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Natal Midlands Black Sash 

PAULA KRYNAUW interviewed by Mary Kleinenberg 
on Saturday 25 August 2012 

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

Today is 25 August. I am Paula Krynauw from Johannesberg, visiting Mary and doing an 

interview for the Black Sash. 

Mary: Would you like to say something about yourself? 

I 

Paula: The only significant thing that I can say about my background is that it is totally 

ins ign ificant. Although I was a student at Wits in the late sixties, which was a very political time, 

my father had prohibited me from taking part in any political activity and I didn't because one 

did what your father told you to do in those times. So although all that was going on around me I 

was totally an observer and didn 't in any way get involved in any political organ ization. Johan 

(Paula 's husband) & l then started travelling around South Africa for his work and in a sense 

because we were constantly new in an area we once again didn' t get involved in stuff, we 

informed ourselves, but we took no part in any organizations. So ya, as l 've said, perhaps it was 

because we moved around so often. 

You then get onto the question asking why l joined Black Sash. 

Mary: Yes when and why? 

Paula: I actually can ' t give you an exact date, I don ' t know that, but it would be in the early or 

mid eighties, I' m not sure if it was 82 or 84. Basically T joined because of Pat Merrett. Pat & 

Christopher were friends and listening to Pat and everything that she was doing I saw her taking 

a stand against the situation and Sash offered an opportunity for me to join and perhaps also just 

be a number in taking a stand. What appealed to me immense ly about Sash was, of course, that it 

was a women ' s organization. By then I had become more tuned to women' s rights, as well as the 

political rights of people, and Sash was just perfect for that. It was a direct result of Pat Merrett 

that I joined Sash. 

Mary: That is so interesting because I think that Pat influenced a lot of people. 

Paula: Isn't that amazing because it's not exactl y that she went around kind o f like bludgeoning 

you or anything, it was purely her example that made me want to be at least counted amongst 

people. 

Mary: The next thing I wrote down was do you remember any of the key people when you 

joined, and what they were doing? 
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Paula: You question says seventies, remember mine was all eighties. The people that 

immediately come to mind are Marie Dyer, Fidela Fouche, Pat Merrett, Pessa Weinberg, Anne 

Colvin (Durban), Mary Kleinenberg, Joan Kerchoff, Mary Gardner, Else Schreiner, Jenny 

Bowen, and then Pat, who was the other Pat? 

Mary: Pat Dunne. 

Paula: Yes, exactly, l couldn't remember her surname but later on r talk about a very important 

meeting that we had at her house. So those are mainly the people that I remember from Sash, the 

names that always come up. 

Mary: Paula did you ever work in the Advice Office? 

Paula: No. ln fact I was incredibly removed from the Advice Office on a day to day basis. I knew 

all about the Advice Office and I know people who were working there but l wasn ' t in any way 

involved. 

Mary: So we can just ignore the next question. What was the Black Sash doing when you joined 

and why was this considered important? 

Paula: That is a difficult question so my response is not a total answer to that but, in July 85 and 

June 86 states of emergency were declared, and that was perhaps the biggest scenario. In fact the 

night that the second state of emergency was declared we had that meeting in Pat Dunne's house, 

it was 86, the second state of emergency which was far more repressive on public meetings and 

public gatherings. In fact the meeting we were holding was considered to be illegal because we 

were there with a common purpose, and we were more than 11 people, or something like that. 

What I do want to say about that meeting is that I can almost conjure up the feeling of the 

incredibly somber mood that we all gathered under and it is probably the only time that 1 
experienced a distrustful , almost paranoid behavior from some of the members of Sash. I would 

say, when you ask what was Sash doing, that we always felt very easy with each other and one 

could use the phrase that there was a common purpose but that was the only night that people 

were looking at others and thinking is it possible that she doesn't have the best intentions of Sash 

at heart and feeling like that. It was a very very un-nerving meeting. How did you experience it? 

Mary: Was that the meeting where Fidela had just come back from the Eastern Cape and she was 

supposed to report back on activities when a strange person arrived, one that none of us knew, 
Yvonne Spain, and because there were a lot of spies about at the time, they were being exposed 

all over the place, so Fidela didn ' t report back. 

Paula: Yes, yes, the Eastern Cape had been quite heavily exposed and infiltrated. 

