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Note from the
FTW editor

-

In the helter-skelter world of
journalism, where news breaks
and plans can changejust like that,
the first casualty is often the
innovative idea — even though
thatis ultimately what can make
you stand out.

With thatin mind, we are
launching our first international

FT Weekend Festival, taking place

in Washington DC on Saturday

7 May. We will be streaming it, of
course, and delivering a digital
catch-up service; our working title
is “The Bigger Picture”.  hope to
see you there.

Ithas been a sad week in the
land of Life & Arts, with the
deaths of two titans, Virgil Abloh
and Stephen Sondheim, who have
so inspired our writers and
readers over the years. Jo Ellison
has written beautifully in her
back-page column on their spirit
and force. We also have a moving
tribute to Sondheim by the actor
and singer Mandy Patinkin on
page 12, and areview of Tuesday’s
“Virgil was here” show in Miami
onpage 4.

The other shadow over this
week is, of course, Omicron. Ferial

Haffajee, one of the great editors of

post-apartheid South Africa, has
turned her attention to this in the
Diary, from the missteps of the
elite to the fallout of the variant on
her homeland — and her third
(and thwarted) attempt to leave
Johannesburg for a honeymoon.
Having had a ticket to Jo'burgon
hold for nearly two years,Iam
revelling in her tales —and am so
happy to find akindred spirit who
loves that city despite its dire
reputation. Thank you, as ever, for
reading us.

As the December holiday season
approached, our country was waiting to
exhale. Spring came early in
Johannesburg, beautiful in bursts of
purple hydrangea and pink
bougainvillea. The mood was lighter.

Winter had been unspeakable as
Johannesburg was gripped by a third
wave of Covid. It was a season of loss:
two uncles succumbed in hospital; a
beloved cousin passed away weeks
later; a well-known journalist
colleague, Karima Brown; a publisher
friend, Nadia Goetham; a chef whose
Twitter timeline was my scroll of
aspiration, LesDaChef; the national
songbird Sibongile Khumalo — lost, not
to Covid, but she joined the long toll of
the last year.

Now, hope was finally on the horizon.
The Covid death burden went down to
almost zero as the vaccination drive
picked up. The charts flattened and
even last week, perusing the daily
data, Africa felt like the safest place in
the world to have a holiday as we
watched the fourth wave pick up in
Europe and the US.

And then hope was shattered on
November 24 at a press conference
where the leading South African gene
detective, Professor Tulio de Oliveira,
announced that he and his team had
sequenced a new variant of the virus,
B.1.1.529.

Tlistened on my car radio as de
Oliveira joined health minister Joe
Phaabhla to tell the country about the
variant, then still of interest, not yet of
concern. In the thick Italian accent we
have come to recognise, de Oliveira ran
through the now well-known history of
how Omicron had been detected first in
Botswana, then in South Africa and
then in Hong Kong. An eagle-eyed
pathologist at Lancet Laboratories had
noticed a change in gene mutation and
reported it up the public health
sentinel system for which our country
is well-known in the scientific world.

South Africa’s scientific and political
communities have practised radical
transparency with its people and with
the world since coronavirus made
landfall here in March 2020. The Delta
variant was first sequenced and
identified here in December that year,
killing our summer vibe and earning
the country kneecapping travel bans.

Not even a year later, the same thing
has happened again. Hours after the
press conference, the UK announced a
travel ban. Family, trade and tourism
links between South Africa and the UK
are significant, so a sigh went up from
the tip of Africa and stretched to the
UK as plans for holidays and reunions
were torn apart by the identification
of Omicron.

Hour by hour the world closed us out
as news of the variant spread. More
European countries followed suit. Then
the United Arab Emirates and Qatar,
where tens of thousands of South
Africans work. Iran announced a travel
ban. Then the US. We had been sealed
off from the world again.

President Cyril Ramaphosa is a
gracious and personable leader, not
given to authoritarian table-thumping.
But even he was angry. South Africa’s
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the virus’s mutations had been met
with a ban that was more than a little
racist in its assumptions and
presumptions about Africa’s scientific
abilities. The president called on
countries to rescind the ban as news
emerged that the Netherlands, in fact,
had the first cases.

