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In The Last Brother by Nathacha Appanah, 1944 is coming to a close and nine-year-old Raj is unaware of
the war devastating the rest of the world. He lives in Mauritius, a remote island in the Indian Ocean, where
survival is a daily struggle for his family. When a brutal beating lands Raj in the hospital of the prison camp
where his father is a guard, he meets a mysterious boy his own age. David is a refugee, one of a group of
Jewish exiles whose harrowing journey took them from Nazi occupied Europe to Palestine, where they were
refused entry and sent on to indefinite detainment in Mauritius.

A massive storm on the island leads to a breach of security at the camp, and David escapes, with Raj's help.
After a few days spent hiding from Raj's cruel father, the two young boys flee into the forest. Danger,
hunger, and malaria turn what at first seems like an adventure to Raj into an increasingly desperate mission.

This unforgettable and deeply moving novel sheds light on a fascinating and unexplored corner of World
War II history, and establishes Nathacha Appanah as a significant international voice.
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From Reader Review The Last Brother for online ebook

Louise Silk says

This is a special book written by a thoughtful woman of French-Mauritian origin translated by a talented
English man told in the voice of an seventy year old man living in Mauritius who is retelling the sad story of
his childhood. I found Raj to be a fascinating character as he tries to sort out his attachment to a strange
Jewish orphan boy interned in a prison camp on the island as the answer to both the tragic loss of his brothers
and the brutal life he suffered at the hands of his father.

The writing and the story are fresh and fluid and simple. The language is realistically written like the mind of
a nine year speaking about fear, need, love, illusions and understanding. The use of breathless run-on and
non-punctuated sentences works wonderfully and even the continual repetition added to events that are
plausible at the same time engaging and heart wrenching.

It was a nice touch to have the newspaper account of the historical basis for these events to put the story into
its place in the history of WWII. I had to look at a map to find this island off of Madagascar and very far
from the port of Haifa.

Jill says

This is a story as old as the hills – the discovery and loss of a soul mate in a world gone awry – told with
lyricism, poignancy, and sensuousness by a French-Mauritian author who is at the top of her craft.

Whose story is it? Certainly, it’s the story of two little kings, Raj and David, as reflected from the 70 year old
memory of Raj, the survivor. The title – The Last Brother – has dual meaning. Raj is, indeed, the last brother
of three; he lost his younger and older brothers in the midst of an apocalyptic storm that caught the three of
them unaware in the woods.

But the title can also be construed as a tribute to David, who becomes, in many ways, Raj’s last brother: “I
wanted a brother, two brothers, a family as before, games as before, I wanted to be protected as before, I
wanted to catch sight of those shadows out of the corner of my eye that let you know you are not alone. I was
struggling desperately to resist everything that took me further away from childhood…”

Raj lives a brute existence in Mauritius with a violent, drunken, mean-spirited father who viciously beats his
surviving son and his wife. In Beau Brissau, Raj’s father takes a job as a guard in a prison that holds 1,500
Jewish exiles who have been refused entry to Israel based on formalities. After one vicious beating, Raj ends
up in the prison hospital, where he meets the blond-haired David who suffers from malaria.

Nature in the tropic is another character in this tale; Raj feels in harmony with the surrounding landscape,
filled with sweet-smelling stream and camphor trees and abundant mangos, lychees, and logans. But nature,
is not always benevolent: it can rail without warning, it can deceive, and it can create havoc and death. It is,
of course, a metaphor for life itself. And eventually – as we learn at the very beginning – it can separate
bonds that are painstakingly created by two young and broken boys.

This wistfulness and ripeness of the prose recall French-Russian author Andrei Makine; no surprise, since



they share a translator. The story of two outcasts – a young tropical abused child and his exiled and orphaned
friend – and their quixotic quest for freedom in a world that denies it is, at times, heartbreaking. There is a
misstep at the ending, I think, when Ms. Appanah summarizes the implications of this little-known episode
of Mauritian history, which momentarily causes the spell to disperse. But the beauty lingers, long after the
last word is read.

