
 Writing Letter 

    Oct 2021  

re-story, re-

create and re-  

imagine your         

life and work  

[ 

dorianhaarhoffblog.co.za for this letter, ongoing opportunities + ‘what’s on.’  
 

 

Healing the Family Tree 

My grand-niece is researching family history as part of her journey.  

She asks me about my parents and grandparents. So the story involves 

five generations, with me in the middle like the two-headed Roman god, 

Janus, looking both ways.  While able to share some of my parent’s 

stories, most of my grandparents’ stories have slipped into the mist. 

This is a double death - the demise of the person and their story -

unless shared. 

Many million year ago. Bones amid 

stones. Ankle bone of a frog? Tooth 

of a shrew?. Recently I facilitated a 

Zen Pen retreat at the West Coast 

Fossil Park writing in the presence of 

ancient bones. Pippa Haarhoff, our 

host, can identify the frog or shrew 

from the cluster in her hand. 

As we age perhaps, we begin to place our story in a greater frame, 

linking us to those who have a gone before and those who are yet to 

come.  Going back back.  



 

Then en route home visiting the !Khwa ttu 

San Culture and Education Centre near 

Yzerfontein where Margaret Courtney-

Clarke’s (When Tears don’t matter ) 

photographic exhibition is current (advise 

you to visit). Here too are our ancestors, 

the First People of our African home.  

A San art work at the Centre. 

 
 

I believe in the healing power of listening to these ancient tales of 

origins then telling our story and leaving it as a gift.  I also believe that 

our relationship to our ancestors is bi-directional. They influence us as 

they are present in our genes, in our DNA. Yet might it be possible 

that when we heal, resolve a family curse, poor parenting, addictions, 

our ancestors who could be stuck in some limbo, begin to heal too?   

 ‘Ancestors’ on Anna Boulton’s wall.   

I express this thought: 
 

   If Ancestors were Apples 
 

    when one apple ripens  

    in the bowl 

    on the kitchen table, 

    apple ancestors, 

    granny, star-king, 

    ripen in reverse. 

 



they lose their bruising. 

reseed their rotten core 

from bitter black. 

the pink lady 

unwrinkles her skin. 
 

they sweeten again 

crisp, fiberwhite, 

golden delicious, 

to juice the Eden tree.  
 

Many religions honour this possibility and celebrate days when the veil 

between this world and the next is thin so we can pray for the souls of 

the departed.  The Day of the Dead (Día de Los Muertos) in Mexican 

Catholicism, is held every 2nd November - All Soul’s Day.  

I read recently that psychotherapy turns ghosts into ancestors. Our 

family stories do this too. This healing story is an honouring of our 

blood line and is part of our work in this world. 

 

Who knows how far the healing goes? When I facilitate family and 

ancestor wordshops, I ask people to draw an inverted triangle and place 

themselves at the base.  An ancestral triangle. Moving upwards, we find 

2 parents. 4 grandparents. 8 great grandparents 16 double greats - 

then 32  64  128  256  512…  So if we take 10 generations (roughly the 

last 300 years) over 1000 people have fed directly into our blood 

stream, our lungs, limbs, cells and heart.  

 

And if we are parents with grandchildren, then the triangle opens out 

below us. We become the narrow funnel of the hour glass as the sands 

of time trickle through us.   

 



In another poem I imagine that the ancestors come to visit to see if I 

am carrying on in the old family patterns that never served us or if I 

am changing our story. They insist on going into the light and dark 

corners of my life. 

Here are the first two verses and the last two:   

Tour Guide  
 

through the bus windows 

I see them huddle heads,  

pointing at me, jabbering 

these ancients. 

sixty two of them  - 

five generations. 

me, at the bottom  

of their vortex. 

they have come to sight see 

me. he has your eyes says one. 
 

they clamber down the steps  

what will he show us?  

I hold the placard high 

‘Ancestors Tour  

Welcome to Doriland.’ 

where will we go?  

there are no suitcases to lug. 

they travel light 

as a swan feather. 

we hug, shake hands, 

double kiss like a helix. 

I name tag them…. 

 



on their way back to the bus stop  

the women insist on cruising  

through the dark part of the town 

where streets lights are stoned. 

a brandy bottle rolls down the alley.  

grandfather gropes then remembers  

he no longer needs a shot.  
 

as they board the bus  

for ancestor land  

they have other askings in their eyes. 

will he break the cage that holds us? 

swing open the door wide? 

as they wave, their hands  

like swan necks,  

form question marks. 

will his spiral shrink inwards 

or spin out like a sparkle, 

a swan wing wheel 

to become the milky way?  
 

“I go forth alone, and stand as ten thousand,” Maya Angelou proclaims 

in her poem Our grandmothers. So it is when we tell and cherish our 

stories. For one day we too will become ancestors – a substrata, resting 

or scattered among ancient bones.  
 

Dorian     dorianhaarhoffblog.co.za 
 

On the retreat radar:  2 x ZenPen: Writing Being and Meditation 
detailed flyers on request  

We can make our minds so like still water that beings gather about us 

to see their own images, and so live for a moment with a clearer, 

perhaps even with a fiercer life because of our silence. (Yeats) 
[ 



 

Buddhist Retreat Ixopo  23-26 

Sept  (bookings via BRC site)  
 

Plus The Rough Writing Road: 

Keeping a journal  Sun 26 - Tue 28 

Sep 

 
 

 

 

Khula Dharnma (Haga Haga)  15-17 

Oct 

 

Zen (Chinese chán ‘quietude’) invites us 

to be present, to live and write simply. 

Pen (Latin penna ‘feather’)  the art of 

writing and to the implements  

 
 

In these retreats, surrounded by and part of nature, we explore our 

connection to writing and meditation.  

Zoom: Families and Ancestors: Writing Your Stories  

Sun 10 Oct and 14 Nov 15.00 -17.45 SA time  (R320 or R600 both) 

We write and place our stories next to those of our family, immediate, 

extended and chosen. Family can include not only blood but our spiritual 

tradition, culture and the line of those who have influenced us. The 

workshops also touch on healing the family tree.     

 

https://www.brcixopo.co.za/eventdetail/940/15/the-rough-writing-road-keeping-a-journal.html?filter_reset=1
https://www.brcixopo.co.za/eventdetail/940/15/the-rough-writing-road-keeping-a-journal.html?filter_reset=1