‘While China and a few other
countries pursue a Covid-zero strategy,
most of the world has realised that we
have to vaccinate and learn to live with
coronavirus until it becomes endemic.
This is the strategy South Africa is
pursuing, along with global best
practice of alerting and sharing
genomic surveillance results quickly
and transparently. The ban has
provoked national and international
anger for all it says about geopolitical
power and of how a small country
trying to do its best can be treated like
a pariah in the midst of viral fear. The
idea of a global village, where we are
each other’s carers, lies tattered again.

1t’s the little heartbreaks that catch
me. My niece in Japan can’t travel back
for us to meet her little girl. My
WhatsApp is filled with stories like this
from friends and family. The tourism
industry had been looking forward to
visitors, 300,000 from the UK alone.
They had booked tickets,
accommodation and visits to wine
farms, and planned to go shark-diving,
to the beaches and game parks.

Cancellations came in faster than you
can say Omicron, threatening a sector
that could pull South Africa from its
Covid doldrums. Part of the reason so

many South Africans work around the
world is that unemployment is so high
at home. Growth in gross domestic
product is pegged at an optimistic 5 per
cent for the rest of the year but the
travel bans put a spanner in the works.

My husband and 1 got married in
December 2019 and our planned
honeymoon was to visit China. The
identification of the novel coronavirus
in Wuhan later that month put paid to
it. Twas to attend the Perugia
journalism festival in March 2020 and

When you've had three
honeymoons crashed by
corona, you learn toroll
with the punches

so we thought that was as good a
replacement celebration as any. The
virus found a second epicentre in Italy,
so that plan hit the skids too.

By December 2020, we had
moderated our ambitions and decided
on Cape Town. When de Oliveira and
his team sequenced the Delta variant,
Ramaphosa locked down the country
and imposed internal travel bans.
‘When you've had three honeymoons
crashed by corona, you learn to roll
with the punches.

Last Sunday, T needed a break from
my Omicron doom-scrolling. It was too
awful to watch and the din of Africa’s

digital anger was deafening. So, we
went to walk at The Wilds, an
inner-city gem of a reserve on
Johannesburg’s hilly northern slopes.
The artist James Delaney has dotted
metal sculptures across the park. As
you walk and climb, you spot a
statuesque pink giraffe, a red monkey
inatree, a purple wildebeest. After
the weekend rains, the trees and
grass were bright lime green.
Raindrops still glistened. The sun had
come out. The shrubs had drunk
deeply so their flowers were perky and
yellow, pink and purple. It was a
spectacular display, a showing of
nature’s curative qualities.

At The Wilds, you climb to its highest
point and you can see the cityscape.
All the markers of Johannesburg’s
history as the city where gold was
discovered — the buildings, the stately
homes of the “randlords”, the
skyscrapers. In typical South African
humour, the city earned the moniker
“Wuhannesburg” after the Chinese city
where the virus was first identified,
when our numbers climbed higher and
faster than the rest of the country’s.

You can impose travel bans but, in
no time at all, the Delta variant that
was sequenced here had become
dominant — like Omicron could shortly
be. We have to learn to live with
coronavirus and my “Wuhannesburg”
felt like it was not a bad place to be
quarantined in by the rest of the world.

Ferial Haffajee is a South African
editor and writer

Independence day

Continued from page 1

The Irish team was named. Griffith,
minister for foreign affairs, and Collins
were the backbone. Robert Barton, 40,
an ascendancy landlord from County
‘Wicklow, was a staunch de Valera ally
and minister for economic affairs.
Another Dev ally, George Gavan Duffy,
had defended Sir Roger Casement, the
Irish nationalist hero prosecuted in1916
for treason. Eamonn Duggan, a veteran
of the 1916 Easter Rising, was appointed
liaison officer.

