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2 

KWAZULU/NATAL ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 

3 FIFTH TAPE OF INTERVIEWS WITH PETER BROWN CONDUCTED BY NORMAN BROMBERGER 

4 IN 1995. (27.09 . 95): EDITED VERSION 

5 

6 N : This is the fifth interview with Peter Brown by Norman 

7 Bromberger . This is taking place on the , twenty- seventh of 

8 September , 1995, at Peter Brown ' s home in Pietermaritzburg . 

9 (That ' ll be the first of the heavy sighs that you ' ll hear on 

10 this tape ! ) I think at the end of the last interview I said 

11 that , after we ' d reviewed the last period of your active 

12 membership in the Party before you were banned, and looked at 

13 the activities and so on of that time , that we ' d come back and 

14 look at some of the members of the Party that you 'd worked 

15 with, and had contact with , and find whether there were 

16 comments you ' d like to make about the roles that they played, 

17 their personalities , anything that users of this tape might , 

18 one day, find of interest . So , that ' s what I ' d like to do now . 

19 I don ' t know that we want to go in any particular order, but we 

20 might start with Natal and then look at the other provinces . 

21 For a start , just to get us going, you were imprisoned, I think 

22 you said, and in the same cel.l as Meidner and a younger person 

23 

24 P : 

25 N: 

26 

27 

28 

29 P : 

Derick Marsh, yes . 

Derick Marsh, yes . And you talked about them at the time , in 

that kind of contex t . Could you say something a little more 

about Meidner? He was a member from the early days of the 

Party, was he? 

Yes . A founder member, and had been one of the leading lights 

30 of the pre-party group in Durban . And at that time , I think, 

31 was a junior lecturer . I ' m not quite sure what he would have 

32 been doing in Durban if he was a botanist , but anyway, that ' s 

33 where he was . And then not long after - I think probably after 

34 the Party was formed - he moved to ' Maritzburg, to the Botany 

35 Department . I think he ' d been very involved in post-war 
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1 

2 

3 

4 

5 N: 

6 P: 

7 N: 

8 

9 P: 

10 

11 N : 

12 P : 

13 

14 N: 

15 P : 

16 

17 

18 

19 N: 

20 P : 

21 

22 N: 

23 P : 

24 

25 N: 

26 

27 

28 

29 P : 

30 N: 

31 P : 

32 

33 

34 

35 N: 

politics on the University campus here where he was a senior 

student , having come back from the War and probably about 

thirty, then . So , he was more of a politician than many people 

in the Liberal Party . 

Aha . When you say ' about thirty then ' - after the War? 

Yes . I should think so . 

So , by the time one has got to 1960 , he would be in his - in 

his forties? 

Yes, we:l, where are we now? ' 95 minus '45 - well, he's over 

eighty now. 

Aha . Where is he now? 

He ' s now in Stirling, where he became the Professor of Botany, 

and he ' s now retired in Stirling, in Scotland. 

I see . At what stage did ne leave the country - roughly? 

Well, I think he probably thought if he stayed here he ' d be 

banned - and I also think that he thought at that time that 

South Africa was heading in the same direction as what he had 

escaped from in Nazi Germany . 

Aha . 

So , I think he probably left in 1963 . Somewhere round about 

then . 

So he was also a German Jew, was he? 

Yes . From what later after the War became Eastern Germany . 

Got out somehow on a bicycle through Czechoslovakia . 

Aha, aha . That reminds me - Von Klemperer . I remember 

noticing him at your birthday celebration, was ic last year, or 

the year before? Was he associated with the Party? Ac~ually 

in the Party, or a sympathiser? 

His wife was a member . 

Aha. 

He never joined, buc was sympathetic, I assume , and I think 

also not joining was something to do wi~h his background of 

having escaped from one tyranny and not wanting to get involved 

too publicly with fighting another one . 

Yes, yes . Now his line of activity was business - was it? - ac 
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1 

2 P : 

3 

4 N : 

5 P : 

6 

7 N : 

8 

9 

10 

11 P : 

12 

that stage? 

