Ahrendts and Philander
families live on Ricketts Terrace
with the town’s mosque above
them.
Louise is beautiful and clever
and she dreams of being a nurse
one day. She doesn’t want to go
into service, she has plans for
her life.
Plans that frighten her parents because even though it is
1937 and the Ahrendts family
are well respected members of
the small-town community that
owes its being to the sea and
the navy, there are already rumblings of the coming of apartheid.
When Louise explains to her
family that she plans to apply to
Victoria Hospital in Wynberg to
train as a nurse they are frightened for her, scared that she will
get her hopes up, and Barbara
Mutch demonstrates through
this dilemma the skill she has
for portraying characters who
feel real.
Louise’s mother and father
know that her chances of being
accepted at the hospital are

slight, because of her colour
and not because of her lovely
nature and dedication to getting
good marks.
But they let her write a letter
to the matron to apply.
Piet, on the other hand,
thinks that his life will be that
of a fisherman, tied to the sea
and her moods forever, and he
expects to marry Louise.
But the young man makes a
terrible mistake and is caught
out in it. What he does will
change the trajectory of his life,
and Louise’s, forever.
The war comes to Simon’s
Town and Louise, who has been
accepted at Victoria as a nursing
student, is seconded to the Royal
Navy as a nurse in her small
home town.
The author creates an image
of Simon’s Town that will have
anyone who knows it nodding
their heads, for much of what
she writes about can still be
seen today.
Woven around the story about
a place and its people, though, is
the real heart of the story, the
chasms that open in our lives
sometimes that change them forever.
A patient is admitted to the
hospital, and his relationship
with Louise will forever change
her life.

This book is filled with an air
of sadness for things lost, but
also an almost glowing reverence for what can be saved.
Of course, one of the things
that cannot be avoided in a book
that spans the years from just
before the war until long after
it are the forced removals from
Simon’s Town of the coloured
people who lived there seamlessly with the rest of the people
who called it home.
In between the human drama
of relationships, there is an
almost symbiotic tale of a community being torn apart.
It’s sometimes all too easy to
go to a place and forget the pain
that forged it.
For the Ahrendts, life away
from their beloved terrace is
unbelievable. The sense of
shock and tragedy as they are
carted away from their home,
their town and dumped in Ocean
View is written with a savage
slicing curve into the narrative.
It’s a brutal reminder of what
happened to a group of people
who were plucked from their
lives, from the town they had
helped build, from the beaches
they loved and thrown away, far
from their jobs into a barren
place.

Fake villains and ‘reel’ victims

HIGH NOON: THE
HOLLYWOOD BLACKLIST
AND THE MAKING OF AN
AMERICAN CLASSIC
Glenn Frankel
Loot.co.za (R364)
Bloombury
YEARS of risking his life to protect his fellow citizens come to this
climactic movie moment: the lawman, his gun still hot from a showdown with an outlaw, tosses away
his badge, a rejection of the society
that has come to disrespect, if not
loathe, what he represents.
For many baby boomers, that
scene brings to mind Dirty Harry,
the 1971 crime thriller starring
Clint Eastwood that questioned the
state of American justice. Others,
however, think of High Noon, a 1952
Western featuring Gary Cooper as
Marshal Will Kane. He finds no help
from the citizens of Hadleyville
when a gunman comes to town
seeking vengeance.
Instead of real-life concerns
about crime and justice in the 1950s,
director Fred Zinnemann’s film can
be taken as a meditation on the
Hollywood blacklist. The marshal
who goes from house to house begging for help is not unlike the blacklisted screenwriters, directors and
stars who found themselves pariahs
for refusing to name others who
were or had been members of the
Communist Party.
Such a reading of a low-budget
Western isn’t a stretch when you
know the backstory provided by

