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The road to readers’ hell is paved with good intentions
Vivien Allen, Lady Trader: A Biography of Mrs Sarah Heckford
Second Edition, Protea Book House, Pretoria, 2010, Second edition (originally
published 1979)
307 pp
ISBN 978-1-86919-357-7
R225.00
It took me three months to read this book and it is only 302 pages long. The problem
with reading the biography of someone you have never heard of before picking up the
book, is that you have no pre-existing affection for the subject to cushion the
discovery of their less endearing traits. I found Sarah Heckford to be a person whom
I’m very glad I did not know. She is one of those people who is very enthusiastic and
helpful but extremely tiring. Her favourite adjective was “comical” and her zest for
causes must have been exhausting. This said, the subject of Lady Trader demands
reluctant respect. Sarah Heckford’s life reflects the combined effects of strong
personality, a love of adventure and challenge, and a stiff dose of “Rule Brittania”
zeal. Filtered through Allen’s somewhat unenlightened lens, this makes Lady Trader a
worthwhile, if occasionally uncomfortable and exhaustingly dense, read.
Sarah Heckford certainly led an interesting life, breaking free early on from
the usual constraints that kept most Victorian women tethered firmly to the hearth.
She then went on to make a living for herself as a single British woman in the late
nineteenth-century Transvaal, publishing several books and a novel, and co-founding
the East London Children’s Hospital, along the way. If Allen’s hagiographical
account is to be believed, Sarah Heckford seems to have been made up of equal
quantities of enthusiasm, altruism, commitment, and borderline philosophy, as well as
a degree of self-confidence that occasionally leaves the reader grateful to have been
spared her ministrations. Allen’s account of the time Sarah Heckford spent at the East
London Children’s Hospital is especially arresting in this regard.
Lady Trader’s great strength is that Allen takes her subject seriously and has
great faith in her. Allen’s interest makes Sarah Heckford interesting. This lends
credibility to writing and research that would otherwise be open to criticism, and also
serves to impress upon the reader the real kudos owed to Sarah Heckford, who spent
her life never quite in accordance with the majority view. Also counting in the book’s
favour is its level of detail. Lady Trader provides a slice-of-life glimpse into preSouth African War Pretoria that will satisfy the general reader’s interest in that era
(although it is not likely to offer the expert any new insights). Perhaps more
impressively, it chronicles the way in which a Victorian woman could, if possessed of
sufficient tenacity, free herself from the usual constraints of housekeeping and
childbearing.
That said, Lady Trader presents the twenty-first century reader with a couple
of problems. The most obvious of these is the research on which the book is based.
Allen appears to be unwilling to leave anything out, resulting in a density of detail and
incident that can become exhausting. Conversely and rather frustratingly, Allen
occasionally makes statements that need to be substantiated or at least further
elaborated upon. This begs the question of whether some of the more detailed
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passages could have been redistributed throughout the book. Either Lady Trader
should have been longer, or the editing process should have been more rigorous. The
other pressing problem is Allen’s occasional staggering lack of sensitivity for political
correctness; even allowing for the book’s origin in the late 1970s. This can leave the
reader angrily reaching for a corrective pencil.
Even taking into account its problematic terminology and occasional frankly
boring parts, Lady Trader is nevertheless an interesting book for the casual student of
Victorian gender roles and/or late nineteenth-century South Africa. It functions
equally well as an account of gold rush Pretoria, and as the biography of a woman
who was unafraid to cause a raised eyebrow.
Kylie van Zyl
Grahamstown
An extremely problematic account
Steve Farrah, Not Black, Not White: The Politics of Apartheid in South Africa
New World African Press, Northridge, California, 2007
vi + 194 pp
ISBN 0-9768761-7-5
US$19.95
The sub-title of this book is misleading in that it does not deal with the politics of
apartheid in any systematic way but is rather a memoir recounting the experiences of
the author, which are contextualised within a description of the apartheid system. His
classification as coloured under the Population Registration Act explains the “Not
Black, Not White” in the naming of the book. Farrah, who was born in the mid 1920s
and lived in Johannesburg for most of his life, entered the teaching profession as a
young man. He taught at Alexandra Primary School from 1946 to 1956 and upon
gaining his masters degree was transferred to Coronationville High School, where he
eventually became principal in 1968. He was extensively involved in coloured teacher
organisations, serving for more than a decade as general secretary of the Transvaal
Association of Teachers and became vice-president of the South African Federation of
Teachers’ Associations in the early 1970s. Farrah emigrated to the United States in
1979 where he became an American citizen in 1986. He has been living in Phoenix,
Arizona and taught English at secondary school level until his retirement in 1997.
The book begins inauspiciously with the first two of its eighteen chapters
devoted to a self-serving justification for his decision to emigrate, venting anger at the
apartheid system, and providing a fitful and rather dated review of three and a half
centuries of South African history. The historical overview is shot through with all
sorts of inaccuracies and repeats many of the shibboleths of white supremacist South
Africa. Thus, for example, the San are described as “stone-age relics” (p 6) who
“gorged themselves after a kill, storing food in their oversized rumps and traveled
(sic) for days without eating” (p 10). Regarding the origins of the coloured identity he
repeats the old racist slur often served up as a joke: “The first colored child was born
nine months after the Dutch landed in 1652” (p 7).
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