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Natal Midlands Black Sash 

PESSA WEINBERG interviewed by Mary Kleinenberg 
on Thursday 8 July 2010 

Interview for the records of the Alan Paton Centre, University of KwaZulu Natal. 

I'm Pessa Weinberg and this interview is taking place on 8 July 2010. Mary has asked me to 
reflect on some of the memories of the past, many decades ago, which I will try and do to the 
best of my ability. 
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My discipline is music and I did music in many schools, private schools, government schools, as 
they were called then, and I also did a tremendous amount of work with people in Edendale 
schools, Caluza, Sinating and Amakholwa, among others, and with a number of teachers. We 
formed a very interesting recorder group, and those teachers were so committed and they did so 
well, we ended up having a lovely recorder group, but I did main ly choral work with children in 
primary schools and higher schools at Georgetown and Ashdown. It really was, for me, quite 
wonderful how responsive those children were. We had a lot of fun. You probably will know that 
the majority of African people so enjoy competitions, music competitions and choral 
competitions and they had to get themselves absolutely perfect for a particular event and we used 
to work so hard. They were so committed and the children so good, they had learnt music by 
tonic sol-fa, as there was no such thing as a piano or anythi ng. I would take a little harmonica 
with me to give a note and then we'd sing and I'd take the different parts. It really was a 
wonderful experience to work with children who didn' t have opportunities and who didn't have 
the chance to work with the piano or any instrument which would have been, perhaps, easier for 
them but they managed tonic-sol-fa and they did well, they were very good readers of that. 

Mary: When would this have happened? 

Pessa: This was in the fifties and the sixties. In fact I was so impressed with what I ' d heard from 
the children and the kind of music that they would try very hard to sing, Western music, and 
sometimes extremely difficult four part songs, but the important thing is that they would make 
music and there was a lot of folk music that they would sing. It was this that encouraged me to 
do my dissertation on the folk music of Zulu children's songs that were important, the kind of 
songs they would sing, dance songs, songs when a baby was born, songs for all sorts of 
occasions, and I based my whole dissertation on that. In fact this was really the first ethnic 
musicological dissertation that they had at UN ISA and perhaps it was important to remember the 
kind of music that they made and it was important to preserve this. I am very glad that I did it 
from that point of view. 

Pessa: My contact with Sash started when the then government decided they were going to 
remove the coloured voters from the voters' role and many of us were very irate about this. They 
had a march of Black Sash women from Johannesburg to Pretoria. It was really a very 
impressive occasion. I couldn't go to this march because I had small chi ldren at the time. I 
remember thinking it would be very good if there was a branch in the Midlands, or a branch in 
Maritzburg if one could have an avenue, a conduit, in which one could express one's absolute 
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anger at the kind oflaws that the Nationalist Government had imposed on everyone. And not just 
that one, but there were laws that were coming out, one after another. 

Mary: So that was in 1955? 

Pessa: Yes, in 1955 and 1956. And that's, I think, when the Black Sash in the Midlands first 
started. I remember the people who were there: Mamie Corrigal, was the mainstay really, there 
was Marie Dyer, Bunty Biggs, Phoebe Brown, Joy Roberts, Jenny McKenzie, Iris Friday, 
Heather Morkel, Fleur Webb, Fidela Fouche, Meg Strauss, and myself. I remember very clearly 
how Fleur Webb was the one that organised the stand opposite the City Hall. She was a very, 
very excellent organiser of these stands. We were quite a small group but I think in a way a very 
potent one. 

I would like to add that Les {Pessa 's husband who was a lawyer} and I were members of the 
Liberal Party and we believed most strongly in the kind of principles and standards and ideas of 
justice that the Liberal Party espoused. I think because we felt so strongly about what the Liberal 
Party stood for that it was automatic that we would feel angry about the various laws, horrendous 
laws, that the government of the time had brought about. 

Some of the people in key positions in the Natal Midlands Branch of Sash were the people who 
were sort of basic to the whole Midlands branch. Oh, of course, I forgot to mention Pat Merrett 
who was a most important member of the branch. 

