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Prologue

Over coffee two years ago John Berks raised with me the question of 
writing his biography. I had recently completed Tucker’s Deadline, 
also a biography of sorts, and was immediately interested. I had 

first met John in the days of Swazi Music Radio and liked him. We were on 
greeting terms but certainly not best friends.

We agreed that we would explore the possibility of a Berks biography. 
Both of us wondered whether it was not too late. After all, John had not 
been heard on air in South Africa since 2000. He was also concerned that 
there wasn’t sufficient interesting activity in his life to justify a book. I 
spoke to Chris Cocks of 30º South, my publishers, and based on his reaction 
I knew that a book on John Berks would still be well received.

Many youngsters today will not have heard of John Berks; however there 
are few of the over forties who do not remember ‘Berksie’ with warmth and 
affection. In trying to establish interest in the book the reaction I received 
from those who fell into the category of the over 40’s was universal. The 
face would light up and a big grin would follow. “Berksie? A book on 
Berksie … pity you can’t do it in sound.” Well, we can’t do it in sound, but 
we can do the written word, and the legend of Berks was and is so strong 
that those who heard him then will hear his voice again as they read.

We started meeting about once a week and as John spoke I began to get 
to know him. It soon became apparent that not only was there a book in 
his story, his story was very different and appealing. After a few sessions 
I knew that there was a big story to share. But, when I told John that I 
wanted to go ahead, in typical fashion he was unsure.

Writing this book has not been an easy task. Mainly because John is such 
a reserved and humble human being. Whenever I started to peel away 
the layers to expose the true John Berks I was immediately confronted by 
another level of humility and uncertainty. He is one of the most impossible 
human beings with whom to work. A total enigma.

In some of our sessions I would have to switch off the recorder; I was 
laughing so much that tears ran down my face, listening to him putting on 
an accent and relating some of the humorous events in his life. At other 
times it was like sucking blood from a stone. John is one of the most 
private people I have ever met. He hates talking about himself and is also 
constantly afraid of speaking about anyone else, fearing he will hurt their 
feelings or that they will sue him/us. He is one of the most sincere people 
I have the pleasure of knowing, with a deep commitment to decency and 
family values. On the other hand, he can be forgetful, unreliable (i.e. late 
for meetings), scatterbrained and stubborn. We have had many arguments 
about the contents of this book—mainly about not hurting or offending 
others.
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In my interviews with people who had worked with John, or who knew 
him socially, I came across a common thread: that of respect and affection 
for his character. Not one person I interviewed had anything detrimental to 
say about him, and everyone who had worked with him acknowledged him 
as a radio genius.

A family man who adores his children, Lance and Cherise, and a man of 
compassion who frequently helps others, not for reward or recognition, but 
because he genuinely cares about his fellow human beings.

My thanks to all who gave me their time and anecdotes about John 
Berks, without whom there would have been little to write. These people 
include: Gary Edwards, John’s old time friend and co-presenter on Talk 
Radio 702, who has now retired and lives in England; Stan Katz—John gave 
him a break on Swazi Music Radio—who nowadays is Chief Executive of 
a property management association, and who still meets John for coffee 
from time to time; Jenny Crwys-Williams who was profoundly influenced by 
John’s techniques; Jenny has retired from full-time radio work but continues 
to present her own book show on 702; John’s son, Lance, who lives with 
his family and works in Boston, USA; John Robbie who ‘socks it to Gauteng’ 
every morning with his punchy John Robbie show on 702; Eleanor Moore 
who produced John’s old time music show and now presents her own 
‘Bandstand’ on 702; Sam Rogers, for her input on the news team in the 
period of turmoil in South Africa in the 1980s; John’s mother, Hannah, who, 
at the time of going to press, is 102 years old and who vividly remembers 
the events recounted in this book; Celeste, John’s ex-wife who lives in 
Johannesburg and owns a successful safari company; John’s two sisters, 
Rhona and Cynette—Rhona lives with her family in Australia and Cynette 
lives with her family in Johannesburg—Friday nights are usually celebrated 
at the home of Cynette or John’s mother, Hannah; both sisters are close 
to John and took great pains to ensure that John was correctly portrayed 
in this book; Manda ( John’s ‘girlie girl’ and long standing girlfriend); Rina 
Broomberg who also read and commented on the manuscript and who 
runs One on One Productions, an on line radio station which features 
Gareth Cliff; Terry Volkwyn, now the Chief Executive Officer of Prime 
Media Broadcasting; Robbie Smith, still one of South Africa’s foremost stunt 
drivers who lives in the Cape; I was also fortunate enough to lay my hands 
on an unpublished manuscript written by author Mike Nichols, about 702, 
which provided a great deal of background to people and events at the 
radio station; 702’s Pippa and Angeline for assisting me in the archives 
in my search for pictures; and Chris Cocks and the team at 30ºSouth for 
agreeing to publish the book. A big thank you to my editor, Joan Cameron, 
who corrected my many mistakes and turned my writing into this book.

