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The mid-late eighties were a time of major turmoil in South Africa, with Maarten once 

embroiled in the academic boycott debate that raged in anti-apartheid circles, including the 

scientific media, such as the prestigious international journal Nature, during 1986-87. There is 

one passage written by Maarten and co-workers at Wits that sticks in the memory. “In essence, 

… if one sincerely opposes the system, there are only two moral options open to whites in South 

Africa: imprisonment or emigration. Willingly to choose imprisonment requires a degree of 

courage we do not profess to have, but, on the other hand, emigration can be (and often is) 

construed as a purely self-interested act by black and white alike …”  So Maarten was in for 

the long haul … the rest, as they say, is history. 

During 1986 there was an initiative within the Department of Geochemistry, UCT, to establish 

a major analytical facility, complete with laboratory space, instrumentation and recruitment, to 

upgrade South Africa’s scientific capability in radiogenic isotope geochemistry and 

geochronology. This gathered momentum on a national level after the tragic deaths of Peter 

Betton in 1985, Hugh Allsopp in 1986 and then Hans Welke in 1987, the last two both leading 

figures in this particular discipline at BPI-Wits. More untimely deaths were to follow, with 

Louis Ahrens in 1990 and Tony Erlank in 1992. Strategic approaches to ex-pats working at 

international labs overseas during an international conference in 1986 at Cambridge, resulted 

in the return of three young researchers to South Africa, namely Richard Armstrong (RSES, 

ANU, Australia), Stephen Richardson (IPG, Paris, France) and Craig Smith (Max Planck, 

Mainz, Germany). The first two joined UCT in 1988 and the latter re-energised the BPI-Wits 

in 1987. Maarten also attended that 1986 conference and despite sharing his own personal 

uncertainties, may have taken our future plans in conversation as a seed to look forward with 

some positivity. 

The position of Philipson-Stow Chair in the Department of Mineralogy and Geology, UCT, 

had been vacant since the departure of Arch Reid in 1985, and Maarten applied during 1988, 

essentially as a means of returning to his beloved Africa, having spent the intervening period 

overseas completing, amongst other things, research for a DSc at Queens University, Kingston, 

Ontario. The keystone of that degree was a thesis (published in 1985 as a book “Minerals and 

Mining in Antarctica”) covering the economic potential of Antarctica, and in particular, 

assessing a major layered igneous complex (Dufek Massif) as a source of strategic metals such 

as the Platinum Group. It was well known that South Africa and the USSR provided nearly all 

the world’s supply of these important metals and Maartens’ arguments concerning responsible 

management of these natural resources did not hold back from targeting the apartheid 

government and local mining houses for unsatisfactory stewardship. Under these 

circumstances Maarten felt quite pessimistic concerning his chances of ever resuming his 

career in Africa. 

Nevertheless, UCT had the reputation of being a haven for anti-apartheid debate and took the 

plunge in appointing Maarten to the chair in 1989, but strategically highlighting his already 

stellar academic record in the Earth Sciences, and of course an already well-established 

international standing, most recently enhanced by several very productive years at the BPI-

Wits. Anybody who remembers the events in SA that heralded 1989 probably don’t include 



Maarten’s arrival at UCT amongst them. However, maybe it should have been, as it was on 

campus that most staff and students first heard F W De Klerk’s speech to Parliament, 

announcing the release of Nelson Mandela, the unbanning of the ANC, the end of the state of 

emergency and plans for the first democratic elections open to all citizens. Enthusiastic and 

motivated even in his sleep, Maarten probably punched the air in his new office in room 352 

with both fists and took it as a major endorsement of his own leap of faith. 

And so it was that Maarten embarked on a remarkable journey lasting 22 years at UCT, 

witnessing a continuing saga of birth and rebirth, teething pains, nappy changing, pottie 

training, teenage trauma, coming of age and the trials and tribulations of adulting. Academic 

achievements, professional metrics and other scholarly minutiae I will leave for others to 

enunciate, promulgate or contextualize. Perhaps only after his departure from UCT in 2011 did 

Maarten really come to enjoy adult privileges to the full, surrounded by a co-vectored flow of 

positive-minded adult-track youthfuls, and perhaps instilling new life into mid- and late-career 

adults languishing in his path. At the packed to the rafters farewell function at UCT in 2011 a 

tribute from the floor spoke of the NZ rock group Crowded House, whose signature song 

“Don’t Dream Its Over” has the lyrics “… but you’ll never see the end of the road while you’re 

travelling with me …”. Quite a pertinent send-off to a remarkable individual that left an 

enviable legacy at UCT in the hearts and minds of all who were fortunate to be taught, inspired, 

motivated and mentored, but also repurposed, rejuvenated and repositioned.  

It could be argued that UCT’s loss was NMU’s gain, but the argument defuses as Maarten’s 

path is embellished by precedents like Cambridge, Lamont, Wits, Queens and others. As Neo 

and Trinity’s last journey together took them high above the Matrix infested Earth, into the 

clear blue sky, allowing them to see their home within a more galactic context, imbuing the 

strength and purpose for them to descend back down to the clouded turmoil and the final deal 

with the Machine City, so Maarten equipped us all with an equivalent lens.     

 

Dave Reid 


