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Jennie: I'm Jennie Bowen and it's 5 May 2013. 

Mary: Jennie, thank you for this. To start off with would you like to say something about 
yourself, significant things about your background? 

I-.., 

Jennie: T' m not sure there is anything particularly significant but, I think when I came and started 
working for the Black Sash I was, in fact, very new to Pietermaritzburg, and I was very new to 
KwaZulu Natal, and that made quite an impact because I'd come out of the Eastern Cape which 
was very politicised at the time. I'd been very involved there. I'd been a student, I'd been on the 
SRC, and part of the UDF (United Democratic Front) but it was a very different environment to 
what KwaZulu Natal was at that time, and the Eastern Cape was already under a State of 
Emergency when we left; it was the only part of the country which was at the time. So T think 
that made quite a difference to what I saw here and the expectations, because at that time in 
Pietermaritzburg, in particular, it was the height of the conflict between Inkatha and the UDF, 
and that played its part in Black Sash and Black Sash politics in this part of the world. It was 
something that was totally different for me. I hadn't been a member of the Black Sash in 
Grahamstown, but I knew people, my sister was for example, and the Black Sash there had been 
very involved with UDF organisations and structures, and played a different role. Whereas when 
T arrived here and started working for the Black Sash (working with UDF structures) was still 
quite a strong divisive thing, I think, in the Black Sash here, or certainly parts of the Black Sash, 
and was very different. 

Mary: I was going to ask if you were a member, but you have just said you weren ' t before you 
came here. Did you join when you came here? 

Jennie: Yes. 

Mary: And what year was that? 

Jennie: I came at the end of 1985 and I started working about five months later. I wasn't working 
when I first got here. I'd been a student doing a Masters in the Eastern Cape and then dropped it 
when I came here, and I had a one month old baby. I knew a few people here through student 
politics, but I wasn't working and I was quite isolated. So that was the first job I saw advertised 
and it was part-time, it was afternoons only, and that's why I applied for it. I then joined the 
Sash and in fact used to go to Executive meetings as an ex-officio member. I think that was 
something that was introduced when they created the position because up until then, except for 
Mrs Nyide, everyone working in the Advice Office were volunteers. 

Mary: That's right. You were the first paid worker (except for Mrs Nyide). Jennie, can you 
remember what you were supposed to do when you were employed? 
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Jennie: I think the idea was that there were particular instances where volunteers would be 
working with clients of the Advice Office, and because volunteers were there sometimes, once a 
week in a particular slot, there would be cases that needed ongoing follow up and work, so it was 
to have someone who would do that. I was also asked to assist; so many of the volunteers would 
leave files for me in the morning, things that they thought were too difficult or they didn't know 
what to do with. And, the idea was that I also would pull out information that showed trends, so 
try and work on some of the statistics and research that would enable trends to be pulled out, so 
that, instead of just dealing with individual cases, we could perhaps make approaches on 
particular things that were clearly ongoing problems and try and instigate some sort of change 
there, and feed into national and provincial reports on that. 

Mary: Yes, and it obviously was difficult for you, a new town, a small baby. Did Sash members 
help you to settle in? Can you remember being welcomed, and where was the office then? 

Jennie: The office was in Ubunye House. People in the organisations there were quite friendly, I 
think, and Sash people were very friendly and welcoming, but there was no training, in fact I 
wasn't even interviewed for the job, I just appl ied and was given it, which l was quite surprised 
at. Pat Merrett was the person who ... 

Mary: Yes, she was the convenor, in fact the back-bone of the Advice Office. 

Jennie: I worked very closely with Pat and she was marvellous, but there was no formal 
induction or training; it was here you are you are employed, get on with it. 

Mary: But don' t you think this was because it was a completely new job? The volunteers, I think, 
were perhaps not quite sure what to expect or how to go about it. 