Finally, John Berks himself. Thank you, John. It’s been quite a journey. 
Apart from anything else, writing this book has given me the privilege of 
getting to know you and has greatly enhanced my admiration for you.
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Today John lives in Hyde Park, Johannesburg. Fanatical, still, about his 
health he goes to gym three times a week and stopped drinking alcohol in 
2010. Nowadays he can be seen frequently in Hyde Park Shopping Centre, 
drinking coffee with friends Annabelle Linder and her husband Sam Sklair 
at JB Rivers restaurant.

Thanks to a shoulder injury he has given up golf and squash and much of 
his time is spent with his mother and sister, Cynette. He needs an operation 
on his shoulder but this is unlikely ever to happen—John’s fear of all 
operations and treatments has not declined.

To my wife Margie, who again has had to put up with my silences and 
disappearances into writing mode. Much love and thanks.

Robin Binckes
December 2015

Prologue
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Chapter One

The Dream

The seventeen-year-old boy stood on the side of the road, hands 
pushed deep into his trouser pockets, shoulders hunched against 
the cold. The rain lashed down like fired bullets, ripping into the 

water swirling down the road. He had already waited fifty-five minutes. He 
watched through the rain the steady stream of people leaving the building; 
the exodus had slowed down, first to a trickle, and then to long empty 
pauses broken by the few remaining people who dashed through the wet, 
scurrying to regain the warm dry comfort of their homes.

His eyes were fixed on the entrance to the Broadcast House building, 
home of the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), in the centre 
of downtown Johannesburg. Motorcars swished by the boy, spraying pools 
of water over the pavements. He took a step back as a trolley bus clanged 
past, sending an arc of spray onto the pavement, wetting him further. It 
made no difference—he was already as wet as a fisherman’s boot.

The boy watched the slow trickle of raincoat-clad figures huddled under 
umbrellas leaving the building to return home for the day, their work 
complete. His eyes scanned the faces of the departing employees, hoping to 
recognise one of his heroes and role models. The rain drops trickled down 
his face and blurred his vision.

He could feel his collar wet against his neck. He blinked the water out of 
his eyes and shrugged his shoulders as if to ward off the wet and damp. As 
the minutes ticked by John Berkowitz became more and more despondent. 
It seemed like a wasted journey; all the way on the train from Klerksdorp, 
in the vain hope of seeing one of his heroes. His heart sank as he thought 
of having to explain to his mother the wasted sixpence he had spent on the 
train fare. The cold and rain were starting to eat into his bones. John tugged 
at the collar of his jacket and hunched his shoulders against the cold. Then 
he saw what he had been waiting for … one of his idols, Clarke McKay, one 
of the most colourful and entertaining radio presenters on Springbok radio, 
came into view. John’s heart beat faster as he watched his hero, head down 
against the driving rain, the collar of his heavy black overcoat turned up, 
treading resolutely across the road in his direction.

John watched patiently as the figure drew nearer. Clarke McKay speeded 
up as he darted through the traffic and the driving rain. John’s heart 
pounded as the stooped figure drew nearer. As he passed John in the rain 
he was so close that John could have reached out and touched him. At that 
moment McKay stumbled.

“Oh crap!”
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He hesitated as he saw the boy watching him.
“You didn’t hear that, you little bugger, did you?” as he peered through 

the rain.
John smiled in recognition of the gravelly voice and the face behind the 

rain-splattered tiny square spectacles, perched on the end of McKay’s nose.
John swallowed hard. This was his chance.
“Mis . ter … Mr McKay?” John stammered.
Poised to resume his dash for comfort, McKay glanced over his shoulder 

at the skinny, sopping wet apparition, mouth opening and closing like a 
dying fish. He slowed his pace, curiosity winning the battle against comfort.

“What’s it boy?” he snapped.
“P . p . p . please Mr McKay. I .I . I’m John Berkowitz.”
McKay peered through the curtain of wet.
“What do you want?” he snapped.
“I . I . I’ve been phoning you Mr McKay…you remember me, don’t you?”
McKay stopped. He turned his collar up and hunched his shoulders, as 

if resigned to hear the explanation for the intrusion. The rain continued 
slanting down and cars swished by.

