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DEDICATION

For all the girls and boys of South Africa who grew up
with me in the shadow of the dragon’s back

And for Naomi

Thank you



FOREWORD 
 
 
 
 
 

Rachel Longstaff perfectly captures the innocence of childhood, of 
growing up in a peaceful, happy and supportive home set in a 

beautiful, sub-tropical environment. Her depictions of a childhood 
in a decade long past conjure up images of what life should be like, 
the kind of life many might wish they had experienced. And yet, at 
the edges of the security and serenity of her home, the darkness of 
Apartheid, the “Shadow of the Dragon’s Back,” was rapidly beginning 
to blot out the light—even though her understanding of what this 
shadow was, would take years to develop.

Apartheid was the “Dragon’s Shadow,” a dragon dedicated to de-
vouring the people in its path to establish and maintain its power. No 
matter how carefully parents tried to shield their children from the 
shadowy tentacles, they could not completely hide the effects of the 
growing series of draconian laws underpinning the policies of white 
supremacy. Nor could they protect them from the results among the 
increasingly oppressed people around them, from the disparity be-
tween the white beneficiaries of the laws, and the black victims hidden 
in the dragon’s shadow. The innocence of childhood insulates us from 
many of the realities of life, especially when there is a concerted effort 
to conceal them, but that protection is imperfect at best.

The author highlights the dragon’s shadow as it fell, often un-
known to her, on the idyll of childhood. The bald presentation of the 
laws enacted by the Nationalist government in the 1950s stands in 
stark contrast to the innocence of her childhood. The irony in the 
comparison lies in the Nationalists’ thought that these laws existed 
precisely to preserve her lifestyle, to protect her. Instead they were a 
slow poison for that lifestyle, as for Rachel Longstaff and countless 
other young, white South Africans, innocence became tinged with 
fear, with a sense that something was not right. Eventually innocence 



becomes artificial, maintained at the expense of those black South Af-
ricans whose lives were destroyed to satisfy a governmental policy. And 
with this came a sense that the situation could not last, and a dread of 
how it was going to end.

Every dragon needs a St. George to slay it, a voice for the voice-
less. It is a great relief, in reading descriptions of the various Apartheid 
laws—the shadow itself—to see flickers of light of those who stand 
opposed to Apartheid: the light of Nelson Mandela and his colleagues, 
the Black Sash, the English press, those who were banned for speaking 
out. At the time these voices were a weak opposition to the dragon, 
but the fact that they were there lent a long hope that eventually the 
dragon would be beaten back.

“In the Shadow of the Dragon’s Back” deftly places these two re-
alities side by side: the innocence of childhood and the creeping force 
of Apartheid, forces inimical to each other, existing in the same place 
at the same time. The result is compelling reading. As someone who 
grew up in the next decade, the 1960s when Apartheid was firmly 
entrenched, so many of the descriptions of childhood and its juxta-
position with Apartheid described in this book took me back to very 
similar experiences in my own childhood, to memories buried but not 
forgotten. South Africa has moved on from the Apartheid established 
in the 1950s, but the shadow remains in many places, reminding us 
that innocence lost is very hard to regain.

Andrew M.T. Dibb, M.Div., D.Th.
Dean, Bryn Athyn College of the New Church Theological School

Bryn Athyn, Pennsylvania



In memory of my brother,
Pehr Hemming Odhner (1933–1985),

who loved Africa
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INTRODUCTION

Reaching into the past means nothing if it does not change the present1

Nancy Napier

Why do mountains inspire equally the artist, the poet, and 
the nature-lover? They are beautiful, but there is something 

else—a feeling of power, ancient, and forbidding. Mountains can 
be many millions of years old, like the Drakensberg, the “dragon 
mountains” of South Africa. The Zulu call them uKhalamba, “barrier 
of spears,” so named for their jagged, serrated, stone cliffs. Tolkien’s 
Merry worried about what lay beyond the mountains of Rohan, in 
the land of MiddleEarth.2 I wondered what was hiding in the shadow 
of the Dragon’s Back. 