Jennie: I think so. I think, one of the ongoing problems was the fact that so few of us spoke 
isiZulu so were, in fact, all pretty dependent on Mrs Nyide who did all the interpreting and who 
did a lot of the kind of educative work in the waiting room. I think that made things difficult for 
everybody in many ways, although one picked up things, particularly because so many of the 
issues were consistent in terms of what people were bringing in as difficulties and problems. The 
theory at the time was to move on to more educative work, empowering people to take up the 
issues themselves. I don't think in reality that this ever really worked, or happened, partially 
because people didn ' t believe that they could actually do it themselves. Partially, I think that the 
educative process that was happening was kind of tacked on and, because there were so many 
people. I think one of the overwhelming memories 1 have, and I probably remember it well 
because I was living with a small child, was arriving every day at lunch time and still seeing so 
many people. I think it was supposed to be three hours a day unti l half past four, and one of the 
days of the week we were closed, and that was the time to write up reports and pull out statistics. 
Just seeing a waiting room, despite the fact that there could have been three or four volunteers 
working all morning, that waiting room was still packed with people many of whom had 
struggled to get there. It was very hard ever to close when one was supposed to close because of 
that overwhelming feeling, that kind of just many, many people all patiently, desperately needing 
help. 

Mary: Can you remember what the main issues were? 



3 

Jennie: I think pensions was one, not just state pensions not arriving, and problems around lack 
of documentation but l remember being surprised at how many private pension funds were so 
poorly run and how long people waited. Many of the issues were labour, and one of things l did 
regularly. There was Mr Buddai in what was called the Department of Manpower in those days, 
and he was our person to go and see if we weren't getting sorted out. l think he was marvellous 
and he went out of his way. I am not surprised that he had heart attacks after a while because he 
was one of the few people there who was concerned; he was human. A lot of them (issues) were 
around unemployment, and a lot of it was about either not being given an unemployment card, 
employers not contributing towards unemployment or, people not being aware that they needed 
to apply within a certain period of becoming unemployed, and (also) around sickness benefits 
and death benefits. So the pension issue was big and there were labour issues. Jt (labour issues) 
was my first introduction to the particular kind of racial divide in KwaZulu Natal, which was 
also new to me, where you had generally white managers or owners, Indian supervisors or 
owners, and black workers, and the tensions generated around that. There were quite a few. I 
remember one day in particular having eight people arrive, all from the same small business, all 
saying they had walked out of work and would T phone their employer, they were not going back 
due to ill treatment and non payment of salary . I remember being totally astounded because I 
phoned the employer who immediately offered to pay me if I would simply give him the names 
of the people who had walked out so he could deal with them. 

Mary: Bribery! And this wasn ' t typical of the Eastern Cape - I mean this racial divide? 

Jennie: No, but that' s one of the things I remember about some of the labour issues was that 
workers would come in, and their issue wou ld be with the "sandwich", the Indian supervisor in 
the middle, and that if J would just phone the white employer they thought it would get sorted 
out. They couldn' t get through the Indian supervisor and, it was described in very racial, ethnic 
terms. And that was quite an eye opener for me, coming from there. The other issue that came up 
a lot was the whole issue ofTnkatha, and I remember being struck by many of the people, elderly 
parents, who had come with problems with their children - their children had either been kicked 
out of school, or disappeared. They would identify themselves as Inkatha members, but very 
many of them simply didn't understand their children ' s politics, but they were concerned about 
them. Many of them also said they were Tnkatha members, but not active. They were Inkatha 
members because they lived in Inkatha areas and needed to be in order to get services. But now 
they were concerned that because of their children 's political involvement on the other side they 
would be identified and therefore would lose access to housing etc. I think that the other thing 
that I wasn' t used to was the arrangement of the kind of areas out in the Edendale valley where 
people would have to supposedly fall under a chief, so some of the issues would be that they had 
paid money to get a plot and the plot hadn ' t materialised or more money was being demanded. 
That kind of mi sh-mash of the different administrations that one dealt with which was quite 
complicated and quite new to me. 

One of the other issues I particularly remember was the issue of women whose husbands had 
died, and the fact that there was more than one wife, and sons were taking all the resources, and 
how to deal with that. I remember being quite struck by that. 

Mary: And it hasn ' t changed much, with Traditional Courts and so on. 
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Jennie: There was UIF (Unemployment lnsurance Fund), trying to access what little there was, 
getting documents, things like birth certificates, death certificates, pensions, labour, and then the 
political issues. l suppose those are the things that stand out most for me. 

