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By Anthea Garman, Rhodes University, South Africa

South African writer Arja Salafranca has made the 
point that the essay form has few proponents in 

South Africa right now. It is indeed surprising that in 
a country awash in nonfiction publications of every 
sort—memoir, investigative journalism, academic re-
search for popular audiences—there are so few collec-
tions of essays by a single author. Notable collections 
of essays tend to involve multiple authors writing on a 
theme (At Risk: Writing On and Over the Edge of South 
Africa, edited by Liz Mcgregor and Sarah Nutall), or at 
a particular juncture in time (Njabulo Ndebele’s Fine 
Lines from the Box: Further Thoughts about Our Coun-
try), but it is true that few authors—other than Hed-
ley Twidle—have made the essay their go-to medium. 

Show Me the Place is Twidle’s second book of es-
says. In 2017, he published Firepool: Experiences in an Abnormal World. The main 
title is based on a notorious political incident involving the president of the country 
using public money to build a swimming pool and then claiming it was for the 
purpose of preventing fires at his house. The subtitle comes from the words of the 
murderer of apartheid Prime Minister Hendrik Verwoerd. Twidle plunged us into 
the absurd—but totally familiar—with nine essays that ranged from a literal and 
somewhat gruesome exploration of the skin condition of a teenage boy (and the 
world of a single-sex high school), to the grief felt when talented musicians and 
writers die young, to placing the “mad” assassin Demitrios Tsafendas alongside J. M. 
Coetzee and Nelson Mandela as subjects. What he established in this first book was 
a great fluidity with weaving the personal into the political, and the political into the 
personal. And let’s not forget the obsession with absurdity, which, in Twidle’s hands, 
is a fascinating overlay.

In this second book of essays, Twidle is ostensibly dealing with place, and in 
particular utopian places, but there is so much more is going on under this thematic 
surface. As in Firepool, he starts Show Me the Place with a personal account of trying 
to learn to surf in his thirties with a friend just as challenged as he is. The same self-
deprecation, self-awareness, and willingness to be honest about his shortcomings are 
evident here. In the next essay, he reveals his obsession with the nose of Cecil John 
Rhodes, whose statue and brooding presence were enshrined on Devil’s Peak over-

looking not just Cape Town, but all of Africa. While Twidle was teaching Gogol’s The 
Nose to literature students at the University of Cape Town, Cecil John’s statue’s nose 
was removed by a protester with an angle grinder, replaced by friends of the memorial 
and removed again. The story of why and how and where the nose went, with Twidle 
on the trail, takes one deeply into absurdist territory. 

The various “utopias” Twidle experiences—via a transformation workshop, a 
retreat center in the Western Cape, and Auroville in India—are treated with cu-
riosity and interest. All fail as ideal places, and they fail because of their directors, 
gurus, devotees, participants, humans all. But there is no judgement in the writing. 
Twidle writes out of being there, being with people, having conversations, experienc-
ing whatever is going on at the time, and telling us what he sees and hears and feels. 
This is so much more interesting and engaging than a treatise on how to run the ideal 
commune or why communities with high ideals fail.

The most affecting essay is set in the home that Twidle’s father created to keep his 
mother safe, when Twidle was just out of school. They moved to a unit in a gated 

complex in a small town on the coast just as his mother started to get early-onset 
dementia. Twidle describes with poignancy the claustrophobia of that complex, but 
also the “sorrow and shame” of the experience of “coming into young adulthood” just 
as “my mother’s mind unravelled” (58). This attempt to recover a mother and to be 
gentle to the young man dealing with her gradual loss to him is tender.

The International Association of Literary Journalism Studies even gets a mention 
in the chapter, “Otro Mundo,” which is based on Twidle’s experience at the interna-
tional conference held in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 2016. I read this with interest be-
cause my own experience of that conference was so different from his. Twidle had an 
ongoing encounter with someone who was having issues back home in her university 
department, requiring her constant attention. His retelling of the clash between a 
new, young member and an older, established man is perceptive of the obsessiveness 
university dynamics can generate, and how conferences place people in a weird spaces 
that are parallel to their real lives.

In other essays he considers the matter of friendship. We have encounters with 
irascible surfing buddy Alex; with Rafa and Steve, who he encounters while cycling 
a far-flung Scottish island; and Mara and Petros, who he meets in Edinburgh. But, 
while being pointed about his friends’ foibles and inconsistencies, there is also love 
and nostalgia for friendships both old and easily made in youth in a foreign place.

Twidle writes with compassionate intellectualism. He is emotional and honest, 
yet treats others with curiosity and interest. The essay on “The Lonely Planet,” for in-
stance, gives a consummate overview of writers and their explorations of utopias. He 
certainly has a knack for seeing absurd situations—the ones in which someone is so 
self-interested or so self-involved that they don’t see what he is seeing—and he writes 
about this condition with clarity. This sharpness enables self-reflection in himself and 
his readers, and illuminates the absurdities of the world we live in—especially when 
we are being most serious about it. 

Until others take up this most versatile and capacious of writing forms, Twidle is 
going to be South Africa’s pre-eminent exponent of the essay. 