Time transforms memory. Like a painting, it is sensitive to change 
and exposure, and the natural aging process. My younger daughter 
has explained my eccentricities by saying, “it’s because she grew up in 
South Africa.” It has always saddened me that I have not been able to 
share with my husband and children what was an exotic childhood in 
a faraway country more than a half century in the past. I am sure my 
daughter is partially correct in her assessment: attitudes and opinions 
are inescapably and unintentionally formed in the context of culture, 
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where the day-to-day business of living may seem similar in structure 
to what she knows and yet, at the same time, so foreign, even as to its 
very flavor and smell. 

After several attempts to write about apartheid, researching 
history and politics, I discovered that my real purpose in writing 
was buried in the need to come to terms with the feelings that have 
haunted me since as a young adult I learned the truth about that 
history—a significant turning point in my life. As I worked, these 
stories kept slipping past the gates of my conscience, demanding at-
tention, influencing the direction of my writing, so I chose to offer 
the reader a glimpse into the life of a young white American girl 
growing up in South Africa in the 1950s. The book is not intended 
to be a political commentary. Instead, the stories are focused on ev-
eryday life in a unique place and time in history. 

Presented as a group of verbal snapshots, supported by the pho-
tographs my brother took for our grandparents in America, I hoped 
to transcend the limitations of a child’s memory and subtly reflect 
the parallel world that existed in the shadows. The pictures portray a 
happy, interesting life, but a story woven through with dark threads 
of ignorance of the political holocaust that was apartheid. I have de-
scribed my becoming aware of apartheid as being like mold growing 
on an oriental carpet. It was beautiful, wasn’t it … once upon a time? 
There is also evidence of a different kind of discrimination found in 
the culture of a British colony.  

“I had a farm in Africa,” the immortal words of Isak Dinesen, 
Baroness Blixen, so beautifully intoned by Meryl Streep at the start of 
the film, Out of Africa, came to mind as I began to write this introduc-
tion. Could six simple words so perfectly sum up the experience I am 
attempting to capture with these stories? I could say, quite simply, “I 
grew up in Africa,” perhaps, but it wouldn’t expose the painful dichot-
omy, the inescapable contradictions: the happy, sunny, colonial-style 
childhood contrasted to the harsh, dark, and difficult lives of those 
who lived under the laws of apartheid. To provide that contrast and 
put the stories in context, I have separated the chapters with examples 
of the Acts of Apartheid legislation. To me they are like a church bell 
tolling, announcing a death.
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Frontispiece. Robert C. Triggs. Family portrait, back: 
Kirstin, Jeannette, Pehr, Michael, front-row: Siri, Mother, 

Dad, Rachel, Durban, South Africa, 1954
 

I chose the title long before I started writing. The very words, 
“In the Shadow of the Dragon’s Back,” embody for me the story that I 
need to tell. Some of our favorite family memories are centered on the 
little thatched-roof house my brother built for us in the foothills of the 
Drakensberg, an area of compelling, wild beauty. When early Dutch 
pioneers first saw the Drakensberg, they must have felt the awesome 
power in those ancient basalt peaks for they named them the “moun-
tains of the dragon.” Because of its rugged, steeply leaning shape, one 
of the mountains is called The Dragon’s Back. All of us, the children of 
South Africa at that time, black, white, or mixed race, grew up in its 
shadow, the dark energy of apartheid.  

The realization that I did not personally earn my guilt has led 
to a place where I could confront that once hidden reality, give it 
some kind of form, and then let it go. It has left me with the freedom 
to hollow out a comfortable space where my stories can remain just 



21

what they are, stories from another time and place, stories brought 
from far away.  