Mary: As though that is not enough, I do want to ask you if you involved yourself in other Black 
Sash activities? 

Jennie: I did. I do remember going to, I think it was specifically an Advice Office conference, I 
think the first one they had had, in Knysna. I don't think they had had one before. Through the 
executive, l do remember a lot of debate about taking positions in campaigns, because I think 
there were Black Sash members at the time who argued very strongly that one should not be 
identifying w ith certain organisations. Certainly, with a number of members that was a big issue. 
T do remember things that I did get involved w ith, although I don' t think it was directly Sash. T 
remember the war. The job I was given was to go to the mortuary every day in order to try and 
look at unclaimed bodies and then to match them with parents. I think in fact it was the DA 
(Democratic Alliance) office was the clearing house for people who couldn't find children, they 
would identify missing children and we would try and match them with bodies in the morgue. 

Mary: l don ' t remember that. Did you really have to go there? 

Jennie: Yes, PJ (Schwikkard) and myself, every day we'd get the description of the bodies in 
Alexander Road and it was a kind of mixture of organisations who were involved there and who 
were approached. PACSA (Pietermaritzburg Agency for Christian Social Awareness) was one of 
them. lt was through Radley (Keyes) I think, certainly the missing people and bodies. 

l don't recall being there at a point where things like, what Black Sash was famous for 
nationally, like silent demos, and the poster demos. J don't remember that during the period l 
was there that happening so much, T think it was earlier. 

Mary: How long did you work for Sash? 

Jennie: 1 worked for just a year and a half, and then I went to study further and do Library 
Science. Although T stayed in the Black Sash, because the war was already building up in the late 
eighties, and then, Twas trying to think when the State of Emergency was extended here because, 
T remember our house getting raided. We had Skhumbuzo Ngwenya staying with us, but he 
wasn't there. I think people thought that we were relatively new in ' Maritzburg and maybe 
weren ' t known, but anyway we were. We were raided. But oddly enough we were raided 
because they were looking for Thami Mseleku, and they thought he was in our house, but in fact 
it was Skhumbuzo; but he had obviously had some advance warning. Although we did have 
black bags full of pamphlets that were being distributed at the taxi rank, that day when the police 
vans arrived and everyone had rushed off, they were just in our garden but they (the police) 
didn' t find them. 

Mary: Probably because they were in black bags in your garden. 1 was about to ask if you were 
ever harassed by the security police. 

Jennie: Well, that was the only time in Pietermaritzburg. Obviously we had experienced that in 
the Eastern Cape, and I do remember being struck here by, l thought, how polite they were 
because it was the night of the state of emergency and the first night my daughter slept through 
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the night. They knocked on our door at quarter to five in the morning, and I got up and about 
eight of them barged in, and a couple more went round the back and I remember telling them that 
they couldn ' t go into the room where she was sleeping because l had a baby sleeping, and they 
didn't. l remember being overwhelmed by the fact that they didn ' t and I though how stupid 
because if I was hiding someone that's what I would have said. We did have our house raided 
again later when they came to detain JJ (John Jeffries) who was staying with us. No, otherwise 
not here, certainly nothing like we had experienced in the Eastern Cape. 

I was trying to think what other campaigns were going on in the Black Sash, and I do remember 
lots of executive meetings and a couple of public meetings. 

Mary: Jn the eighties there was a state of emergency. 

Jennie: Yes, in 1987, but l don ' t recall other events . J remember a big march in town which was 
a lot of different organisations. 

Mary: I think Sash began to work more with other organisations in the eighties, even the ANC 
women 's league. 

Jennie: I do remember going to some of those multi-organisational meetings ... in what was the 
hall? 

Mary: Marian Hall 

Jennie: Marian Hall. But they never worked very well, the women 's organisation meetings there. 

Mary: I remember one meeting there was some big event and the women at the meeting were 
asked to cater for it. They were fairly outraged. Jennie, who were you working with besides Pat 
Merrett? 

Jenn ie: Ruth Lundie, who worked in the Advice Office. In terms of some of the debates that 
were going on, r remember Dianne Lawrence and Dot Proctor. I think they were quite strongly 
opposed to the Black Sash identifying too closely with UDF organisations. 