High Noon: The Hollywood
Blacklist And The Making Of
An American Classic. Mixing elements of biography,
social history and film analysis, author Glenn Frankel
uncovers drama and tragedy not usually found in
discussions of movie-making. His detailed narrative
is a primer for those who
don’t understand how the
blacklist era endangered
free speech and other constitutional values.
Screenwriter
Carl
Foreman found himself
in Kane’s boots as his former ties to the Communist Party surfaced while
High Noon was in production. He tried to zig
and zag his way through
congressional inquiries
about his past, refusing to “name
names” to save his own career.
Ultimately he lost his assistant producer’s credit on the film, sold his
share in the production company
behind it and spent years in self-imposed exile in Britain.
Even then, Foreman had to hide
his talent, forgoing credit (and an
Academy Award) for writing the
screenplay to 1957’s The Bridge on
the River Kwai. (The film academy
in 1984 added Foreman’s name to
the “Kwai” credits. An Oscar was
presented to his widow.)
One would think his friend Stanley Kramer would have backed him
all the way. Foreman had written
the five films that provided the
foundation of Kramer’s production company, among them Champion, with Kirk Douglas and The
Men, with Marlon Brando. Instead,
Kramer sacrificed Foreman to save
his company and his own reputation, joining other good men and
women who realised the communist witch-hunt in Hollywood could
not be beaten, only weathered.
Kramer went on to produce

Louise is a mother to a lovely
son now and she sees no future
for him in South Africa.
But she must make a life
for herself and her parents in
Ocean View, where ironically
she has no view of the ocean
that has sustained her life.
Her life has been professionally successful, but she holds a
painful loss in her heart.
The loss of a love for the
greater good. A choice she has
made through love.
This is a saga-like story with
a liveliness and sense of understanding and history in it that
makes it more than a gripping
read, it also becomes a story
about our history.
If you know Simon’s Town
and have walked the terraces
and through the dockyards you
will recognise glimpses of the
place it was, and the place it is
now. The sense of dislocation
that was forced on a town that
did not want it.
The ghosts who peer through
the cracks in the stone walls.
The past is manifest in cracked
old buildings in the centre of
the town.
You can imagine as you read
this Louise as a young woman
walking up from the hospital to
her home. An ordinary life that
is unsettled by love and political
cruelty. The culmination of the
story is bitter sweet, there will
be a resolution but it will hold
hope for a younger generation
and deep sadness for Louise
and her great love. This is not a
sentimental or preachy story, it
is a breath of fresh air breathed
on to a history of great tragedy
and loss.

Rurh Hogan
Loot.co.za
William Morrow

BOOKMARKMi,

THE BITTER TASTE OF VICTORY:
LIFE, LOVE AND ART IN THE
RUINS OF THE REICH
Lara Feigel
Loot.co.za (R422)
Bloomsbury

REVIEWER: KARINA M
SZCZUREK

and direct
socially daring films like The
Defiant Ones and Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, but he caved when
facing a personal moment of truth.
He and Foreman never spoke to
each other again.
And as Gary Cooper’s friend
Carl Foreman sought help, Cooper
was less like Will Kane and more
like the townsman who first offers
to stand with the marshal but then,
when no one else joins the effort,
backs out. Indeed, Cooper took a
stand alongside Foreman until the
conservative press criticised him
for it. He ended up with his second
Academy Award – for portraying a
man of courage and principle.
On the blacklist himself, screenwriter Dalton Trumbo would later
say there were no heroes or villains
during that period, only victims.
But it’s difficult not to see heroic
traits in the victims who tried to
resist the blacklist and in those
who tried to help them – and villainy in those who set about ruining lives for political and personal
gain. – Washington Post

A story
woven with
discarded
bits, pieces

THE KEEPER OF LOST THINGS

Exorcising Hitler, culturally

LARA FEIGEL is a cultural
historian and a literary critic,
combining her interests to
write about the meeting point
between life, literature and
history.
In The Bitter Taste of Victory: Life, Love and Art in the
Ruins of the Reich, Feigel introduces a cast of writers, intellectuals and artists who were sent
by the Allies to defeated and
occupied Germany to assist in
denazification and rebuilding
the nation they had been trying
systematically to annihilate
over the past few years.
Their idealistic mission is
an opportunity like no other,
placing cultural activities at
the centre of the plans to reconstruct the country. Germany
is a wasteland. Poverty, hunger and despair rule. Survivors
grapple with guilt.
Exiled German writer Peter
de Mendelssohn arrives to
establish newspapers in the
British zone. He notes that
“new eyes” and “totally new
words” are needed to describe
the devastation.
The horrors perpetrated in
the concentration camps come