Business and social responsibility, whatever you ' d like to call it -

African Welfare Society and that kind of thing . 

Ja , j a . 

And he was always available to have a donation squeezed out of 

him when it was needed for things like the Liberal Party . 

Yes , okay . So , yes , if one thinks then about Meidner , ' more of 

a politician than many members of the Party ' . Could we open 

that up a little, that statement? Not only about Meidner , but 

also about other people in the Party . 

Well Meidner had been prominent in the UP in what I think was 

called the Berea Branch in which somebody recounts , somewhere , 

13 being invited to join what was known as the Berea Mixed Branch . 

14 I can ' t remember who tells that story - how he joined, 

15 enthusiastically, thinking this was perhaps the beginnings of 

16 some sort of multi - racial UP , to find that Berea Branch had 

17 taken the step of having mix ed male and female membership (they 

18 

19 N: 

20 P : 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

laugh) and that ' s why it was a mixed branch ! 

Oh . 

Perhaps that story appears somewhere in Randolph Vigne ' s 

account of the Liberal Party history . So, Hans had been in 

polit!cs since leaving University, he was probably in whatever 

the U. P . had at the University here , and then went on to this 

branch in Durban, other members of which were people like 

Violeine Junod, and possibly Leo Kuper , although he may never 

have been a member o~ the UP - I don ' t know for certain . So 

Hans came with that background . However, as far as the Party 

28 was concerned, I would say that the most ski:led in political 

29 manoeuvring, or whatever you like to call it , were the people 

30 who had come from NUSAS , (National Union of South African 

31 Students) of whom there was always a steady stream, - and who 

32 often moved into the Liberal Party leadership . I mean they 

33 were the people who did caucusing and behind-the- scenes 

34 manoeuvring which we innocents didn ' t know anything about . 

35 N: I see , so it ' s that that you have in mind when talking about 
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1 

2 P : 

3 N : 

4 

5 P : 

6 N: 

7 P : 

8 N : 

9 

'politicians'? 

Yes . 

Ja . Whereas the innocents foregather , - raise an issue , have 

a debate and then they decide, they don ' t attempt to . .. 

. . to influence the outcome beforehand . 

Yes . 

Ja . 

Yes , yes . Did it also carry other connotations of thinking 

strategically and tactically . You don ' t simply talk about the 

10 principle , it ' s very much a question of outcomes , or at least 

11 it ' s ' principle in the context of likely outcomes ', and what 

12 constituencies you are appealing to - you know , that kind of 

13 

14 P : 

15 

16 

17 

18 

calculation of effect . Or were you all rapid learners? 

Norman, certainly there was some of that. I suppose , the 

Ballingers and those people thought in terms of the effect on 

White opinion . ' Well , if we do this, that ' ll alienate that 

lot , and you ' ve got to not do that , and so on '. Whereas, at 

the other end of the Party, they would have been more concerned 

19 with confronting the White establishment , or whatever you ' d 

20 like to call it , with principles which they then hop ed, taking 

21 a strategic view would succeed in winning Black support . 

22 

23 

24 N: 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

30 P : 

31 N : 

32 

33 P : 

34 

Looking back at it now, I think that was more or less what was 

happening . 

Well , now the nitty- gritty business of (in committees and 

congresses and so on) preparing resolutions and moving 

amendments and that kind of committee politics was , I presume , 

the preserve of lawyers and people of that kind of background, 

plus , I suppose here too , the student population, had an 

e xperience of that kind of thing ... ? 

Yes . 

Because certainly when I first got into student politics I was 

totally innocent of all that kind of 

Of course, points of order and all that kind of thing were 

endlessly raised . The problem was that certainly in my case 

35 the Chairman didn ' t really know what a point of order was , so 
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1 

2 N: 

3 P : 

Who was the Chairman? 