“I . I . I phoned you, Mr McKay … I phoned a few times. Don’t you 
remember? About a job.”

“A job? What job? I don’t give out jobs. What kind of job?”
“Like yours Mr McKay. I . I . I want to be a radio announcer like you. 

Don’t you remember, I phoned you a few times. You said I should pop in 
sometime … well, I’m here, now …” John’s voice tailed off.

McKay rubbed his chin with his thumb.
“Yes. Yes. I do remember you phoning. Listen, there’s nothing I can do for 

you right now. It’s Friday and, as you can see, pissing down with rain.” He 
saw the look of disappointment on John’s rain-streaked face and softened 
his voice slightly.

“Look, phone again, next week and I’ll have a chat to the Personnel 
people to see if they are prepared to see you.” He peered at John again. His 
watery glasses made vision difficult.

“You don’t look the sort do you? Look a bit young. Mind you, one never 
knows.” He squeezed John’s arm.

“Do that … next week. You never know, you might be lucky.”
John’s heart thumped with excitement.
“Thank you Mr McKay … My name is Berkowitz—John Berkowitz,” he 

shouted after the disappearing figure who paused, glanced back and half-
heartedly waved farewell.

The rain continued to pour down as John, a spring in his sodden shoes, 
with a singing heart, made his way to the railway station to catch the train 
back to Klerksdorp.

It had been worth the journey.

The	Dream
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Chapter Two

John’s Mother, Hannah

Like many Jewish families in South Africa at the time, both on his 
mother’s side, the Wolfsons, and his father’s side, the Berkowitzs, 
John’s family had its roots in Lithuania. At the turn of the 20th 

century many Lithuanian families had fled from Russian oppression and 
the pogroms to England. The Berkowitz family chose South Africa, the two 
Wolfson brothers, Maurice and Louis, went to England.

John’s grandfather, Maurice Wolfson, fled the Russian Czars, anti-
semitism and the small town of Kross in Lithuania, arriving in London in 
1902. Unable to speak a single word of English, he was employed as a 
tailor’s assistant by his brother Louis. Louis had arrived in London a few 
years earlier and had rapidly established himself as a Master Tailor in 
Hendon in East London. Unlike many of their countrymen who fled to the 
United Kingdom and America, the Jewish Lithuanians were hard working 
and industrious.

Life was hard for the fifteen-year-old Maurice. The young boy applied 
himself with gusto and set about learning the art of cutting and sewing, 
under the direction of Louis, who conducted all the transactions with their 
customers. The two brothers worked all the daylight hours possible and 
rapidly established a name for themselves as expert tailors. Maurice was 
determined to learn the language of English despite lacking a teacher or the 
opportunity to practice—his position kept him in the small back room of 
the premises, cutting and sewing according to his brother’s instructions—so 
he taught himself the language.

Strolling through the city on a summer evening, marvelling at London’s 
architecture and bustle after the small town of Kross, delighted to be out 
in the fresh air after a day of cutting and stitching, Maurice’s attention 
was caught by the street names painted on the edge of the pavement. He 
stopped at one of the corners to examine the name before him, Palace 
Road. He peered at the strange writing, unable to recognise any of the 
letters. A policeman stood and watched the boy, amused at his interest and 
obvious ignorance. Maurice saw the policeman watching him and struck 
by a moment of inspiration, he pointed at the words, and looked at the 
policeman with a questioning smile.

“Palace Road?” the policeman said. Not receiving any response he 
repeated, “Palace Road? You looking for Palace Road?”

“Pa..lis row,” Maurice copied him.
“Yes, this is Palace Road,” said the policeman, frowning.
Again Maurice repeated the words, copying the policeman. This time the 



11

pronunciation was almost correct.
“P..a..lace rr oad?” He said it again, a little more confidently. Then “Palace 

Road,” he pointed at the words and repeated them.
“Palace Road.” The policeman smiled and nodded, “That’s right, lad. That’s 

Palace Road.”
So started Maurice’s first English lesson. From then on any spare moments 

he had outside the workplace would be spent learning English from street 
signs and advertising hoardings, with the help of friendly strangers.