Mary: Was Pat there .... interrupted by Pessa saying no, not at the inception, no, she would have 
been a bit later, because she was much younger. 

Pessa: Right, so these were the people in key positions in the Natal Midlands Branch. 

Pessa: You ask ifI ever worked in the Advice Office? No, I didn't but I would go out with Pat 
Merrett, and we would go to Vulindlela and we would see that the people got their pensions. 

Mary: Oh, so you were involved in monitoring which was very important. 

Pessa: Yes, with Pat, who was a really most special person, she really was. We would do that, 
we' d often go out. Well, you ask here did the work of the Advice Office change. Yes, obviously 
it has changed in many ways. 

Mary: Don't worry about it - I put that question there for people who worked in the Advice 
Office because I was interested to hear how they found it, so let's go on to ... interrupted by 
Pessa saying, but there were lots of people on that committee who did work in the Advice Office. 
Certainly people like Bunty Biggs, but Mamie never did. Mamie did all the work at home, she 
did a tremendous amount of work at home. 

Mary: I know there was some opposition to the Advice Office work in the Black Sash. Did you 
ever come across that? 
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Pessa: Not really conscious of that. I am trying to remember if there was such a thing. I can ' t 
remember anybody who was actually opposed to the Advice Office .. . 

Mary: That's fine. 

Pessa: But, I think they were doing an important job of work in their own right. 

Mary: Just different. 

Mary: Pessa, What was the Black Sash doing when you joined? 

Pessa: Mainly, stands, and we would have demonstrations, and we would always stand opposite 
the City Hall with our sashes on, and we al I took it in turns to get the posters ready. And, 
fortunately, I think, Fleur Webb was able to house the posters in her home - she' s probably still 
got them there. 

Pessa: Were we ever harassed by the Security Police or others? Certainly, when we were 
standing they would try to intimidate us. They would walk past, and you know, it's a strange 
thing when one feels very strongly about what one knows to be right one isn't particularly 
worried. I never felt particularly concerned about what the Special Branch were doing. I was 
conscious of them always, but I was not particu larly worried. Except when I d id a stint as 
Chairperson, we all had to do a stint at some time or other, and r remember when I did this stint 
and I was called up by the Brigadier for interrogation. That was really quite an experience. 

Mary: And ordinary people, when you were taking part in protest stands? 
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Pessa: Well there were lots of people who were quite prepared to throw tomatoes at us, and spit 
at us, and were angry at us. Occasionally you would find people who would say, "I am so glad 
that you are doing this." One of the most wonderful supporters was Meg Strauss' husband, Kurt 
Strauss {a well known, dedicated doctor}. He used to walk up and down, and very often would 
stand with us. There were also a number of friends we had, in the Indian community particularly, 
who were not able to join us because we weren't allowed to mix. {Not part of the interview but, 
Black Sash membership was open to women voters until 1963 when all women over the age of 
18, and permanently resident in South Africa were eligible for membership} Pessa goes on to say 
this is why the Liberal Party eventually disintegrated because we weren't allowed to have a party 
representing all the people of the country. But, very often while we were standing, and especially 
if there was a particularly harsh statute or law that the government had made, opposite us would 
be a number of our friends in the Indian community, like Rabia Motala, Maliga Chetty, and so 
on, standing opposite us, just quietly, and we knew they were there, and we knew they supported 
us. For the most part, I think the majority of people were just frightened. In al I honestly when I 
think of it now, they were afraid of the Special Branch, they were afraid of the kind of things that 
the government was doing, and afraid for their own safety. I think one's got to appreciate that. 

Pessa: Now, did this branch ever take part in an illegal gathering? Yes, and was I ever harassed 
by the Security Police? On one occasion, just after New Year, I got a call one morning to say it 
was the Brigadier speaking and he wanted me to go in to be asked some questions. I thought 
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someone might be pulling my leg, but when I mentioned it to Les he said if it was the Brigadier 
there is no one is pulling your leg, you will have to go in. 
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And r remember going to the 10th floor of the Trust Building in Church Street and I atTived there 
at about 10 o'clock. r didn' t really worry about it, I felt very cocooned really because Les had 
already got Julian von Klemperer and a whole group of lawyers together so if they were going to 
arrest me, or anything like that, they {the lawyers} would be ready to defend me, so I felt very 
cocooned in a kind of a way. 