Well I was . I was just thinkin g , talking about the detention time , 

4 that the other person there , Derick Marsh a background much more 

5 like mine than - well , certainly than Hans ' s was . I've just been 

6 reading the - an account of his early life - you might li ke to take 

7 a look at it . He came i nitially from a sort of Eastern Cape farming 

8 family and had grown up in t he Free State . His interests were sport 

9 and racing - he kept a racehorse in the back of the pub with 

10 somebody else when he was at Rhodes - and farming and all that k i nd 

11 of thing . He was much less of a theoretician in the way that Hans 

12 was . He was a close friend of Harold Strachan, who later was one of 

13 the original volunteers for Mkhontu Wesi zwe . And I see from 

14 Derick ' s account that he himself volunteered as what was called a 

15 Freedom Volunteer , I think . But that was in the pre-Congress of the 

16 People build- up . I think a Freedom Volunteer was somebody who was 

1 7 prepared to go out and canvas for ideas to be presented to the 

18 Congress of the People and he volunteered, but in this part of the 

19 

20 N: 

21 P : 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 N: 

29 P : 

30 

31 N : 

32 P : 

world no canvassing was ever done , as far as I know . 

The thing you refer to - is i t somethin g he has wri tten? 

He ' s written it at the instigation of Harold Strachan, who now 

has also written his account of his life in politics, and his 

total disillusionment with the role that the armed str uggle in 

the end played . He , I think, claims that it put back the 

liberation struggle , and his e xperience there has turned him 

into a very harsh critic of the influence of the Communist 

Party . 

Yes . 

He having become a member of the Communist Party when he left 

the Liberal Party . But he went to see 

Sorry, so Strachan had been a Liberal , had he? 

Well certainly in 1954 when I contested Pietermaritzburg South, 

33 he and Sam Che tty were our poster people . 

34 N: 

35 

I had no idea . So from there h e wen t to the Communist Party and 

then into the Congress movement? 

5 



1 P : 

2 

3 

Yes . One knew that he had disappeared from any active work in 

the Liberal Party . When he was in the Liberal Party, he was on 

the staff of the Fine Arts Department at the University here . 

4 And then they - I don ' t know whether they sacked him or whether 

5 he was only a temporary lecturer . But he eventually ended up 

6 

7 

8 N: 

9 

10 P : 

teaching at the Technical College in Port Elizabeth, and that 

was where he really got involved in Mkhonto .. 

Yes , right . As you understand it is the intention to publish 

these manuscripts? 

Well , knowing Strachan, I think it probably is . Well, you know 

11 Lillias van der Hoven - do you? She ' s Strachan ' s sister . And 

12 she has a daughter in Australia ; so Harold went to Australia 

13 last year for some family get-together and there - he went to 

14 stay with Derick Marsh and he said to Derick ' I ' m writing this 

15 and it ' s very important that unexpurgated accounts of what 

16 happened in those years should be recorded now .' So that ' s 

17 what inspired Derick to start writing . 

18 N: 

19 

20 

21 

P : 

N: 

I see, from Australia? 

Ja . 

Aha . 

move 

Right . While we ' re on that , how does he account for the 

from what he was - to a political commitment . Is there 

22 any link there that one can point to? Are there influences : is 

23 it inside the home , is it outside that {he bumps into 

24 something?) .. ? 

25 P : 

26 

27 

I should read his account again but it doesn ' t seem to me that 

it comes from within the family background which was not 

liberal, but , call it principled people - who wouldn ' t be nasty 

28 to anyone - that kind of background . I suspect it really only 

29 started when he came to the University here . His story - as 

30 you will see - was that in the end he left Rhodes and went back 

31 to farm in the Free State and then only later came here , by 

32 which time he was already married . They moved into Oribi - the 

33 old military camp where the married students lived at that time 

34 - where he then came across people like the Dyers and the 

35 Meidners , and later on, Tony Mathews and so on . And I think 

6 



1 

2 N : 

3 

4 

5 

6 

that may have been the spark . 

It ' s of some interest to me , and might also be of interest to 

some others : this process by which a small , relatively small , 

handful of Whites, move not only to the left side of the 

distribution of opinions amongst Whites, but then actually go 

beyond having opinions and join a party, start taking action . 

