Moeder Raaf's QUESTIONS Answered

Wed 21 Jan 2009, 15:22 

Under the topic Reflections, of our Afrikaans blog, Moeder Raaf asked:

Question: I must admit and I’m ashamed to say that I myself have never visited the Owl House. I also know very little about its history. It all sound so interesting and I would love to know more.
For starters, what actually happened that Helen swallowed caustic soda? Was it an accident or was it a suicide attempt? (Posted 16 January 2009, 7:40:05 AM)
Answer: One cold day in the winter of 1976 Koos Malgas returned to the Owl House. He had been absent for only an hour or so, doing chores for Miss Helen. Koos had an unusual job. He built statues in Miss Helen’s garden. On this fateful winter’s day he knew something was wrong the moment he arrived at the house. A neighbour, Mrs Hartzenberg, was waiting outside on the stoep. “Where have you been?” she exclaimed. “Your madam has done a terrible thing!” he followed her through to the kitchen where they found the dominee and his wife, as well as the district nurse, Sister Alice.

Miss Helen was being supported on a couch. She looked ashen and frightened and blood oozed from her mouth. Her tongue was swollen and she could not speak, but she beckoned to Koos and indicated that she wanted him to open the drawer of the kitchen dresser where she kept her letter-writing paper. Koos opened the drawer and found a letter. Koos, however, had never learned to read. He therefore handed the letter to Dominee Cloete, who read it silently to himself and then passed it on to his wife. In it Miss Helen had left instructions as to where she had hidden her money, but Mrs Cloete did not pass this information on to Koos. For years he wondered about that letter and what Miss Helen might have written.

Koos had noticed, when he entered the kitchen, a number of items on the table. There was a soon and a cup. Next to these were a bottle of castor oil and a packet of the caustic soda that Miss Helen used to clean her floors.

Koos knew what Miss Helen had done. Earlier that morning she had said to him: “Koos, if I had a gun, I’d ask you to shoot me.”

“You want me to land in jail, and be accused of murder? No, Miss Helen must not say such things!”

He had tried to talk her out of her suicidal thoughts. But when he went out later to pay her insurance and collect some groceries, he was worried enough to stop off at the police station and ask the officer on duty to drive over to the Owl House and check up on Miss Helen. Tot this day, Koos feels bitter that the policeman first went home for lunch. Koos had wrapped Miss Helen in a blanket and was gently carrying her out to the waiting car when the police vehicle drew up. Miss Helen, accompanied by the local nursing sister, Alice Meyer, was taken to the hospital in Graaff-Reinet.

She died in hospital three days later, from caustic soda poisoning. It was 1976 and she was seventy-eight years old.

The village was shocked. Mrs Cloete thinks back to that time:

We could not imagine why she should have taken her life, but it was believed that she feared she was turning blind and did not want to be dependent on others. We honestly never realized she was so deeply depressed. We visited her in hospital. She was unconscious but she appeared serene, dressed in a blue nightie. My husband offered a prayer for her and after that we left.
Summarised from The Owl House by Anne Emslie – presently out of print, without any hope of a reprint for the foreseeable future :o( 