Carl says

Ok, maybe it’s a 2 1/2, I’ll still be in need of a flame-retardant suit, as I was apparently less impressed than
most readers. Maybe I just wasn’t in the right frame of mind when I read it, although I was looking forward
to it after reading about it, and I’ve certainly enjoyed other similarly sad books about the cruelty that people
can inflict upon others.

So, while this brings to light a largely unknown (to me, for sure) small chapter in the huge book of wrongs
brought about by the Nazis (and exacerbated by the Allies!), it otherwise seemed too maudlin, too trite
(anyone else think of The Boy in the Striped Pajamas?). Could be a screenplay for a Spielberg film (think
Schindler, Private Ryan, etc.), with the opening in the present tense (on the way to the cemetery), already full
of tears and with blatant foreshadowing of the story to come, then closing at the cemetery (and the reason for
the visit is unbeknownst to the narrator’s son, after all these years?), with even more tears.

And just in case you weren’t sure what was coming, there’s plenty more foreshadowing throughout the brief
narrative. I also found too much explaining; e.g., does he need to tell us his father was being humiliated in
front of the policeman? The dialog did it already (unless the reader is of the same age as the narrator at that
point, and needs things pointed out to him). Too much tell, not enough show. Bathos rather than pathos.

Somewhere in here there was a good story to be told, but to me, it wasn’t told well.

Barbara says

Several years ago, my husband and I took a trip to Israel. During our first week there, while we were in
Jerusalem, we were ignorant of the fact that during the Sabbath  everything  closed down. This included
public transportation, which we used, shops and restaurants. Had we known, we would have prepared a little
picnic for ourselves to stave off our hunger. There we were, hungry and without a clue of where we could
find a meal. So we set off walking through dark, unfamiliar streets. Finally, after what seemed to be an
interminable amount of time, we saw a small restaurant. After entering and standing in the doorway, a group
of about 4 men and a woman beckoned to us to join them at their table. We discovered several things. This
was an Arab restaurant, no one spoke English, we were not conversant in Hebrew. Finally we determined
that one handsome young man spoke French. I am not fluent, but understand the language well and can make
myself understood. Why am I recounting this story? The young man was Mauritian in origin. I had a vague
idea where this was, but learned much more during our interesting meal and evening! By the way, although
they all were curious about whether we were Jewish, no one seemed concerned- they were more interested
that we were Americans! We had a good time!



So now it is clear why I found it of interest to read of Mauritius. Natacha Appanah, the author, a French
Mauritian, was born there. She has written about this strange, almost unwelcoming island in the Indian
Ocean during WWII in 1944-45. This is a dark, sad, but gripping story of a nine year old boy, Raj, and those
around him who are incognizant of the devastation occurring elsewhere in the world. Life is difficult there
and many traumatic events befall this family. The father is a brutal man who works as a guard in Beau-
Bassin, the prison there. Many of the prisoners are unusual and unexpected. They are some 1,500 Jews,
turned away from Palestine, who were monstrously kept locked up there. It is not until late in the book that
we find out how they ended there and what their fates were. Here Raj finds David, an orphaned, blond, curly
headed boy. They establish a solid, loving bond, despite their mixed communications of Yiddish and French,
which seemed like my own unusual conversations in Jerusalem.

It is true that when one reads a book translated from another language, the results may not deliver the flavor
that the author desired, but Geoffrey Strachan, the translator, has presented a moving tale. It is portrayed in
Raj's grief, lonliness and later his joy in finding David. Mauritius, the island of some beautiful, wondrous
landscapes, or harsh unforgiving places also fascinates with the sometimes cruel forces of nature. It is
remarkable to me that a book with only 165 pages can explore such themes so masterfully.

Jennifer (JC-S) says

‘I would have liked him to tell his story himself in his own words and with the things that he alone could
see.’