Racism has certainly not disappeared from South Africa, and 
in the United States and elsewhere insensitivity towards minorities 
is escalating. Differences in politics, ethnicity, and religion have dis-
rupted cities and towns and moved thousands of men, women, and 
children to risk all they have to reach safety and freedom.  
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PROLOGUE

My father, Philip Odhner, was a Swedenborgian minister, fol-
lowing the faith of his grandparents and great-grandparents 

for several generations, as did his own father—a feisty Swedish 
immigrant whose older brother handed him a one-way ticket to 
America in 1882 because he was becoming too outspoken politi-
cally. Dad’s mother was a beautiful woman of Greek and English 
descent whose own mother marched with Susan B. Anthony, the 
suffragette, and who was subsequently disowned by her well-to-do 
family. My father was one of the youngest of their thirteen chil-
dren, orphaned as a young boy when both his parents died within a 
few years of each other. Having served as a minister in South Africa 
prior to World War II, he was now charged with setting up a theo-
logical school for African ministers. The large numbers of African 
members of the church were interested in having their own priests 
in an effort to rise above the status of church mission, so our father 
was asked to move the family to South Africa to serve their edu-
cational needs. He initially set up his classroom in the converted 
garage of a big, old Victorian mansion. 

He also served as pastor to the European, or “white,” church 
members in the city of Durban. I believe that it took courage on my 
parents’ part to remain dedicated to their calling in that uncertain 
and increasingly complicated environment. Children observe and 
reflect the behavior of the people around them. I have spent a lot of 
time reflecting on my parents’ need to shelter us from things they be-
lieved children did not need to know, perhaps what they themselves 
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did not fully understand. There were many things we were unaware 
of because we couldn’t or didn’t ask. At home and at school we were 
taught not to question authority: “because that’s the way it is.” To 
step out of line would invite unwelcome scrutiny. The result is that 
the child interprets something seen or heard in a way that may or 
may not be true. I was left with a creeping malaise and a long-lasting 
fear of the dark that has haunted me for many years. “It isn’t fear of 
the dark, per se … It’s the fear of what the dark conceals.3 

Born out of a feeling that I was somehow to blame for enjoying 
a happy, sunny childhood while others living in the same time and 
place were suffering, I have reached into my past to find these un-
even parallels. I began by writing about apartheid, the racist system 
of segregation imposed on black Africans by their government, but 
this path proved thorny, obstructed by too many unanswered ques-
tions. Not only was I just a child at the time, but many more knowl-
edgeable men and women have written about the life and politics of 
South Africa from a variety of perspectives.  

When people ask me about my slightly unusual accent, I am 
inclined to tell them that I grew up in Africa. If they ask which 
country, I tell them, truthfully, and say, “It’s a beautiful country,” 
and hope they leave it there and won’t ask me about the country’s 
politics. I have many happy memories of swimming in the ocean 
and spending vacations in the Drakensberg, but these images conflict 
with the uncomfortable reality of the black South Africans who also 
lived through those years. 

For some time I had wanted to do the work it would take to 
uncover the feelings that took hold in my mind, so after retiring from 
my job as a librarian, I asked my siblings to share some of their mem-
ories with me. As you would expect, the older siblings remembered 
more than the younger ones. Sadly, the two oldest, our brother Pehr 
and sister Kirstin, have passed away, as have our parents. We truly miss 
their insight. Because email quickly became too cumbersome, I created 
a social media site where we could post and comment on each other’s 
stories. As we traded memories, my brother Michael discovered he had 
a set of negatives for the photographs Pehr had taken when we lived 
in South Africa. Pehr loved photography. He took hundreds of photos 
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from the time we first arrived in Durban, developed them himself, and 
carefully identified the subjects, noting names, locations, and dates. 
Copies of the photos were sent to our grandparents in America. He 
started out with a Brownie box camera, but progressed to a Zeiss Ikof-
lex twin lens camera which he could manually focus. In addition to the 
neatly cataloged negatives, Pehr kept the manual for his camera, too. 
His photo album has disappeared but, fortunately, Mike inherited the 
negatives. The photos provide a chronicle of our lives from the begin-
ning of our adventure in 1948 until 1960, when most of us returned 
to America. With the help of Pehr’s photos, our story has come alive: 
it’s the story of a family. 