Mary: Was Dianne Lawrence a member of Black Sash? I don ' t think so. 

Jennie: J don ' t know, but T remember her being at a meeting where that was debated. I can 't 
remember if it was a public meeting. The interesting thing for me is that there were people who 
used to come to quite a lot of Sash meetings, men, Christopher Merrett, Col in Gardner. 

Mary: They were associate members. 

Jennie: Which was also something that was new to me to have that. I remember Verne Harris and 
Kerry, I remember Juliet (Armstrong) through the Advice Office. r remember you Mary. 

Mary: Juliet was treasurer for quite a long time. 

Jennie: When I first joined Gay McCormack was on the Advice Office committee and worked 
there. 

Mary: What about Maureen Wright who was not a member of Sash? 
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Jennie: She was an ardent Advice Office worker, one of the more regular ones. And the treasurer 
[of the AO?] was Pat who lived at the bottom ofTauton Road in Skewbridge. 

Mary: Oh yes, Pat Dunne. 

Jennie: She was an Advice Office stalwart and she was doing something with money at one 
point. The one thing I want to say is the one lot of support that we did get was, for example, 
Lawyers for Human Rights, and individual lawyers that I used to rely on quite a lot if we got 
nowhere w ith Advice Office things, or if there were other issues around detentions they would 
take them up. 1 remember Peter Rutsch in particular who used to come up, can't remember where 
he was working in those days. Then there were several law firms that we could call on for 
assistance and advice, one was Von Klemperer & Davies. 

Mary: What about other organisations. You talked about beginning to work with others. You 
were very involved in ECC (End Conscription Campaign), and Black Sash did work a bit with 
them. 

Jennie: I wasn't massively involved with ECC, I know people who were. Sally Howes was, and 
Simon (Burton) got involved with PDA (Pietermaritzburg Democratic Association) which was 
Yvonne Spain. I was drawn into the initial thing with the children at the Edendale Hospital and 
Yvonne got quite involved early on with trying to raise the issue of HIV and Aids. So there was 
that, and there were various student organisations. Because we had experience in Grahamstown 
with a number of spies and issues, I worked with people in student organisations here because 
they were concerned about that, and I think there were also the big exposes in the Black Sash, 
some of whom l had known or had worked with , spies I 'd been working with very closely in 
Grahamstown. Olivia Forsyth was the big one. So I did some work with students here. There 
were various kinds of organisations, 1 can't think of some of the names; there was a media 
organisation. It's quite hard to remember because some of them were set up as skills 
(organisations), there were the early days of NEU SA (National Education Union of South 
Africa), the teachers organisation here that used to meet in Thomas Street, but my memory is 
shot. 

Mary; I think your memory is amazing. You have reminded me of so much. Do you think this 
Black Sash branch and Advice Office contributed anything special to the country, or not? I find 
it very difficult to think of what we did that was, maybe, slightly different. 

Jennie: There is nothing immediately that comes to mind. In many ways one of the things that 
struck me here when I first came was ... ... look, I came from the Eastern Cape at a time when 
people were quite cohesive, there was quite a lot of close organisational working, kind of non
racialism etc. I remember one of the things I was struck by here was that it didn't seem to work 
like that here. People worked for the NIC (Natal Indian Congress) which worked in certain areas, 
the Imbali Rate Payers worked in certain areas, the Sash worked in certain areas, and there was 
quite a divide, which I think changed later. I do think the Advice Office here, in the context of 
the time in KZN, was stuck with Inkatha and the whole mish-mash, and I think what went down 
in the late eighties probably politicised a lot of ordinary people. Those parents that used to come 
into the Advice Office were certainly very politicised by what was happening to their children, 
and 1 do think that there were thousands of people who were helped in a small way by the 
Advice Office. That was always the dilemma of Advice Offices that 1 felt: the helping of 



ordinary people which at one level can be seen as band-aiding in a way, if there was no change 
(in the system). There was certainly information that fed into what happened at a national level 
of the Sash, where some court cases were taken on, but it was based on information that came 
from ordinary people and l do think, if r remember correctly, there were a couple of successful 
cases particularly around the KZN administration and the way people were dealt with. 

Mary: OK, let' s see what else l wanted to ask you. ff you look back from a distance, how do you 
feel about your involvement in the Sash? 