Mary: Yes, I remember very clearly we all thought why is this woman here because she had not 

been introduced to us properly, we didn' t know who had told her about the meeting, we didn ' t 

know who she was, and we were almost afraid. 
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Paula: We all sat around, like quite politely in a circle, totally different to the normal meeting, 

and we had expected to get a report back about something that was very important because the 

Eastern Cape was a very repressed area and Sash was doing a lot of work, in prisons, and that 

there. (Note: not part of the interview. Yvonne Spain was not a spy) As I said that is not a direct 

answer to the question of what was Sash doing at the time. T always felt the biggest thing I think 

Sash was doing was getti ng information, recording information, and making that information 

available because the entire government structure was to withhold information. It sounds bizarre 

nowadays because information is so freely available on the internet and elsewhere. We relied on 

people to record what was being done because the government worked by not letting people 

know what was going on in their own country and that included everyone, blacks, whites, 

educated, uneducated. The idea was to keep you in ignorance and you could get away with a lot. 

Mary: l sn't it going back to that? 

Paula: Yes. So Sash was doing a lot of stands which, of course, was letting the public know what 

is going on so that people know what is going on. There were letters to the press wh ich we 

constantly wrote. Some of those letters caused problems - T can remember a specific thing where 

someone wrote a letter in the name of Sash but lhadn't had it OK' d and had to be told please not 

to do that and it was difficult. 

Mary: She was very put out. 

Paula: Yes, she actually sat at the meeting taking tranqui lizers so that she didn't have a heart 

attack. Tt was a very very unpleasant meeting unfortunately, I was the chair at that time so I was 

the one having to say stuff to her. l've never quite understood if she really was feeling so 

threatened by us that she did need al l that medication or if that was a way to make us feel really 

bad because we were censoring her in a way. So letters and stands were Sash's interface with the 

public. We monitored violence in townships and we attended political funerals as observers, not 

playing an active role. There was also Court proceeding monitoring going on where two people 

would go just to be a presence but also to take notes of what was going on in the Courts and to 
see that fair procedure was being adhered to which it wasn't always but then one could 

emphatically say it had not been followed through and there had been witnesses there. Protesting 
against detentions was a big focus of our work that I remember - detentions of people under 

various Acts. And then I go back and say if I think about it the main focus was to gather 

information and make it known. 

Mary: Important achievements in the eighties. Is there anything that stands out? 

Paula: Yes, Free the Children. That is the most important that I remember, the postcards, the 

little T shirt stickers which were absolutely emblematic. We still have them stuck on things and T 

saw you have them stuck on things. We stuck them to our children 's school bags. 

Mary: It was a national campaign. 
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Paula: Yes, but we in Maritzburg, Midlands really pushed it because it was something we could 

really do and get involved with. 

Mary: Paula for people who don ' t know what was going on at that time which children were 

were asking to be freed? 

Paula: It was children who were imprisoned. The prisons had hundreds of actual children, and 

we are not talking about borderline 17 or 18 year olds which in the township situations you were 

often not a child at 17 although legally you were. There were recorded 9, IO and 11 year olds in 

prison with adults and it was for those ch ildren that we were saying free the chi ldren. Two other 

things, maybe not as serious, but you said any important achievements and there' s something 

that 1 didn't know where else to fit in but I remember that funding became limited and we had to 

raise our own funds for the Advice office and other things. 

Mary: We had never been funded at that stage. 

Paula: Didn't we get funding from some European organizations on a project basis like for 

publications and then with new government regulations we had to start raising proper money and 

we had the most phenomenally successfu l jumble sale. Tt out stripped any funding thing that we 

had ever done which is so bizarre because, even though we were women, we did not try to do 

cake sales and things like that we didn't want to but the jumble sale was phenomenal. All the 
people on the upper side of town donated garments and coats which raised huge amounts of 

money. I had to mention that because it was a fun th ing to do but the money raised, I remember, 

we were all shocked at how much it was. There was a sewing project at Mpophomeni and I 

remember Jenni Bowen was particularly involved with that because a lot of people had become 
unemployed due to the closing of factories in Mooi River. 

Mary: Wasn' t it also the Sarmcol strike at Mpophomeni? 

Paula: Yes, exactly. So those are probably the important things locally that l can remember. 

Mary: And now the security police. Were you ever harassed by them and if so when and how? 