But, I must say that the reason why, I think, J was hauled over the coals was because I wrote a 
very strong letter to the paper on one occasion about a man in Gauteng or somewhere in the 
Transvaal who had been arrested without trial. You know, that was one of the terrible things they 
used to do - arrest people without due course to the courts of law. This man was arrested, and 
although we don ' t know, probably manhandled and when his family said that they wanted him 
home, they wanted him back, or to know where he was. The Special Branch who used to do the 
most spiteful things, said they were going to bring him home, and they did bring him home. They 
took him home and he embraced his family and the next second they took him back, and that's 
what they did with Peter Brown after his five years of being banned, they said he was free, and 
they immediately re-banned him. They did this to th is man and he was never heard of again. 

I remember feeling so helpless and so angry and I wrote this very strong letter to the paper, and I 
know that the Brigadier had called me in because he wanted to question me about this man. 
When he called me up to his room the first thing he said to me, after being very friendly and 
offering me tea, was did I know this particular man? I am sorry I have forgotten his name at the 
moment, but I do know he was the mainstay of his family. I said no, I didn't know him. Then J 
thought the best line of defence is to ask questions yourself, so before he could do anything, I 
asked the Brigadier, "How would you like it if your son was taken away and you never knew 
where he went and you wanted to know where he was, how would you feel if you never saw him 
again? You were just telling me that you went on holiday with your family over Christmas, how 
would you have felt if you had never seen your son again? I know how I would have felt if one 
of my children had been taken away and that's why I am saying it was a wicked, wicked thing to 
do, and if you purport to be religious and believe in your Christian principles this is not the kind 
of thing that any government with any civilised attitude towards people would do, and that' s why 
I am so angry about this, and I still want to know what has happened to him." 

Anyway, using attack as the best form of defence, after asking all these questions I took the wind 
out of his sails from time to time, but it was like a boxing match, I'd give one knock and he 
would knock me again. Anyway, this went on and it didn't really worry me because r felt that 
there were more questions that I needed to ask him than he needed to ask me, and this went on 
for about two to three hours, and it didn't worry me at all. And, they had a man there, strange, 
who was with us in the room, and he was the PR, can you imagine it, he was the PR {Public 
Relations} officer. He said {presumably the Brigadier} that would be terrible and I said well, just 
think about it because it is a very wicked th ing to do. So yes, I was called up from t ime to time 
and I remember that particular occasion. 

Mary: I wondered how you related to other branches in the country, did you meet people? 
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Pessa: Mainly at conferences. 
Mary: So the conferences started early in the Sash history? 

Pessa: Oh yes, and it was mainly at conferences where we met. 
Mary: Annual conferences? 

Pessa: Oh yes, they were annual conferences, and the majority of people in the Durban branch 
for instance, would never come up to our meetings. We tried on many occasions to bring the two 
branches together, it wasn' t easy. 

Mary: Was this region involved in any of the "You and .... " booklets? 

Pessa: I am quite sure that Marie Dyer and possibly Mamie, but I'm not absolutely sure about 
Mamie. Marie Dyer was such a strength, and she was so capable and so able I'm quite sure that 
she was very much involved with that, I'm almost certain. 

Pessa: You ask here if the work of this branch was different from anywhere else and did it have 
any influence on other parts of the country? This is a very difficult question to answer because 
how can one possibly know. I think some of the strong branches, like Cape Town, Johannesburg 
and Durban branches were pleased that there was a Midlands branch doing something but [ think 
they sort of regarded us, in a way, like small fry, you know. 

Pessa: And, what other organisations did we work with? 

Mary: You mentioned Maliga Chetty, earlier so you would have worked with the Indian 
Congress. 