7 My interest is the recruitment of these people , where they come 

8 from and what has influenced them . You mentioned the Dyers : 

9 

10 P : 

11 

now , is there a story there? On her side , or his side? 

Yes , I think there probably is Norman , but I don ' t know it . And 

it would be on her side, I ' m sure . They ca:r:1e here from 

12 Wits .... I ' m not sure about this , I ' m not sure whether she got 

13 a junior lectureship, or whether they came here because Mike 

14 

15 

16 N : 

17 P: 

18 

19 N : 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

who had qualified at Wits as an engineer . And then came here 

and architecture . 

Aha . 

I think that the liberal push came from Marie ' s side . Mike , in 

fact , never joined the Party . 

Talking abouc coming from Wits reminds me that I had an 

impression at one stage (when my mother-in-law was Ursula 

Randall - who at that stage lived in Port Elizabeth, and had 

been a Liberal Party member, going some way back) , that in the 

thirties , in a place like Wits there had been (just as in the 

metropo~itan centres of 

left-leaning tendency . 

the world amongst incellectuals ) this 

It came from the experience of the 

Great Depression and the apparent collapse of capitalism and so 

27 on, and a scientific hope for the future around socialism 

28 .... (telephone interrupts) . 

29 N : 

30 

It was a group of younger people coming to adulthood in the 

thirties who had ideas of a brighter human future associated 

31 with socialism - in some cases , scientific socialism and the 

32 experiment of the Soviet Union . This kind of thing also picked 

33 up in the war years with the Gluckman kind of notion that we 

34 might push in the direction of the welfare state ourselves . In 

35 Paton' s book on Hofmeyr, I first picked up thaL in those war 

7 



1 years , Hofmeyr was slowly expanding the welfare net through 

2 pensions . You ' d just had Whites covered to start with and then 

3 Coloureds came in and then Indians and then Africans - with 

4 differentials of course - but that leaves us at present, now 

5 that we ' ve removed the racial differentials - with a pension 

6 system which is apparently very unusual for countries of our 

7 sort of average stage of development . So that a kind of 

8 welfarist element was present in the consciousness , and in the 

9 policy . 

10 P : 

11 N: 

Mrnm, Mmm ••. 

That was something simply that came from talking about Wits and 

12 .. my wondering whether there were people of that sort around 

13 the country, some of whom, at least, were willing, at a 

14 slightly later stage to nail their colours to the mast and move 

15 out of the UP and join the Liberal Party . 

16 P : Yes , I ' m just trying to think about the age thing, Norman . You 

17 mentioned Marion Friedman earlier . Now I don ' t know whether she 

18 could be put back into the 30s , or whether it was only during 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 N : 

24 P : 

the war that she would have been student material . But I ' m 

sure there were some of those people . I don ' t think prominen t 

in any numbers . Or should one regard people like Wolheimas 

being in that category? 

Aha . Where would he go back to? 

Yes , well , I think he has just died at over eighty ... So maybe 

25 he was a little bit younger than Paton was . Paton was born in 

26 1903 , so there may well have been such people - Gerald Gordon 

27 and others - who were in their thirties , or late twenties , 

28 before the War . 

29 N : 

30 P : 

31 N: 

Yea , yea . 

But on the whole we were a younger group . 

Yes , okay . I may have got the thirties and forties the wrong 

32 way around as regards their local political significances . 

33 

34 (Note: A good e xample is Karl Nathenson) . 

35 

8 



1 P: 

2 N: 

j a .. 

.. who I don ' t think will have joined the Party, (I ' m not sure 

3 about his wife) . In the late seventies and early eighties he 

4 emerged as interested in Black agriculture, which was useful 

5 because at that stage he was Professor of Crop Science? It 

6 turned out - he never told me this himself I don ' t think, but, 

7 somebody told me - he was a Wits graduate initially, and had 

8 been a member of the Communist Party when it was still legal . 