Odhner Family. Pehr, Kirstin, Jeannette …
U.S. Passport Service, New York, 1948
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We were a family of eight: six children, the youngest being Siri, 
an infant of four months, and the oldest, Pehr, was fourteen years 
old when we left New York City and crossed the Atlantic on a Pan 
American propeller plane. I was just three years old. Dad said he 
counted the six children and the twenty-five suitcases over and over 
again, to make certain they were all there. The journey took three 
days, considerably less time than a weeks-long shipboard crossing, 
but it was not without its trials, starting with our delayed departure 
from New York when the steward and stewardess were arrested for 
diamond smuggling. 

 

House on Vause Road where we first lived, Durban, South Africa, 1948

Each stop in the long flight was for the purpose of refueling. 
Flying from New York to Gander, Newfoundland, we crossed the 
Atlantic Ocean to Lisbon, then proceeded down along the west 
coast of Africa to Accra; Leopoldville (now Kinshasa); Johannesburg, 
and Durban. It was nine thousand miles, plus a return trip to Ac-
cra to wait for a new engine when one of ours failed in flight. We 
reached Durban at last, a beautiful east coast port on the Indian 
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Ocean, where we were to live for the next twelve years. Our Mother 
had packed up a home, moved to temporary lodgings, delivered a 
baby, and said goodbye to her elderly parents, all before she set off 
for Africa. It is perhaps not surprising that she was admitted to the 
hospital with pneumonia immediately upon arrival, leaving our Dad 
and our oldest sister Kirstin, who was only twelve, to take care of the 
rest of us, including the baby, while we settled into a new home in 
a strange country. The Afrikaner government distrusted American 
missionaries—over the years the churches had built schools and ed-
ucated the blacks. The government feared a middle class of educated 
blacks. In fact, several leading African political activists, Albert Lu-
thuli, Walter Sisulu, and Nelson Mandela, were educated in mission 
schools. We were not missionaries, a term that makes me defensive 
when discussing my background. I don’t mean to imply that there 
is anything wrong with missionaries, but my father’s job was to es-
tablish a theological school. He was not stationed “out in the bush” 
like the missionary in the movie, The African Queen, which is what 
many people picture when you tell them your father was a minister 
in South Africa. Durban was a good-sized city of about a half million 
people in the 1950s.  

As the years went by and the apartheid government became 
more entrenched, my father was required to register a constitution 
with the national government in Pretoria. In order to stay and pro-
vide theological schooling in South Africa he was told he must spell 
out exactly what the church was doing in South Africa, how it was 
governed, and list its basic teachings. All this was to be provided in 
four languages: English, Afrikaans, Zulu, and Sotho. Dad or Pehr 
drove back and forth several times between Durban and Pretoria—a 
distance of over three hundred miles—before the wording of the 
document was finally accepted by the officials. 

Consequently, my father has said he felt that everything he did 
was with one hand tied behind his back. He couldn’t criticize the 
policy of racial separation or refuse to comply with the law, for then 
the church would be closed down, and we would be deported.  

But what is there to write about if not the history of apartheid? 
In whatever way I approached my task, it was the little stories of 
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family life that finally inspired my writing: stories about sandy feet, 
muddy roads, mountain fires, panama hats, and the cry of a hyena, 
all covered over with the fresh clean scents of dry veld grass and sun-
warmed granadilla fruit.
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CHAPTER 9 

TENNIS WHITES 

Competitors must be dressed in suitable tennis attire that is 
almost entirely white and this applies from the point at which 
the player enters the court surround. Shoes must be almost 
entirely white, including the soles.27