This novel was inspired by the story of 1,584 Jews who fled Europe, were refused entry to Palestine (then
under British rule) and were subsequently imprisoned on Mauritius from December 1940 until the end of
World War II, in 1945. It recounts a heartfelt friendship between two boys: David, a one of the imprisoned
Jews who is an orphan, and Raj, a Mauritian of Indian heritage who is grieving for his two brothers, lost in a
flash flood.

After his brothers are drowned, Raj and his parents move to Beau Bissau where Raj’s father becomes a guard
at the prison where the detained Jews are held. Raj spends much of his time peering through a fence in the
prison, and this is how he meets David. The boys each recognise the other’s grief, and a period of
hospitalisation in the prison infirmary draws them together. Raj, hospitalised as a consequence of his father’s
beatings, is unaware of the war and the plight of the Jews and David is suffering from malaria. The boys
communicate in French: ‘I’m all alone’. ‘Me too.’

Raj does not want to be alone, and he hopes to save David from prison for his sake as well as for David’s.
Raj hopes as well that David can fill part of the gap in his mother’s heart:
‘I thought I could banish a little of my mother’s grief by bringing her another son, I believed this kind of
thing was possible if one truly loved.’

Raj is recounting the story sixty years later as a 70 year old man, and it becomes a eulogy to David, to the
128 Jews who did not survive their imprisonment, and to Raj’s brothers Anil and Vinod.

‘Like me, my mother carried the deaths of Anil and Vinod within her,” Raj says. “You can say you are an
orphan, or a widow or a widower, but when you have lost two sons on the same day, two beloved brothers on
the same day, what are you? What word is there to say what you have become? Such a word would have
helped us.’



As an adult, Raj is looking back on events with a greater understanding, but with no less pain. There was no
escape in the past, from tragedy; there is no escape in the present from the consequences of it. The greatest
loss of all, perhaps, is the loss of childhood.

Jennifer Cameron-Smith

Karen says

Appanah writes beautifully. Set in Mauritius, this book delves into a little known prison camp for immigrant
Jews from Nazi occupied Austria and the Czech Republic whose ship had been turned away from Haifa
which was then in Palestine. They were imprisoned for four years. The book, told from the point of few of a
young boy is riveting.

Jim Fonseca says

A story set during World War II on the island of Mauritius, off the coast of Madagascar in the Indian Ocean.
The story centers on a young boy from an impoverished family whose father is a sugar cane cutter. In a flood
due to a hurricane, he loses his older and younger brother. The despondent family moves away from that tiny
coastal town and his father finds a new job as a prison guard in an inland town. It turns out that the
“prisoners” are Jewish detainees – this is a historical fact. The Jewish refugees were mainly from Austria,
Poland and Czechoslovakia who were denied entry into Palestine by the British because they did not have
proper emigration papers. The Jews were detained from 1940 to 1945 and then released after the war.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History...

The young Mauritius boy befriends a Jewish boy, David, of his own age (about 10 years old) and helps him
escape by slipping under the prison fence. The Jewish boy is a substitute for his lost brothers. The two boys
try to escape across the island but unbeknownst to the Mauritian boy, the Jewish boy has polio. The
backstory is of the father, a brutal man who regularly beats his wife and child – so severely that the boy lands
in the prison hospital, which is where he first meets the Jewish boy. The story is told retrospectively by the
Mauritian man, now elderly and with his own son, and the man still grieves for David and his lost brothers.
It’s a good read with lots of local color. There aren’t many novels set on Mauritius – one other I have
reviewed is The Prospector by M. G. Le Clezio. https://www.goodreads.com/review/show...

Bettie? says

Description: In the remote forests of Madagascar, young Raj is almost oblivious of the Second World War
raging beyond his tiny exotic island. With only his mother for company while his father works as a prison
guard, solitary ever since his brothers died years ago, Raj thinks only of making friends. One day, the far-
away world comes to Madagascar, and Raj meets David, a Jew exiled from his home in Europe and
imprisoned in the camp where Raj's father works. David becomes the friend that he has always longed for, a
brother to replace those he has lost. Raj knows that he must help David to escape. As they flee through sub-



tropical landscapes and devastating storms, the boys battle hunger and malaria - and forge a friendship only
death can destroy. The Last Brother is a powerful, poetic novel that sheds new light on a little-explored
aspect of 20th-century history.