Pessa: Well, we didn ' t work with them, but we had contact with the Motalas because we had 
been friends since the fifties. We had been great friends since the fifties. When Nalini Naidoo 
interviewed Les and me she said how long had we known Chota, and we said since the fifties 
when we were just newly married {Nalini Naidoo is writing Dr Chota Motala's biography}. But 
I think he wasn't so strong in the Indian National Congress, he was very conscious of the Indian 
commitment and the Indian input into the political arena. We didn' t actually work with them, but 
we were very sympathetic, but not with the communist aspect of it. I mean, Chota may have 
maintained he was a great communist and I never understood how. We loved them both dearly, 
and still love Rabia very much. 

Another wonderful thing I remember was that Leslie (as a lawyer) had some very wonderful 
clients, Selby Msimang, and people of that ilk, they were the most wonderful men. And, I 
remember when Selby was banned and he had to report to the Police Station every week and on 
one occasion he had a daughter who wasn ' t a very easy person, and she had a child and he 
(Selby) was looking after this child because this child was very ill and he missed that week in 
going to report to the Police Station because this child was very, very sick indeed. Leslie took the 
case and f must say the Magistrate was very understanding, or Judge, 1 can' t remember. He 
asked if Les could think of a precedent where a person could be charged for not reporting to the 
Police Station. Les sat up all night looking through all the different precedents but there was no 
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precedent. He (the Magistrate) said please go home and find something because I don ' t want to 
have to put Mr Msimang in prison, but he couldn ' t get out of it. It was that kind of thing which 
we all found so upsetting and frustrating, so unfair, so unjust, so a lot of the work that I did in 
Sash, and a lot of the work that Les did very often coincided. 

Pessa: Now the rest of the questions you ask I really can' t answer, except how did I feel about 
my involvement in Sash. It was just inevitable, I felt very strongly that we had to say what we 
did, we had to express our feel ings very strongly against laws which were horrendous, and from 
my point of view I can only say that I felt that the Sash, as I said previously in the chat, was a 
wonderful venue for me and us to be able to say what we had to say. 

Mary: And your relationship with other members of the Sash? Obviously, looking at the list that 
you read out, many of them have remained close friends. 

Pessa: Oh yes, oh yes. We had a tremendous bond, all of us who worked to together, we all 
supported each other and understood each other, and if there was anything untoward that would 
happen we would contact one another. Oh no, we had a very strong bond together. I don't know 
what important thing I gave to Sash, J only know that Sash was for me an important part of my 
life and l am very, very grateful that I had that opportunity of being able to stand up and say 
these are the kind of principles that l cannot accept. And, J must say that I was proved right 
because it was the kind of thing that eventually, fortunately, destroyed the Nationalist Party who 
almost destroyed the Country, completely. 

But after 1994 we were so euphoric about things. I am afraid I have always been politically 
conscious, so I didn't just jump on the bandwagon of the ANC, I was very sceptical, very wary 
of the kind of things they were saying and doing. And, until I felt secure that they were really 
there for the benefit of the people I cou ldn ' t feel comfortable being part of the ANC. I am afraid 
my affi liations were for a liberal, democratic society, always, and in many ways this conflicted, I 
am afraid to say, with what the ANC has become and I must admit that I didn ' t ever feel 
comfortable aboutjustjoining the ANC because it was the right thing to do, just because it was a 
Black movement. I was delighted that everybody had the vote, and I was delighted that so many 
things could be swept off the statute book, but I couldn' t feel comfortable about some of the 
things that were happening, not at all. Oh. and by the way, one of the people I forgot to mention 
who was really such a strength, Ruth Lundie. 

Mary: Oh she was, but she was never a member of the Black Sash. 

Pessa: Is that so? 

Mary: Very interesting that she should be mentioned, as she was a great supporter and a great 
strength but she d idn't join the Black Sash. 

Pessa: But, she often stood with us. 

Mary: She worked in the Advice Office. 
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Pessa: Oh, she was wonderful. And she stood with us whenever we had any kind of stand against 
particular laws. 

