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UNTIL HE FLEW THE COOP

NO PLACE CALLED HOME
WORDS ZANINE WOLF

Zanine spent years living as an expat before 
finding a place to settle.

my husband lived in only one house on a farm in rural 
KwaZulu-Natal, one that had been in his family for 150 years. 
He vividly remembers every nook and cranny of his childhood 
home. They lost the farm, and it broke their hearts, but beloved 
Beaulieu looms large in their collective family memory. 

I’m slightly envious of his bucolic-sounding upbringing, 
one that firmly rooted him to a place. My own parents had 
married across the colour bar during apartheid and, unable to 
(legally) start a life in South Africa, moved to Swaziland. They’d 
planned to return to my father’s native Germany, but never left.

A young couple from wildly di!erent backgrounds, without 
a penny to their name or family to buoy them in uncertain 
times, starting from scratch in a foreign country – it’s little 
wonder my parents didn’t have time to play house.  

I’ve always had itchy feet and for the longest time needed 
to keep moving. When my boyfriend was o!ered a job in 
Beijing, I was happy (relieved even!) to tag along. I loved the 
transience of expat life – scouting out new neighbourhoods 
in Beijing, Hong Kong, and then London, yet another chance 
for reinvention.

In the megacity of Beijing we lived in a string of high-
rise apartments in expat enclaves. Mod and shiny, they were 
sanitised, I suppose, to appeal to expats from the four corners. 
Always with essentials to shield you from the harsh elements: 
air purifiers (the air is vile), humidifiers (it’s also bone-dry) and 
purified water (the stu! from the taps is apparently unsafe). To 
boot, conveniences like round-the-clock service and on-site 
gyms and grocery stores, spaces that don’t have a whole lot 
of soul. Still, it was a relief to have a hideout to withdraw to, 
somewhere to escape the headiness of culture shock. 

I didn’t appreciate our tall, skinny London terrace with its 
treacherous staircase and woodborer-infested floors, but I get 
wistful when I think about it now. I’m not just nostalgic for the 
gorgeous period features, the proximity to the wide-open 
spaces of the common or the very happening high street on 
our doorstep. It’s also the place where my youngest son was 
born and where we got to know each other as a young family.

Life in a London terrace seemed mu"ed somehow, 
despite being surrounded by row upon row of identikit houses. 
Back in Cape Town we’re woken by screeching hadedas, 
howling gales or pelting rain, and its only now I realise what 
the dullness was. There were no birds! Or sounds of bad 
weather brewing. Even when it rained in London, it was so 

insipid you’d scarcely notice (possibly too, the roofs of English 
houses are far better insulated).

Two years ago we moved into what could be our forever 
home. It’s nothing like the Scandi-inspired minimalist pad I’d 
dreamt up while poring over interior decorating magazines.  
It doesn’t have wooden floors. But it’s perfect, it’s ours, and we 
can stay – hopefully – for as long as we want. 

We’re on terra firma here, and I’ve relished planting lemon 
trees, churning out compost, finding a resting place for those 
old boxes of letters and photos that have traipsed around the 
globe with me, and getting a fireplace and a dog – things you 
do when you plan to stick around for a while. I love watching 
my pensive five-year-old curled up in his spot on the sofa 
overlooking the garden, and I imagine him plonking himself 
down there as a tween (less contemplative and more surly). 

Our house may have cold travertine floors, but memories 
are being made here. One day, when my own kids have left the 
nest, it may just be the place I can retreat to for solace just by 
closing my eyes.  

DID YOU KNOW? 
1.   Zanine, who has a background in anthropology and research, 

works from home in Cape Town’s Deep South suburb of Tokai. 
2.   Despite trying to leave the Mother City more than once, she 

says the city always lures her back into its leafy embrace. 
3.   The weirdest things she’s ever eaten? “Jellyfish, and once in 

Beijing I ate what I later discovered was bull’s penis.”
4.   Some may loathe the idea but eating penises is not unusual 

in parts of South America, the Middle East and the East. 
5.   Possibly a result of having lived in China, Zanine speaks 

English, Afrikaans and what she calls “survival Chinese”. 
6.   Her favourite building in the world is the Chrysler Building. 

“My husband and I travelled to the States shortly after we met, 
and I remember looking out the window at around 3 am on 
our first night there and gazing at its spire, lit up in blue. That 
feeling has stayed with me – an intoxicating mix of jet lag, 
wanderlust and new romance.” 

7.   The strangest place she has ever stayed is a men’s youth 
hostel in Kolin, Czech Republic. “I was backpacking with 
a girlfriend. We arrived at night with nowhere to stay and 
a taxi driver took us to this creepy place.”

8.   Her favourite colour is lapis lazuli, and the motif that best 
sums up winter for her is an open wood-burning fireplace. B
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