9 And I associated this decision with ' bread for the millions', 

10 harnessing science for the good of mankind . But then, 

11 presumably simply dropped out and devoted himself to working as 

12 an agricultural scientist , actually government employed . When 

13 an opportunity came , as thing·s changed there he was willing to 

14 lend his authority and support to the Subsistence Agriculture 

15 Study Group , when we started u p . Now that ' s the case of a man 

16 who picked the non- political strategy : as he comes into adult 

17 and professional life , he lies low politically, the whole way 

18 through, really , but at least he finds something to do later on 

19 which you could trace all the way back to that early vision . 

20 

21 

22 P : 

23 

Anyway, jumping from some of these people we ' ve talked about 

here , was Poovalingam somebody you knew, well at all? 

Yes .. . I did . And I think I was quite close to him ... He was 

certainly somebody who joined the Party very early on ... I 

24 think, out of disillusionment with the way the Natal Indian 

25 Congress was going . I ' m pretty certain that he was involved in 

26 the initial campaign, I can ' t remember what it was called : it 

27 

28 

29 

30 

31 

32 

33 N: 

34 P : 

wasn ' t called the Defiance Campaign, but the one against the 

'Pegging Act ' in Durban . I think he was a volunteer .. . And 

something happened there that put him off ~he Congress ... and 

what happened , I think , was that he saw that the SACP was 

taking over, or that the young leadership, anyway, was that way 

inclined . 

Yes . 

He left and he became very critical of them and of the Congress 

35 Movement in general . Our problem with him, I think, was when 

9 



1 he began to think in terms of using what the Nationalists were 

2 offering. What was it going to be? Indian Council? At the 

3 time when the whole Improper Interference programme was being 

4 debated there was this , I think, proposal from the Nats to get 

5 rid of the Coloureds off the roll and give them their Coloured 

6 

7 

8 N: 

9 P : 

Council (or whatever it was) and there would be an Indian 

equivalent of that . 

Yes . 

And he in fact , publicly at the time that the Improper 

10 Interference Act was on the cards , was certainly flirting with 

11 the idea of standing for electi on to that Council and we parted 

12 company on that issue - he and I personally , I mean . I must 

13 say that he had been largely inactive for quite a long time and 

14 then when the final closing down meetings of the Party were 

15 being planned for the one in Durban I presume Poovalingam had 

16 now made himself available and Ted Keen , who was the Chairman 

1 7 there , had wanted him on the platform . I wasn ' t involved 

18 because I was banned , but I had a deputation in to see me from 

19 all our young Indian members saying ' we can ' t have this . This 

20 fellow is flirting with this - this organisation when he is 

21 supposed to be standing for votes for everyone - it would be 

22 quite improper for him to be on the platform' - which I agreed 

23 with . So then poor old Ted had to tell him ' well , I ' m sorry we 

24 don ' t want you after all .' And I don ' t think Pat has ever , 

25 perhaps understandably, got over that incident . 

2 6 N : 

27 

28 P : 

29 N: 

30 

31 P : 

32 N: 

33 P : 

34 

35 

So , in other words, the Solidarity move in response to the 

Tricameral system, 

Thac was , in a way, a natural progression , I think . 

Aha , yes , yes . ' Cause he did, as I remember it , appear at the 

history of the Party conference in Grahamstown . 

Yes , and he certainly continued to be a good friend of Alan ' s . 

Aha, yes , yes . Now was he a lawyer? 

Well certainly not at first . He was probably still a student 

when he joined the Party, at that Law Faculty in Durban, where 

people went after hours to lectures and so on . 

10 



1 N: 

2 P : 

3 

4 

Yes. 

Tony Mathews was attached to the one which used to meet 

somewhere down near where all the buses are now in Durban, 

towards the race course there . And I think Pat was probably 

5 attending part- time lectures there . 

6 N : 

7 P : 

8 N: 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 P : 

16 N: 

17 

18 

19 

20 P : 

21 

22 

23 N: 

24 P : 

25 

26 

I see . 

And then later became articled and finally qualified . 