Two secretaries were nominated:
John Chartres, a civil servant who had
Griffith’s confidence, and Erskine
Childers, an Englishman, who had not.
Childers, Barton’s first cousin, was a
character fiction could not have out-
done. Author in 1903 of the bestselling
spy thriller, The Riddle of the Sands, in
1914, with Molly, his American wife,
they had sailed their yacht into
Howth, County Dublin, with a consign-
ment of German rifles destined for the
Irish Volunteers. Regarded by de Valera
as a constitutional genius, Childers was
distrusted by Collins and detested
by Griffith.

On the insistence of de Valera, who
had become “a particularist in the nice-
ties of statecraft”, according to one biog-
rapher, the Irish delegates were
appointed as plenipotentiaries by the
Trish Dail — but again, Dev’s ambivalent
hand intruded. At a final cabinet meet-
ing, in ascribbled pencil note to Griffith,
he instructed that the plenipotentiaries
make no decision without prior sanc-
tion of the cabinet, a seeming contradic-
tion of the terms under which the dele-
gates had just been appointed.

The main Irish delegation to London,
25 persons including six female secre-
tariesand a cook, sailed in the first week
of October. (Collins and his entourage

crossed separately some days later.)

The conference was set to begin in

DowningStreet on Tuesday October 11.
The British i asoned

therefore impetuous and rather excita-
ble; the strongest personality of the
party . .. The dossier concluded: “All
the delegates will be very nervous and ill
at ease . . . In overcoming their nerv-
ousness they may be a bit rude and
extravagantin speech.”

At the opening session Lloyd George
placed the del ite sides of

politicians and unrepentant Unionists
whose distaste for Irish rebels could not
be overstated. Compared to the Irish-
men, without experience in world
affairs, the English side had recently
concluded the Treaty of Versailles.
Austen Chamberlain, leader of the
house, emphatically opposed any
autonomy for Ireland. Winston Church-
ill, secretary of state for the colonies,
was the dogged son of Lord Randolph
Churchill, a legendary champion of
Ulster. The secretary of state for Ireland,
Hamar Greenwood, a shameless apolo-
gist for the Black and Tans, was some-
one Collins had sworn never to shake
hands with. The Earl of Birkenhead, in
1916, as attorney-general had success-
fully procured the death sentence for Sir
Roger Casement.

Little was known in London of the
Irishmen, which had led Birkenhead to
privately commission résumés. The
resulting dossier summarily relegated
the lesser players: “Duggan (Catholic)
. .. completely under the influence of
Collins; recognises that he is not one of
the strong men . . . Barton (Protestant)
... educated at Rugby and Christch-
urch; . . . a substantial farmer; has no
outstanding quality . . . Gavan Duffy
(Catholic) . . . vain and self-sufficient,
likes to hear himself talk.”

Then the two remaining Irishmen:
“Arthur Griffith (Catholic) . . . will start
somewhere about AD1100 and argue up
to the sovereign independent right of
every nation . .. usually silent. . .is
more clever than de Valera, but not so
attractive; is the real power in Sinn Féin.
Michael Collins (Catholic). “Minister of
Finance” [sic] ... full of physical
energy; quick thinker, a Cork man,

the conference table before introducing
them. Collins” ability to quickly sum up
men is evident from the notes of his first
impressions: he disliked Lloyd George,
distrusted Churchill and loathed
Greenwood. Of Birkenhead: “Concise.
Clearness of ideas . . . A good man.”
Later, he wrote: “T prefer Birkenhead to
anyone else.”

Over the remaining weeks, the Eng-
lish in essence negotiated with Griffith
and Collins as the other Irish delegates
were pushed out into sub-conferences.
Progress was slow. After work, Collins
usually withdrew to his separate quar-
ters in Cadogan Gardens, provided to
him by Lady Hazel Lavery, while Grif-
fith went to the theatre or played chess
in his delegation’s rented quarters in

Hans Place. Disaster was narrowly
averted following the uninvited inter-
vention of Pope Benedict XV, whose
message of goodwill for the talks to King
George V elicited a response from the
sovereign which seemed to confirm Ire-
land as a de facto member of the impe-
rial family.