Opening: I SAW DAVID AGAIN YESTERDAY. I WAS LYING IN bed, my mind a blank, my body
light, there was just a faint pressure between my eye.

Uh-oh! First person alert. The beginning was contrived which took some stern resolve to wade through; from
that moment on Raj was slotted into dodgy narrator pigeon-hole. A quick read that had its moments, yet not
to be recommended.

Re the cover, as lovely as it is at first glance, the trees are blown from left to right, the flag right to left.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Nathacha Devi Pathareddy Appanah is a Mauritian-French author. She comes
from a traditional Indian family. She spent most of her teenage years in Mauritius and also worked as a
journalist/columnist at Le Mauricien and Week-End Scope before emigrating to France.
Le Mauricien

Judy says

I loved this book. It was a contender in the third round of the Tournament of Books. The writing is stellar;
because it was translated from French to English, I am also praising the translation.

The elderly Raj is looking back on his childhood on the island of Mauritius, set in the Indian Ocean. Due to
poverty and an alcoholic, abusive father, childhood was hard enough but when the boy's two brothers died on
the same day, life for this nine-year-old child became almost insupportable.

Because of another brutal incident Raj meets David, a child his own age, who becomes both burden and
savior for one of the saddest boys I have ever met in a novel.

In less than 200 pages, the author wove a story of loss and longing, survival and guilt, love and friendship,
family and social life, disaster and the effects of war. All of that would be enough to weigh down a 600 page
tome. Instead she wrote a fairytale set in the intersections between humans and the natural world.

Raj and David are mostly ignorant of the tragedies that brought them together, as was I before I read the
book. If you read other reviews, you get too much information in my opinion, which lessens the impact. Raj
as an old man finally learns about the historical events of his childhood and thus is delivered from all that he
has carried for over 60 years.

Shawn says

Giving this book two stars is a bit misleading. Two stars is supposed to indicate that you thought the book
was just "ok". I thought this book was awful, which should have earned it one star. However, I'm giving it



two stars as a way of acknowledging that, perhaps, something was lost in the translating So, I give one star
for the author of this awful book, and one star for the translator of this awful book.
The voice of this story is supposed to be that of a 70 year old man retelling the story of his unlikely
friendship with an imprisoned Jewish boy some 60 years before. His voice never sounded authentic. I found
myself caring very little for his childhood experiences, nor did I ever believe the deep impact it had on the
rest of his life. It never rang true.
The author also repeated the same sentences, or descriptions, over and over. It felt very much like an attempt
at stretching a 20 page short story into the 164 wasted pages the novel eventually became. She used words
and descriptions that were supposed to give the reader a sense of how urgent, or sorrowful, or desperate this
boy's life was, but it always fell flat.
My favorite narrative can be found on page 88: "He looked at me dolefully and when I helped him to his feet
I said these words to him, precisely these, in this order...". Now, let Me pause for just a sec. Are you not on
the edge of your seat waiting to hear these powerful words? This intense exchange between these two
frightened boys? Yeah, so was I. "...precisely these, in this order: Stay with me. Do what I do and we won't
get separated. I promise you". Really? That's it? That's what you stoked my anticipation to hear? And, had he
said those words in a different order, would it have made one iota of difference!? Well, let's see: "Do what I
do and we won't get separated. I promise you. Stay with me". Just as I suspected... I sustained not a single
goosebump more.
Listen to my words, precisely these, in this order: Read something else. Don't do what I did. If you do, you'll
regret it. I promise you.

Sookie says

David: My name means "King"
Raj (thinking angrily): So does mine!

Two boys befriend each other standing on opposite sides of a barbwire fence. David, the Jewish boy is put in
prison camp in Mauritius while Raj, a local boy, is son of a prison worker. Their friendship stems from
alienation, loneliness and the ability that only children seem to have to form friendship without having to
communicate through words. Raj loses his brothers early on in his life and finds his brothers and the possible
companionship in David while David finds someone to just be with.