I had a brother-in- law, at one stage, in t he early seventies, 

who was in law down in Durban , and I was quite amused to 

discover that he regarded as one of the more slippery customers 

that he had to deal with . At certain sorts of times when he 

wanted to communicate with him and Pat wasn ' t returning calls, 

he'd have to jam his switchboard and various other things to 

force him to talk . 

Oh (they are laughing) . 

You mentioned before we began taping, and here I'm jumping back 

to Pietermaritzburg, Selby , Selby Msimang . I imagine there 

that your contact with him might have also pre-dated the Party 

days, your work in Edendale and so on? 

Yes . It did . I can ' t quite remember how . I think that apart 

from being a member of the last Native's Representative 

Council . Selby also used to be Edgar Brookes ' s election agent . 

Ah . 

John Aitchison would probably know - because he started to 

write a biography of Selby . I don ' t know whatever happened to 

it. So, I would have met Selby because when I was working for 

27 the Local Health Commission, £or a brief period, Selby was on 

28 the Eddendale Advisory Board . And I can remember this being an 

29 embarrassment - something that the Local Heal th Commission 

30 didn ' t quite know how to handle - but when Selby came to their 

31 offices in ' Maritzburg, he used to use the lavatory, and this 

32 caused considerable agitation .. it was regarded as 

33 confrontational . 

Aha . 34 N: 

35 P : I don ' t think they ever plucked up the courage to say anything 

11 



1 to him about it, but I ' m sure he knew and so he insisted on 

2 doing it . So I certainly would have met him before the Party 

3 started. And then of course he was part of our small group 

4 here which - which pre- dated the formation of the Liberal 

5 

6 N: 

7 

8 P : 

9 

Association . 

Yea, yea . Now he ' s said to have been - do I remember it 

correctly - one of the founders of what became the ANC? 

Yes, he was . He was certainly at the meetings at which the ANC 

was discussed and launched . I think his brother, (Note: 

10 Richard, R.W. Msirnang) whose name I no longer remember was 

11 probably more prominent, perhaps because he was older than 

12 Selby at that time . But Selby was certainly involved and I 

13 think became more or less secretary to Seme, who I think was a 

14 second president of the ANC - I'm not sure with - Pixley Seme 

15 

16 N: 

17 P : 

who was , I think a lawyer in Johannesburg . 

Was Selby a lawyer? 

No . I don ' t think Selby was qualified in anything but he 

18 became a sort of advisor to people on legal issues and this may 

19 have stemmed from his membership of the NRC . He had an office 

20 in town to which people would go for help with a whole variety 

21 of problems . 

22 N: 

23 

24 P : 

25 N : 

26 

27 P : 

28 

29 N: 

30 

31 P : 

32 N: 

33 

34 P : 

Yes , yes . The NRC is the post- 36 or ' 37 body , set up after the 

removal from the .... 

from the common roll - ja . 

Is he a man who would have been one of a small group of 

Africans with the vote in Natal , or were there none? 

Well there was a small group but whether he was one of them, I 

don ' t know . 

Right . In the period of the existence of the Party would be 

then already have been a man - getting on for his six ties? 

Oh , I should think so, yes . 

Did he in fact play a reasonably significant role? You know, 

locally? Or, was he in fact more of a kind of symbolic figure? 

No , he had a mass of contacts . I think he was quite a 

35 controversial figure . Some people would have regarded him as 

12 



1 a bit of a compromiser . He ' d been through the ANC and All 

2 Africa Convention , he was involved with the ICU . I think he 

3 went through life , and if he saw something that he thought 

4 might achieve something, he joined it and in the en - in the 

5 end he joined Inkatha too . He stayed a member of the ANC 

6 always , but he joined both the Liberal Party and Inkatha . 

7 Although, I think in Inkatha he was largely a sort of symbolic 

8 figure . But certainly i n the Li beral Party he did a lot of 

9 work . 

10 N : 

11 P : 

12 

13 

14 

Aha . 