Now the Conservative party confer-
enceloomed and Lloyd George, closeted
with Griffith, pleaded with the Irishman

Seven months later, Ireland
was ravaged by civil war
fought between pro-treaty
and anti-treaty forces

nottoallow the talks to break down over
Ulster, the core Unionist issue, for fear
the Conservatives would bring down his
government. The prime minister hinted
at a Boundary Commission; Griffith pri-
vately promised to forbear.

On December 3, the Irish delegates
were back in Dublin with a bleak draft

Michael Collins leaves Downing Street in October 1921 tuiton Archive/Getty Images.

for cabinet. Ireland was to be granted no
more than dominion status; Northern
Ireland’s established position would
remain unchanged; some concessions
on defence could be expected. Brugha,
combustible to an alarming degree,
accused Griffith and Collins of betraying
the core Irish position. The bitter splitin
Sinn Féin was now clear. The draft pro-
posals were rejected and the delegates,
divided among themselves, returned in
gloom that night to London.

On December 4, discussions resumed
and Irish counterproposals were pre-
sented. The Irish suggestion of external
association with the empire was once
again rejected. Again and again Griffith
insisted he would accept association
with the crown only on conditions of
Irish unity, notwithstanding the con-
firmed status of Northern Ireland as a
separate legislative entity. All the
emphasis was on the political with scant
attention paid to financial or economic
details. A clause that transferred part of
the UK’s national debt to the Irish state-
in-waiting went undisputed, with eco-
nomic implications that would lie unat-
tended until 1925.

On December 5 one last attempt
began. In Ireland, rosary vigils for peace
were being held as two armies faced
each other under an increasingly uneasy
truce. Griffith, to the surprise of his
colleagues, was reminded by Lloyd
George of his promise not to break on
the question of Ulster; Griffith hotly
confirmed his promise, made albeitina
different context.

Birkenhead’s legal skills were then
called on to provide a form of words in
the oath to the sovereign acceptable to
both sides. After much di i

Inafinal bid, Lloyd George offered fis-
cal autonomy but the Irish still
demurred. At that point, the prime min-
ister’s tone changed. The British Army
garrisoned in Ireland was on high alert,
he said with force. The alternative to
agreement that night was “immediate
and terrible war”. The chastened Irish
left Downing Street having agreed to
return by 10pm with a final decision.

“I have never,” wrote Churchill of
Collins, “seen so much pain and suffer-
inginrestraint.”

Shortly afterwards, Collins announced
to his colleagues that he would support
Griffith, Duggan indicated likewise. For
hours Griffith and Collins entreated Bar-
ton to sign. Barton eventually agreed;
Gavan Duffy followed Barton’s example.
At 11pm the exhausted delegates
returned to Downing Street where a
sombre British side awaited. The Irish
announced that they would sign the
treaty creating the Irish Free State.

As the Downing Street typewriters
clattered out the final draft, Birkenhead
would recall how the reserve between
the two sides collapsed and how they
“laughed and jested until copies of the
treaty were broughtin for signature”.

“I may have signed my political death
warrant tonight,” Birkenhead remarked
to Collins, who replied: “I may have
signed my actual death warrant.”

Seven months later, Ireland was rav-
aged by civil war fought between pro-
treaty and anti-treaty forces. On August
221922, Collins was ambushed and shot
dead less than 20 miles from his birth-
placein County Cork.

Ninety-nine years later, in June 2020,
Fine Gael and Fianna Fiil, the political
ive Irish civil

on defence, Churchill yielded that the
new Irish state be permitted to con-
struct naval vessels to protect revenue
and fisheries.

Griffith then agreed Ulster be
excluded from further discussion pro-
vided a government-appointed Bound-

ary Commission be lished. The

of the
war belligerents, along with the Green
party, entered government in Ireland
together for the first time, something
my grandfather would never have
thought possible.

“Freedom isa Land I Cannot See’ a novel by

British agreed.

Peter Cunningham, is published by
Sandstone Press