Appanah writes a rich text heavy with geographic symbolism, influence of nature on story line and the war
that has a complicated way of finding those who live far, far away but still get impacted by it. The story ends
in a tragedy that the author assured in the very first few pages. The clunky narration flits between past and
present, which in first person context becomes an extremely vulnerable position to be in. The narrator, Raj
himself remembers his time spent with David with both fondness and despair. Appanah makes his
experience intentionally blurry since Raj is now an old man reminiscing history and his past in a way that
very few people in this world can understand or even relate to. This almost fantastical and tragic nostalgia
hits him at every major turn in his life and the impact it has on him is bone deep.

For a short book, The last brother indeed offers a lot. However the narration itself stumbles since a good
chunk of the book is reminisced. There is very less exchange of dialogues thus as a reader, there isn't much
one can do but simply take in the narration and go along the story. Interestingly enough, personally, this in
fact changers the reading experience allowing this book to exist as an isolated entity just like the location
where the story is set. Thus the denseness of the flora and fauna of the land becomes less exotic and more



violent in its impact. The last brother may not be the best story out there with world war two in the backdrop
but its definitely one of the good ones that shines light on forgotten pieces of history and the victims the war
consumed.

Lilisa says

Factually speaking, this is one of the shortest books I’ve read – a mere 165 pages; but that’s extraordinarily
deceptive. The book more than makes up for its lack of length – it’s packed with intensity, it’s unforgettable,
it’s heartbreaking. The setting is Mauritius, the timing World War II and nine-year-old Raj is one of three
brothers living on the island struggling to eke out a living with his parents. His father works at the local
prison – a prison that Raj discovers, houses hundreds of Jewish prisoners, one of them being 10-year-old
David. But where did the white prisoners come from, people who looked different from him – like David,
whose hair was so blond, that it was almost white? Sixty years later is when Raj learns the answers to the
where and why. But the story is about Raj and David – like the slender densely-packed novel, Raj and
David’s story is packed into an achingly short period of time – a time of innocent joy, rudely shattered by
senseless reality, excruciating loss and irreparable damage. But there's a ray of sunshine as we experience
Raj 60 years later with the tender references to his mother and the caring reciprocal relationship with his son.
A beautifully written novel of memories consisting of fleeting joy and epic loss. A highly recommended
read.

Friederike Knabe says

Ten-year old David, his blond curls surrounding his pale face could not be more different from nine-year old
black-haired dark-skinned Raj. In very dissimilar ways, each had suffered dramatic loss, and been exposed to
violence and suffering. Yet, when their paths cross in the interior of the island of Mauritius, their friendship
is instant and deeply felt. It is expressed by gestures, singing and dancing, much more than through a
language that belongs to neither. Sixty years on, the elderly Raj's moving memories and reflective
reminiscences of what happened in 1944/1945 are affectionately and convincingly imagined in this evocative
and stirring novel by Nathacha Appanah. The author strikes a delicate balance between, on the one hand, the
beautifully evoked lush landscapes of the island and the joie de vivre of Raj and his two brothers, and, set
against these in sharp contrast, their family's hardship and fragility in the face of natural disasters that are
compounding their poverty stricken life. At an even deeper level, THE LAST BROTHER is gracefully
rendered story of a child's intensive need and capacity for love, an innocent love that struggles to survive
despite everything, and the loss of which leaves painful memories and scars that need to be reopened before
healing is possible...