Paula: I was once unexpectedly visited by a policeman - funnily enough Johan remembered his 

name - Smuts from the security pol ice. He just arrived. l was in the garden with Meike, we 

didn ' t have security gates like we do now, people could come into your yard and knock on your 

door. I looked up and there was this man in my driveway who I recogn ized and we ended up 

sitting in my sitting room, and he had come to ask me to provide details on other Sash members 
as in addresses and what they did etc. I remember thinking now hang on, point one r wouldn ' t 

have but secondly he had just waltzed into my yard. lt was a very cordial conversation I didn' t 
yell or shout or anything like that but I just said to him firstly, you know we would never do that 

to each other and secondly, you probably know more about my friends that I do so don't come 

and ask me. And he left. ft was purely a tactic but, of course, it frightens you, it frightens you in 
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your own house and it frightens you with a child. I wouldn ' t call that harassment of intimidation, 

it was very unpleasant, and he was just letting me know that he knew who l knew. 

Mary: And, of course, they used to come and photograph al l the protest stands. 

Paula: lt definitely wasn ' t designed as an information gathering exercise, it was purely 

intimidation. They knew who all the office bearers were and where they lived. 

Mary: Before we go on to the protest stands, I am going back a bit but wasn't Joe Stilau secretary 

when you were chair? 

Paula: Yes, she was. T have been in touch with Jo recently. Did I take part in protest stands and 

how did I find that? I regularly took part in the stands - they were often held on a Saturday 

morning except there were lunch time stands during the week when someth ing happened that 

cal led for a response and there was a quick phone around, and particularly those of us who 

worked on campus could have an extended I and ½ hours lunch and it took 15 minutes to get 

into town. They practically always happened across the way from Woolworths on that pavement 

(Church Street) - I can remember a few stands taking place closer towards the Cathedral but in 

general that was where we stood because it was one of the busiest parts of town. Standing with 

other Sash members we took a sense of security and strength from each other - it was great 

standing w ith other Sash members. The public' s response? My perception, the way I remember 

it, occasionally someone we knew would drive past and hoot but that was rare. The public 

response would be hostile if they were white and totally uncomprehending from the majority of 

black people. They could stop and read the posters but didn ' t understand what we were doing 

there. White people didn't like us and l personally was spat on once and, of course, what you 

were saying, the police would come and very in your face take photos of you and your poster and 

you and your poster and move up and down the line. 

Mary: They even took photographs of our backs - T always thought the cameras were empty. 

Paula: I also wondered like could they even work the camera. Our response would be to stand as 

firm as ever and in no way try to hide your face or your poster - we tried to totally ignore their 

presence so if they have these photos T'm sure they would show groups of very determined Sash 

members standing but I don't suppose they actually exist. 

Mary: How well did this branch, Natal Midlands, relate to other branches of Sash - did you meet 
people from other parts of the country? 

Paula: From time to time there was an effort to improve the contact with the Durban branch 
because after all Durban and Maritzburg are actually close together. I think we basically got on 
but we went on and did what we did in our region and they did what they did in their region. The 
few joint meetings we convened were not all that successful and yet we got on very well w ith 
members in some other regions. Eastern Cape, and as 1 say, I remember Knysna with great 
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affection, there was almost more commonality in our approach, in our view point, in our ideas 
than there was with Durban. Johannesburg and Cape Town, of course, were totally different, they 
were the big branches and not all of the members but definitely some of the members and a 
number of office bearers would let us understand that they operated in a far bigger sphere than 
we did. That was fine, it didn ' t mean that there weren ' t other members who were very friendly 
and inclusive of us and wanted to hear how we dealt with the same issues in our branch. ls that 
how you experienced it? 

Mary: No but I was going to ask you if you ever picked up at national meetings the tension 
between Johannesburg and Cape Town. 

Paula: Yes, because it was a vying for who was going to be the biggest. 

Mary: Who is goi ng to be the head office. 

Paula: Tt was very noticeable and ifl th ink back, and obviously over the years one does think of 
these things, it was maybe more the middle tear in other words, the really new young members 
were just very interested in what was going on in the country. Also perhaps not the older, 
original members because they had known each other for a long time but there definitely was a 
jostl ing for position and seniority and again I just want to say that often we were supposed to 
believe that we weren't active in the major political arenas. Of course, it was totally not true 
because in hindsight so much more was happening in KwaZulu Natal, for heavens sake we were 
at the centre of things as was the Eastern Cape. I think now we can look back and say that 
Midlands and Eastern Cape were probably the centre points of the political unrest. 

Mary: They were both very small branches. 