I was surprised and amused when I read a recent article in the New York 
Times about required tennis wear for Wimbledon contestants. I had 

no idea it was still such an important part of British tennis protocol.  
When we moved into the house on Sydenham road in 1949, 

there was an old clay tennis court in our back yard with a tree growing 
in the middle of it. Despite its state of neglect, the court was quickly 
fixed up under the able direction of a church member, Stanley Cock-
erell, a South African Springbok tennis champion. He organized Sun-
day afternoon tennis games, which Dad encouraged as a method of 
bringing church members together. Besides, he liked to play tennis 
himself. Under Stanley Cockerell’s direction, he developed a wicked 
serve. Non-players gathered to watch the game and enjoy afternoon 
tea together in the shade of the avocado tree that grew next to the ten-
nis fence. Sometimes we had a braaivleis, or barbecue, out by the ten-
nis court. All players arrived in their tennis whites: white shirt, white 
pants (usually wool flannel), or white skirt for the women, and white 
shoes and socks. Dad got away with wearing white shorts for the Sun-
day afternoon tennis match since he didn’t own any long white pants. 



109

Tennis court after renovation. View from 3rd-floor 
balcony, Durban, Natal, 1950

I wasn’t so lucky at defying tradition. The mother of a school 
friend of mine kindly invited me to join her three children at their 
tennis lessons, to make a foursome. Derryn was my best friend. We 
were required to go everywhere in single file at school. Derryn and I 
took turns being the shortest member of the class for many years, so 
we were always at the beginning of the line together. Derryn’s mother 
may have thought I was deprived, being one of the youngest of such a 
big family, for she had previously suggested I join Derryn at her ballet 
lessons, but my parents didn’t approve of ballet dancers. I believe they 
must have held the opinion that ballet dancers were immoral, but they 
didn’t elaborate or explain. Homosexuality was not something people 
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talked about in front of children. The older women of the church con-
gregation chose to advise my parents about many things, some of it 
wise and useful, some extremely opinionated. 

At the tennis lesson, the instructor led the four of us onto the 
court, Derryn, her younger sister and brother, and me. He lined us up 
in a row, rackets in hand. As he walked along, he contorted his lips in a 
serious expression, looking each one of us up and down, slowly. Then 
he stopped and stood in front of me, whacking his racket through the 
air as if he were swinging at a fast-moving ball, and said, “Black tennis 
shoes?” in a quiet, sneering, intimidating tone of voice. Our school 
had recently required all girls to have a pair of black tennis shoes for 
gym and after-school sports. My parents couldn’t afford to buy me yet 
another pair of shoes, a white pair, just for tennis lessons.  

That was the end of my private tennis lessons. 
Jeannette says she frequently played on our court with her 

friends. They played “round robins,” which is what you do if you have 
a group of more than four people, each player getting a turn to play 
against every other player. Tennis was a required sport at our school. 
We used heavy wooden tennis racquets strung with animal gut that 
we kept in wooden presses with screws at each corner. The screws were 
tightened to keep the wood from losing its shape in the humid climate. 
Hitting a ball with a warped racquet meant you couldn’t control its di-
rection. I was very proud of the new Slazenger I was given when I grew 
out of my child-sized, junior Dunlop racquet. We recently retrieved 
those old racquets from a corner of our Florida garage so we can play 
with our grandchildren. 

The tennis net had to be raised or lowered to regulation height 
before each game by turning a crank on the post at one end of the net. 
The net shrunk when it rained. In the days when my nose was about 
level with the top of the tennis net, I liked to breathe in the clean smell 
of the thick cotton canvas drying in the sun.  

Mother grew a granadilla (passionfruit) vine on the tennis court 
fence. The big purple and white flowers were pretty, with delicate swirl-
ing tendrils in the middle. The sweet yellow fruit is delicious served as 
a topping for ice cream or mixed into cake frosting, but there is no 
sweet treat like a granadilla just picked from the vine, still warm from 
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the sun, the fruit spooned out. Many people don’t realize that granadil-
la seeds are swallowed whole. We delighted in watching unsuspecting 
guests from Europe or America chew the granadilla seeds. They sound-
ed “like a rhinoceros chewing thorns,” a favorite scold of Mother’s 
when she was correcting our table manners. They saw us watching 
them and wondered what was wrong. Crunch, crunch. Nobody else 
was crunching…

The culture of a British colony is imported from “home” along 
with its accompanying protocols and traditions, including a certain 
class discrimination, sharpened by a need to hang on to whatever re-
mains of their imagined level of distinction. There was no tolerance 
for “second class,” whether white or black, no matter what education 
level had been attained. Such people were not embraced or welcomed.