Following a particularly vicious cyclone that robs Raj of his two beloved brothers, life turns desperate and
lonely for Raj. His much reduced family has moved into a remote forest region of the island where his father
can work as a prison guard. The (historical) prison of Beau Bassin is the centre, directly and indirectly of the
events in the spring and summer of 1945. Again, finely weighing the joyful with the distressing realities,
Appanah has the older Raj relive the exuberant feelings of the child that commence when he glimpses, from
his hiding place on the other side of the barbed wire, the golden locks of a boy in the prison yard. Raj does
not know anything about the ravages of war in Europe nor the plight of fleeing Jewish refugees whose ship
had stranded on the Mauritius shore... For him, all that matters is his new friend David. A particularly vicious
attack by the father,lands Raj inside the prison compound; the nightly explorations with David provide



wonderful relief for the boys - and for the by now fully involved reader. The author's style and tone changes
whenever Raj slips into the mind of his younger self, when he can laugh and dance and imagine a much
happier life for him, his beloved mother and David, his "new brother". A wonderful image captures a bright
red parakeet that, nursed by the mother back to health, before flying off, settles briefly on David's head,
seemingly "like a blessing...". We, however as readers, increasingly sense and worry about the fragility of
this renewed joie de vivre and Raj, with hindsight admits that he was too naïve, too selfish in pursuing his
own dreams, not really knowing or understanding what David needed or wished for. The limited language
(French) between them nor the gestures can help Raj understand. Or could they have, should they have? The
questions and his feelings of guilt, shame and more have remained in Raj's mind all these sixty years and he
ponders them again and again. In questioning the veracity of his memories, his lack of curiosity as a child, he
also reveals his learning since that time. David had appeared in a dream the night before the story begins and
his calm and smiling expression, reaching out to him, gives Raj the strength to visit with his old friend at his
gravesite...

Nathacha Appanah writes from her own experience, having been born into an Asian Mauritius family and
raised on the island. Her intimate knowledge of the natural beauty of the landscape as well as the social
structures, cultures and languages in the multiracial society shines through in her sensitive depiction of her
characters and their behaviour. In some ways remiscencent of the writing of J.M.G. Le Clezio, her
compatriot and Nobel Laureate, her language and story telling talents are different and very much her own. It
is still a mystery, also to her, why 1500 Jewish refugees on a ship, after being refused landing in Palestine in
1940, ended up in a prison camp in Beau Bassin. The graveyard of near-by Saint Martin honours those who
died during these harsh and desperate four years. Her novel is an important and deeply moving tribute to
those who lost their lives and those who survived. [the full review can be found on amazon.com

Barbarac says

When I first read the description of this book, first I had to look up the exact location of Mauritius..and
second I stopped and thought "what were Jewish exiles doing all the way in Mauritius?."
I would have probably never known if I hadn't come across this book. That's the beauty of books.
And this one is certainly beautiful and sad. There's no secret in this book, from the beginning you know what
is going to happen. And I thought I wouldn't be able to get past my initial sadness and enjoy the book, but I
really did.
I enjoyed the descriptions the most, I really was running along Raj through those forests, through the
cyclone. And Raj is such a little boy, with such serious decisions to make in life, it was hard for me to read
this book and not be able to tell him, it's ok, you were only 10 years old.
But most of all I appreciate that this book has shown me, once again, another shameful episode in the history
of this world.

Krista the Krazy Kataloguer says

First of all, I enjoyed the unusual setting of this novel--Mauritius. I knew it was an island off the coast of
Africa, but not much else. Found out it was the home of the now extinct dodo! Much of this story takes place
in the northern section of the island. Though the book is adult, the story is told from the point of view of Raj,
a young boy, or, I should say, Raj as an old man looking back on that time. The story is set in 1944, and is



based on a true event concerning Jews who were interned on the island. After Raj's brothers die in a terrible
flash flood, his father gets a job as a guard at the camp where the Jews are being held. There Raj befriends a
Jewish boy, David, and even helps him escape. The story takes on a rather surreal quality here. Raj knows
nothing about World War II or the Holocaust, so he has no idea of the danger he and David are in as they
play in the jungle, while the reader is holding his breath, knowing it can't end well but hoping somehow that
it will. Appanah, a journalist who was born on Mauritius, toward the end provides information on what
happened to the real shipload of Jews brought to the island. I would like to explore the facts more, and wish
she had provided a list of her sources. I enjoyed the way she writes, and would like to read more of her
books. Recommended!