And, as you know, he was the person who introduced us to 

Charlestown . But he also had that kind of contact with people 

all over Northern Natal . His family had roots in Driefontein , 

near Ladysmith - they had land there and he certainly provided 

15 us with quite a lot of contacts . As well as being a regular 

16 attendant at committee meetings , local , Edendale and 

17 

18 N: 

19 

20 

21 P : 

22 

23 

24 

N : 

P : 

25 N: 

26 

27 P : 

28 

29 

Provincial . 

Right , right . This is a different kind of question about him : 

his family was not one of the original Edendale people , or were 

they? 

No, I think they were . 

They were? 

They were .... but had some Methodist 

Driefontein, they also had a foot in there . 

connection with 

Yes , alright . "Msimang" is what? I mean certainly it ' s not 

Nguni is it? 

I don ' t know . 'Msimang' is that monkey you get in the - in the 

- in the - this indigenous forest round here - so that ' s the 

clan totem or name or whatever you call these things , I 

30 suppose . 

31 

32 BREAK 

33 

34 

35 

13 



1 (Second side of the tape) 

2 

3 N: 

4 

Alright, this is side two of the fifth interview with Peter 

Brown on the 27th of September . We seemed to have been talking 

5 about Selby and monkeys . Ja . So, a - in that sense there is 

6 a - and you are reminding me about the Transkei connection . 

7 One of the constituencies that the Party developed here, or 

8 that it serviced, or that it did work for , was the class of 

9 small African freeholders and Msimang was quintessentially one 

10 of those from a family of 19th century freeholders. 

11 P : 

12 

13 

14 N: 

15 P : 

16 

17 

18 N: 

Yes. I have a feeling that the family also had some connection 

with Swaziland and came with the missionary - whose name I've 

forgot ten ... 

Allison? 

Allison . Whether they ' d gone there with him and then come back, 

I don ' t know . But, certainly Msimang isn ' t a common isibongo in 

Natal. 

Yes, that I think was part of what I had in mind when I asked 

19 where it was from, because I had this impression that Allison 

20 would have done a certain amount of moving around and he had 

21 picked up a loyal band of followers in Lesotho , and Swaziland . 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 P : 

In the local Party, in particular . I did e xpress an interest 

earlier on in Aitchison, who shared this punishment and also 

distinction with you of a long, extended ban . He was banned as 

a very young - or fairly young - man. Was he still a student? 

Yes . Well I may be maligning him but I was going to say I 

27 think he had been a member of the UP . I ' m not absolutely sure 

28 about that . He came into the office a few times and his 

29 problem, as far as I recall, was the franchise . He wasn ' t sure 

30 at that stage about universal suffrage . So he came a couple of 

31 times and went away again and then he ' d come back again , and 

32 finally, he joined. And then became very active . Eventually, 

33 as far as I can remember, Secretary of the ' Maritzburg branch, 

34 but with a particular bias towards the anti- re-set:tlement 

35 campaign . 

14 



1 N: 

2 P : 

Aha . 

And we had at that time what I think was called the Liberal 

3 Party Youth Group . He was probably one of its key members . 

4 They did a lot to try and take some of the load of visiting 

S Black Spots and later helping the kind of training schools 

6 which Neil Alcock hosted and which he was sort of keen about . 

7 As you say John was banned . I think the main reason would have 

8 been that he was involved with those Black communities and 

9 having been banned he then did his time and then the ban ended. 

10 It wasn ' t re-imposed immediately, and he then went to South 

11 West Africa, as it was, where his friend, Steven Hayes, another 

12 theological student who was at that time involved with the 

13 Diocese of Windhoek (or whatever it was called) . And John went 

14 

15 

16 

17 N: 

1 8 P : 

19 N: 

20 P : 

21 

to do some work there . And whether his second ban was because 

of that - I don ' t know - but he was certainly banned for a 

second time . 

Sort of banned back to Pietermaritzburg, was he ... ? 

Yes, I think he was based in Pietermari tzburg by then . 

Oh, I see . 

He was banned here again . The other person of course who had a 

second ban imposed after a break, was Dempsey Noel . In his 

22 case that was because he was involved with the Labour Party . 