Paula: Yes, but I did get to meet people and conference was great even though there were 
tensions, conference was, for me, often a high point. ft was so great to meet people, often you 
felt a bit odd in Maritzburg, not really because we had each other, but in the country you read the 
national news, you saw the national news, and it was wonderful to go to conference and realize 
that all over there were amazing women doing amazing things with in the framework that we 
could operate in. So I used to come back from conference totally renewed in energy to keep 
doing whatever it was that l could do. 

Mary: I absolutely agree. I always came back feeling what a privilege it was to have been able to 
talk to these fantastic women, women with minds, who did so much. 

Paula: I could only aspire to in many cases, and it was a privilege, and what a privilege that f was 
a member, and allowed to be a member, and was allowed to speak up, and was allowed to have a 
voice in an organization that was doing this unbelievable stuff. When you saw these reports, that 
weren ' t published of stuff like one person running a project and I felt privileged to be part of it. 

Mary: Now, when you were in Sash was this region involved in writing any of the You And 
booklets? 

Paula: I do remember them. I remember that the Advice Office was involved in writing 
publications when I was involved with Sash - I don ' t remember Sash writing anything stand 
alone. The Advice office was constantly pub lishing little books, not constantly but publishing 
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information that was not available to people they were aimed at in any other form and the 
booklets were important. But, it was the Advice office that did it. 

Mary: When you went to Johannesburg this region wrote the Rape booklet, and then we wrote 
You and the Constitution so that was not the Advice Office. You and the Constitution was part of 
what was happening at the time - women needed to know what constitutional rights they had and 
we were asking them what they would like to see in a constitution, having explained what a 
constitution was. 

Mary: How was the work here different from anywhere else, and do you think we influenced any 
other parts of the country? Having heard you talking previously perhaps you wi II say no. 

I am so very sorry, someth ing weird happened to the tape at this point, there was no further 
sound so Paula has filled in the rest. 

Paula: r don't think the work we did was any different but I do think we were very focused in the 
Midlands - pa11ly because we were a small. cohesive branch. As to influencing other parts of the 
country - no, I don·t think we influenced them b ut we hnd a number of very politically astute 
members and they were listened to and well regarded. Their opinions and contributions were 
used to help formulate national policy and statements. 

Mary: What other organizations did you work with? 

Paula: The Eighties were a time of '"working committees'' and so we worked \'Vith a number or 
other organizat ions - ECC, PA CSA, AFRA. FFF are the ones that come to mind. 

Mary: The membership organization closed in l 995, a year after the first democratic elections, 

by a majority resolution of delegates at a special national conference. The Advice Office Trust 

remained and was renamed The Black Sash Trust with a mandate to carry on the work of the 

B.S. Thus began the transition from a volunteer-managed to a professional ly managed 

organization. How did you feel about the closure of the membership organization? 

Paula: I accepted that the move was inevitable due to changing circumstances and life styles 
but I remember feeling distanced from the organisation almost immediately. We moved to 
Johannesburg early in 1998 and I tried to make contact with Black Sash in Jhb but was quite 
firmly informed that there were no positions available ( I was not looking for a job - just wanted 
to make contact and get involved) and really nothing for me to do. I subsequently lost touch 
with Black Sash. 

Mary: Looking back from a distance how do you feel about your involvement in Sash? 

Paula: The honest truth? Looking back I wonder why I didn't do more . However I am immensely 
proud to have been associated with Black Sash during the eighties - I think that period was an 
important one in SA history. 

Mary: What was your relationship with other members of Sash, and did this alter your outlook? 
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Paula: While I was a member of Sash, practically all my friends were also members. I learnt so 
much from all of them - all my social activities were political and I came to realise that in SA 
whatever you do - it is a political activity. As someone once said - if you decided to go to a 
movie, it was a political decision because movie house were segregated and you decided to 
support them by attending a movie. Sash members helped form my political views and 
although I differed with some members on individual issues, in general my outlook was 
moulded by relationships with other members of Sash. 

Mary: What a re the most important things you gained from working in the organizat ion, and 
what are the most important things you gave to it? 

Paula: It was a defining time in my life. It changed how I related to the world - I appreciate that 
small changes are better than no changes. It changed how my family (father, brother, in-laws) 
related to me - I was finally allowed to have serious opinions and ones that differed to theirs. It 
also affect ed my daughter's character - she saw the meetings, the stands, the discussions and 
she has subsequently always t aken part in civic and community activities. 

What did I give to BS? Loyalty. 


