FATHER : FUNERAL
In his 93 years my father was visited by Halley’s Comet twice. There are only a few people who could say that. I know of one other, my Aunt Ruth who is younger at 92. She and my father belong to an exclusive club, of the doubly blessed. 

Between the first time when the Comet appeared when he was young in Beaufort West and the second time more recently, here in Durban, the world he grew up in changed beyond imagining.

But as he changed with it he was always young in his attitude.

As the second son of a poor family, education was rationed and he did not get the chance to go to university. This was a sadness we felt, but which he took in his stride. 

Having to make his own way made him independent and tough. And it gave him a sense of the value of things. Always frugal when it came to his own life, he was generous to others. And he saw to it that Vera, my mother, Stephen and I had the very best of everything and wanted for nothing. 

If he had had the chance, I suspect he would have been a scientist or an inventor for he had an inquisitive mind, wanting to know how things worked.

He would dismantle clocks and put them together again. Mechanical things fascinated him. Engines, radios, washing machines and fridges were modified and adapted. 

He would fix anything we had broken. 

He was the kind of father who could do made radio receivers and furniture made us toys and fixed the wind-up ones which and modelled in clay. And he did a little book-binding. 

He was suspicious of things he was told until he had proved them for himself and so was forever looking for unorthodox ways of solving problems. Sometimes of course the experiments were not a success but his enthusiasm was infectious and covered the occasional failure. 

Why buy soap when you can make your own? Why pay a shoe-maker when you can repair your own shoes? Marmalade and pickles, bread and beer, he made his own. Each time was a variation on the one before. Every detail was recorded so he could adjust and tinker and improve. He was restless in his search for perfection. 

He was a genius at figures and put himself through night-school to become an accountant. Many times I watched in wonder as his finger swept down a column adding the numbers in his head as quickly as a computer before they were ever imagined. 

When Fatima Meer was compiling her enormous thousand page book on Gandhi and we were proof-reading the drafts, my father went through the various accounts of Gandhi’s which she had chosen to include, and made corrections to the pounds, shillings and pence when the arithmetic was wrong. Which was not often. 

No many people I know would have the courage to question a man like Gandhi. 

But that was his way. He liked things to be right, and to the end he saw to it that everything in his world was neat and tidy and organised.

Always considerate to others, he ate the lunch they cooked for him on Sunday. He said he had enjoyed it, and then, when they were out of the room, quietly, and, without fuss, he slipped away at a quarter to three. 

We will all miss him.