Pessa: At a time when they were making life very difficult for the students on Campus we 
decided that the Black Sash would join the students of the university and we would march, a silly 
thing to do in retospect, from the University to the City Hall where we would have a meeting and 
we would be addressed by certain people. When Les and I drove in that evening, when we got to 
the Alexander Road bridge, I noticed there were a whole group of, I can only call them thugs, 
that the organisers were congregating there. When I got to the University I said to them we are 
very concerned about this, and they said, Don't worry, we' ll organise it in such a way that we 
will walk four abreast and the men will walk on the outside. [ was not very happy about this but, 
nevertheless, when we got to Alexander Road they started to attack us. There we were with 
black sashes and the University people in their gowns and they started to attack us. And, J 
remember Kurt Strauss was in front of us, and we did a very silly thing, we walked with torches, 
and when we got half way to the City Hall these thugs came from all over the place and started 
attacking us, and grabbed the torches, and lunged towards Kurt Strauss who wasn't a young man, 
shouting communist, communist, and he took the torch and lunged back at them shouting fascist, 
fascist. That is something I remember very well. 

Mary: Pessa I do want to ask you one more question. How did you feel about the closure of the 
membership organisation? 

Pessa: I think it was inevitable. l mean there was no other way. The Black Sash was there to 
stand up against the laws of the Country at the time, and once the political framework changed, 
and once the scenario changed it was inevitable. I wouldn ' t say it was inappropriate, but it took 
the whole guts out of what Sash stood for, and one hoped that now we would work towards a fair 
dispensation, equality, justice, concern for the poor, but none of those things has really happened 
which makes me very sad. So, I mean, I was euphoric in 1994, but I was very disillusioned, and 
very disappointed when things went awry because we are still looking towards helping the poor. 
Although I think we have done ajolly good job of the world soccer, it' s been a fantast ic thing for 
South Africa we' ll now have to keep this momentum as so many journalists have said. We need 
to take the things that were swept under the carpet, take them out and see what we can do to help 
the people in our Country who really need it, and so many of them could never get to enjoy the 
world cup. And those that worked to build the stadia now have no jobs at all. So one just hopes 
that somehow this impetus will really last, and that police on every street corner to protect 
tourists, will now protect us. 

Mary: And, the special Courts that dealt with crime so quickly. 

Pessa; Absolutely, Mary. That these will continll!e and deal with crime as it arises. I mean it' s all 
very well going into the socio-political and economic history of people who commit crimes but 
the fact of matter is there are also lots of thugs who really just want to disrupt. Just like when the 
Unions have a march when they strike, you will a lways find people who will disrupt things, just 
because they are frustrated people, or whatever they are. 

Mary: l think this is a good place to stop, and thank you very much Pessa. 
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Mary Kleinenberg 
17.07.2010 

Black Sash Membership 

In the October/November 1963 issue the Sash magazine reports: 

"The Black Sash opens its ranks 
The real business of the Conference began on Wednesday, with the 
debate on Border's resolution that the Black Sash should open 
its ranks to all women of the Republic of South Africa who 
subscribe to the aims and objectives of the organization. This 
matter has been debated for four years in succession, and was 
brought forward last year by Border Region as a firm resolution, 
but it did not gain the two-thirds majority required for any 
resolution affecting membership . 

As in previous years, this discussion produced a high standard 
of debate , although little was added to what had been said at 
previous conferences . It was obvious that there were still many 
members who felt that the strength of the Black Sash lay in the 
fact that it was an organization of voters with a strong sense 
of personal responsibility , pledged to protest against wrongs 
brought about by voters ; and for some time it appeared that the 
ranks would not be opened . 

However, during discussion on an allied resolution , it became 
apparent that the enfranchisement of the women of the Transkei 
posed a serious problem . To admit these new "voters '', to whom a 
form of franchise has been granted, and no other non-White women 
would be to condone apartheid, Bantustans, etc ., and exclude 
women who are powerless to obtain the vote because of Government 
policy . These considerations had a decisive effect on the final 
voting on Border's resolution , and it was passe with a 
comfortable majority. " 
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