ingly integrated world: “Without borders, nations appeared to
be becoming somewhat illusory,
and people were questioning
what role they had to play.”
The poetry of Hamid’s prose
prevents Exit West from becoming too heavy a read.
He doesn’t shy away from
wrestling with some of the most
uncomfortable realities of the
Brexit/Trump age – Saeed and
Nadine find themselves in a
UK that’s “like a person with
multiple personalities, some
insisting on union and some disintegration” – but this fablelike novel has the soul of an
accomplished short story and
wears its message surprisingly
and intoxicatingly lightly. – The
Independent

to the surface of the world’s
consciousness,
and
with
them questions of complicity,
responsibility and justice. In
the light of the revelations and
the Germans’ lack of immediate
repentance, the Allied artists
and reporters sent to the country find it nearly impossible to
“make sense of the post-war
world” or to empathise with the
people they encounter.
This is the time of the Nuremberg trials, the nuclear
bomb, migration, displacement
and rising tensions between
the other ideologies taking hold
of post-war Europe, resulting
in the division that will most
strikingly manifest in the Berlin Wall. A sense of failure and
helplessness sets in.
But Feigel ends her brilliant
portrayal of this turbulent period with Austrian-born Jewish American film-maker Billy
Wilder, who “was able to laugh
off the bureaucratic absurdity
of communism, the megalomaniac blindness of American
imperialism and the fascist
conformity of the Germans by
satirising them all in equal
measure” and standing “defiantly on the side of life”.

BEASTS IN MY BELFRY
Gerald Durrell
Loot.co.za (R171)
Pan Books
GERALD DURRELL was one of
Britain’s best-loved authors and
pioneering naturalists. He dedicated his life to saving endangered species and, following his
death in 1995, his work continues
through the Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust.
This new edition of his book
Beasts In My Belfry, which was
originally published in 1973, will
probably introduce the delights
of Durrell to a new audience.
They are in for a treat.
It is a delightful account of his
first job as a student keeper at
Whipsnade Zoo in 1945. We meet
Albert the lion, who is a ventriloquist and Teddy the brown bear.
Durrell observes his co-workers
and the zoo’s animals, writing
his observations in a notebook.
Beast in My Belfry will take
the reader on a hilarious visit to
a zoo. – Julian Richfield

DID YOU ever consider there is a
story behind seemingly discarded
items that one may find on the street
or in public gathering spaces?
In The Keeper of Lost Things,
Ruth Hogan explores this scenario.
She uses everyday objects to
make delightfully charming connections among her main characters
and takes the audience on a moving
journey that spans decades.
When Anthony Peardew loses
a cherished token given to him by
his soon-to-be wife Therese, he is
beside himself. Grief overwhelms
him later that day when he learns
his fiancée has died. Anthony vows
to be the keeper of lost things.
He takes great pride in gathering any random object left behind,
wherever he may be, meticulously
listing specific details about the lost
item’s whereabouts on a label.
Over a period of 40 years,
Anthony has kept his collecting
habit a secret. But when he senses
his own end is near, he leaves everything to his assistant Laura, who
has been faithfully caring for his
estate for six years. Laura is surprised to learn upon Anthony’s
death that along with the gorgeous
mansion, she has inherited all of
Anthony’s lost things, including the
ghost of his young fiancée.
Armed with a letter from
Anthony begging Laura to do her
best to reunite the lost items with
their owners, Laura is determined
to make him proud. Broken and
lost herself, Laura takes on the challenge with the help of a few friends.
The Keeper of Lost Things takes
a unique approach to storytelling.
With each lost item, the plot moves
along in unexpected twists. Laura
eventually realises that working
in the middle of a mountain of
missing treasures, she just might
find herself in the process. – AP