Jennie: l think the Black Sash was quite an amazing organisation, and r think it is very sad that 
they closed as a membership organisation. l understand why it happened, and I understand about 
funding constraints, and I understand about NGOs having to pay people, perhaps slightly better 
salaries if they wanted to keep people in the long term, who also had commitments. For me, one 
of the lessons if we look back, and we are now sitting in 2013, is that you actually have to have a 
vibrant civil society if you are going to win anything, and you have to have a volunteer attitude. l 
think one of the terrible things we look at now is that everyone looks to someone else to sort out 
their problems. Looking back personally, l think it was a mistake to lose membership because 
the minute you become a more professional organisation and focus on research, those ordinary 
people who are members, who might not have a lot of time, or don't feel they have a lot of skill 
but who do a bit, find it easier to become uninvolved and to focus in on your own small life. I 
think it's been one of the failures of our democracy that too many people just don't participate, 
even if at a small scale, even if just a local community scale. They don't take control, don 't 
demand, don't fight for things. Although T suspect that a lot of the lobbying, perhaps, might not 
have been possible for the Black Sash unless they became the organisation they did. I personally 
feel distanced, I get the emails about what the Sash is doing now, but it almost feels like a Cape 
Town organisation, like a parliamentary lobby group, rather than something that one feels you 
have to pay attention to, support, and do something. 

Mary: That is very interesting, and I think it applies to a lot of former members who feel total ly 
alienated from the current organisation. 

Jennie: I don 't think it could have stayed as the kind of organisation it was, anyway in terms of 
its membership, and, let's face it, it was a white women's organisation which was inappropriate 
but T think maybe, l don 't know, one should have engaged our imaginations a bit more about 
other possibilities. At one level you can sit and argue, and I've heard people argue, that for so 
long the Black Sash, well really was middle class white women. Yes, they took a stand, but 
standing up they weren't really ever under threat etc. etc., but I think ifwe look back we do 
know they made an impact. 

Mary: I think some of them were very effective, and some of them were threatened, quite 
seriously. 

Jennie: Yes, and f think if you look at the role certain people played generally, it was crucial. r 
think across a whole lot of things, and it wasn ' t j ust about people in detention or whatever, it was 
about the kind of information that got out. People had a voice. l think maybe one step back we 
needed to think about the possibilities of developing another kind of organisation when one still 
had members. r do think it's one of our losses, that there has been a disengagement amongst 
people who for many years were engaged, some more than others, but it was an engagement. 
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Mary: Sure, that in fact answers much of what I was going to ask you, except, perhaps, did you 
gain anything yourself from your work and membership of the Sash? 
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Jennie: I did. I think I learnt. I still end up having to deal with bureaucracy for a whole lot of 
people, and I certainly learnt to be stubborn. I think for me it was in many ways a humbling 
experience. Just to hear people's stories, and to hear what people's lives are like is humbling and 
moving. I th ink I fe lt frustrated a lot of the time that one couldn't do more. I think I learnt a lot in 
terms of information; the Black Sash was very good at that. I think in terms of that national 
magazine, in terms of the cases, in terms of some of the stuff Sheena Duncan wrote, I learnt a lot. 
For me, in fact, one of things I liked about the Black Sash was that although it was a women's 
organisation, and although I consider myself a feminist, I've never particularly wanted to belong 
to a feminist organisation, for some reason. But that's what I liked about the Sash; in a way it 
kind of did it without it being a big issue, and without being caught up in the minutiae of debates 
around that. I mean, you couldn't take up the issues they were taking up and not, in a way, be 
taking up women's rights. but it was seen as human rights and that was one of the things I liked 
about the organisation. People were generous, people were interesting. people didn 't hold back in 
terms of feel ing free to express their opinions on things. I do think that national magazine they 
brought out for a long time was an extremely valuable magazine, and I think it taught a lot of 
people. 1 think the Sash drew in a lot of people that would otherwise have been nervous about 
being drawn into what was seen as the "struggle". It did that, it brought in people who would 
otherwise never have participated in anything, and it was valuable for that. 

Mary: Jennie, thank you very much indeed, I th ink this is a good place to stop. 