Siri dressed in her tennis whites, Durban, South Africa, 1958

It was all about appearances, white shoes, not black, white skin, 
not black. It bred unfairness, prejudice, and snobbery. It was a tough 
spot for a young American girl. 
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!
WOMEN HOLD UP HALF THE SKY

THE WOMEN’S MARCH OF 1956
The 9th of August every year marks the anniversary of 
a seminal turning point in the history of political re-
sistance in South Africa. On this day in 1956, South 
African women rose up as one to protest the planned 
extension of pass laws to black women. 
The pass law was one of the most despised of the apart-
heid laws. In 1952, the government announced that black 
women would soon also have to carry passes. Women ac-
tively resisted this … The now famous Women’s March of 
1956 was the culmination of this defiance and activism 
where 20,000 women marched on the Union Building in 
Pretoria to deliver armfuls of a petition entitled “The De-
mand of the Women of South Africa for the Withdrawal 
of Passes for Women and the Repeal of the Pass Laws,” 
signed by women across the country, to then-Prime Min-
ister Strijdom. 

While the petition failed to halt the extension of the pass 
law to black women, the Women’s March remains a water-
shed moment in South Africa, irrevocably demonstrating 
women’s bedrock power to mobilise [sic] and fight against 
injustices of all kinds.

Lilian Ngoyi led the historical women’s march against 
passes on 9 August 1956 to the Union Buildings in Pre-
toria. She was president of the African National Congress 
Women’s League. Like many other apartheid activists, she 
was subjected to the brutal force of the apartheid govern-
ment. Lilian was considered to be too dangerous…  She 
spent most of her life either in prison in solitary confine-
ment or banned to her house… in Mzimhlophe, Soweto, 
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earning the dubious record of being the person who spent 
the longest period of time under house arrest. She died at 
age 69 on 13 March 1980, still under a banning order. Her 
name, Ngoyi, means “one who wore the plumes of the rare 
bird.” [South African History Archive]28

What Does it Mean to a Woman to Carry a Pass?
It means that homes will be broken up when women are 
arrested and sentenced under the pass laws; it means that 
helpless children will be left uncared for, when the mother 
is arrested and thrown into the pick-up van as she goes 
to buy food for her family because she has left her pass at 
home; it means that women and young girls will be exposed 
to degradation at the hands of pass-searching policemen, 
at the hands of ‘ghost’ squads with indescribable license in 
the dark night; it means that African women may be hired 
out as farm convict labour, sold for nine pence a day. 
In Cape Town recently, two thousand women of all races 
met together under the auspices of the newly formed Cape 
Association to Abolish Passes for African Women—women 
of the Black Sash, the National Council of Women, of the 
Anglican Church Mother’s Union, the Federation of S.A. 
Women, the African National Congress Women’s League, 
the Society of Friends. Women of different races, different 
colours, widely differing political affiliations, came togeth-
er to protest and to hear African women tell in their own 
words what passes meant to them. [Helen Joseph]

Helen Joseph, Secretary of the South African Federation of 
Women, was one of 156 persons undergoing Preparatory 
examination on a charge of High Treason. [Helen Joseph, 
Africa South]29

ZEERUST
In January 1958, four people were stengunned to death at 
Gopane village in the Bafurutse reserve, near Zeerust. A 
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month later all pressmen were barred from the area … The 
reason for the Zeerust killings was basically that the Bantu 
Affairs Department had ordered the Bafurutse women to 
carry “passes” like their men. They were to carry them at 
all costs … When the inevitable tribal disturbances fol-
lowed, a 270-lb. police sergeant, Jan van Rooyen, was put 
in charge of operation with a squad of mobile stengun po-
lice under his command. [Dennis Kiley, Africa South]30 
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