In 1911 Maurice met Sarah at a family wedding. He immediately fell for 
her and six months later they celebrated their own marriage. Three weeks 
after the birth of their second daughter, who they named Hannah, Maurice, 
suffering continually from chest ailments and bronchitis, greatly aggravated 
by the English climate, decided to leave England. He was encouraged by 
letters from his sister, also named Sarah, who had married a tradesman and 
lived in Cape Town, South Africa, and the prospect of bright sunshine and 
even brighter career opportunities, contrasting greatly with the permanent 
grey and damp of Liverpool where Maurice, now fluent in English, owned 
his own Master Tailor’s shop. So he took the decision to emigrate to South 
Africa and boarded a ship to Cape Town, promising Sarah that she would 
follow him as soon as he was established in their newly adopted country.

It was a full three years later when Sarah and her two daughters, Hannah 
and Stella, the older sister by thirteen months, arrived in Cape Town after a 
three-week sea voyage. They immediately set off by train for Heidelberg in 
the Transvaal where Maurice’s sister Sarah lived.

As the train carrying the three pulled into Bloemfontein station, en route 
to Heidelberg, they saw an excited Maurice jumping up and down on the 
platform. To Hannah he was almost a stranger, having left them in England 
three years earlier. Maurice had bought some amber beads as a welcome 
gift for the two young girls. He climbed aboard the train, reunited with his 
family, and they journeyed on to Heidelberg where they were to stay with 
Sarah for a few weeks before the whole family moved to Volksrust, where 
Maurice had established a thriving tailors business during his three years 
in the country.

While his business grew, Maurice’s chest ailments worsened. After many 
discussions with his doctor he was warned that another cold winter in 
Volksrust could be the death of him.

“I know just the place for you,” said Dr Kooney, “it’s a little town in 
the Orange Free State called Koppies, about fifteen miles from Parys. The 
climate will suit your chest better and they don’t have a tailor in the town.”

So Maurice and Sarah closed the business in Volksrust and moved to 
Koppies, setting up shop in small rented premises next to the offices of two 
young Jewish lawyers.

Hannah remembers how, as a young girl, she spent much of her time in 
her father’s shop. Being in the shop was a whole new world of sounds and 

John’s	Mother,	Hannah



12	 What	a	Boykie

smells—the smell of the rolls of new cloth; the clickety-clack of the sewing 
machines; the clip-clip sound made by the scissors; her father measuring 
cloth like a performer on a stage, but mostly she was fascinated by the 
people of the village who came to talk to him. She pretended to be doing her 
job, sorting buttons into different categories, but actually she was watching 
the people of Koppies who, in turn, were watching Maurice—measuring, 
marking the cloth with chalk, cutting and sewing. His deft fingers blurred 
as he worked a lifeless piece of cloth into a splendid garment. He took his 
craft to new levels, measuring and marking with such precision that it was 
more like a mathematician at work than a tailor marking patterns. Within a 
short time Maurice’s clientele included all the leading citizens of the town, 
including the dominee (minister) of the Dutch Reformed Church.

As time passed, Maurice began to exert more and more influence on 
the citizenry; they came to watch him at work, but they came also for 
advice and guidance, knowing they would get a balanced and unbiased 
opinion from the wise tailor—and the counsel provided by Maurice was as 
professional and considered as his tailoring.

Self-taught in every subject, the first book Maurice had ever owned 
was a Webster’s dictionary. With its help he had mastered the English 
language, to a point where prominent townsfolk and professional people 
flocked to his shop, seeking the sage advice of the tailor who had learned 
to read English from street signs, on matters ranging from politics to 
religion and finance.

§

The young Hannah Wolfson grew up in Koppies but, there being no high 
school in Koppies, she finished school, graduating with a matriculation 
certificate, in the small town of Heidelberg, some thirty kilometres south 
of Johannesburg. After completing her matric Hannah returned to Koppies 
and started work in the finance department of Koppies Milling. When the 
mill burned down in an accidental fire in 1935, Hannah, faced with little 
prospect of obtaining another job in Koppies, moved to Johannesburg to 
look for work. Using family connections she secured a position with a 
building company, S.Steyn and Sons, who were located in Newtown. Hannah 
lived in a boarding house in Johannesburg, in Soper Road, Hillbrow, and 
getting to work each day by bus was an expensive exercise. Her salary was 
sixteen pounds a month and most of it was spent on travel to and from 
work. By the middle of the month, more often than not, most of her money 
had been spent. Then Hannah would each morning slip on her walking 
shoes and set off on the long walk from the boarding house in Soper Road 
to Newtown, a distance of ten or so kilometres. Clutching a brown paper 
bag in which she carried her smart work shoes she would set off at six 
every morning, returning to the boarding house when the sky was already 