23 Kind of (the tape fades so that the rest is inaudible) . 

24 N: 

25 

26 

27 P : 

28 N: 

29 P: 

30 N : 

31 

32 

33 P: 

That story I ' m unfamiliar with altogether . When he was first 

banned that was when he was a member of the Liberal Party, was 

it? 

Yes. 

Yes . And it would have been about the same time ... ? 

During 1963 to 1966, ... that sort of time . 

And, he would have been primarily working in the Coloured 

community - or a more general sort of role? Linking up with 

some of the work amongst Africans and so on? 

Yes. Dempsey joined the Party after the Natal Convention . What 

34 happened was that he was very involved in the BESL, the 

35 Coloured ex- service community, and so he brought quite a lot of 

15 



1 those people to - the Party - post the Natal Convention . They 

2 had a delegation at it and Dempsey was a very outspoken sort of 

3 person . The Security Police didn ' t like this - quite apart from 

4 his involvement in general Party work, he also had a foot in 

5 the trade union field , I think - and they didn ' t like the 

6 

7 P : 

8 N: 

9 

10 

11 

12 P: 

13 N: 

things he said about them in public . 

Apart from that personalities also came into it , so they banned him . 

Was he at any stage - this is just his personal background I ' m 

referring to - was he at any stage involved in building 

contractor - or am I confusing him with the other man, Victor 

Middleton? No? 

No . A man who still from time to time pitches up at these -

14 Liberal Democratic meetings and so on . .. 

15 P : 

16 N: 

17 P : 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 N: 

23 P : 

24 

25 N: 

Oh, Lionel Sampson . 

Oh, yes . Lionel Sampson . 

No, Dempsey was a plasterer by trade . He was and he continued 

to be that . During his ban and after . In the ex-service 

organisation, he was on the National Executive of that group, 

and I think eventually his position was National President . 

That is after his period of banning . 

Oh, I see. 

He was certainly influential in getting those people involved 

in the Coloured Convention later on . 

Goodness , that really shows me up . Where does one locate the 

26 Coloured Convention? 

27 P : 

28 

29 

30 

31 N: 

32 P : 

Well , after the Natal Convention here, then there began these 

other movements which were seen as a new field for protest and 

political activity against apartheid given that the ANC and the 

PAC had been banned . 

Yes, yes . 

There was this idea of trying to set up a National Convention , 

33 and as part of this there was a Coloured Convention, which took 

34 place in Cape Town . Somehow or other they were banned from 

35 holding meetings anywhere in Cape Town, and Eulalie Scott 

16 



l (Note: One of our Cape Town members) found them a farm 

2 somewhere outside , and they all trekked out to this place and 

3 had the convention outside wherever the boundaries of the ban 

4 applied . 

5 N: 

6 

7 P : 

8 

Yea .. And was that an impetus which led him to the Labour 

Party? Or not so? 

I ' m not sure . Dempsey was certainly not a member of the Labour 

Party in its early days . He became that when the Liberal Party 

9 was blocked off . 

10 N: 

11 P : 

12 N: 

13 P : 

14 N: 

15 

Yes . And for his troubles , you say, he got banned again? 

Yes . 

When he was active in the Labour Party? 

Ja, j a . 

Aha . The other Natal person that we ' ve mentioned before and 

I ' d like to come back to is Neil Alcock . But before we go onto 

16 that , I was just wondering about the other provinces : is there 

17 anybody you ' d like to say anything about - obviously you could 

18 say something about many of them? 

19 P : 

20 

21 

22 

23 N: 

24 P : 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

30 

Yes , well one has to mention Jean Van Riet from the Free State 

who was an extraordinary person and who , in the middle of a 

conservative farming community, became a member of the Liberal 

Party almost from the time of its foundation . 

Yea . 

But, who ' d also devised - on his farm - a system of profit

sharing . . . which seemed to work pretty effectively; he was a 

benefactor of the Black school in the local location in that he 

used to donate , and be invited to come and present , the prizes 

as an annual event . And he used to provide a certain number of 

bursaries and so on at the school - from which he was later 

banned under the old permit system - they wouldn ' t let him go 

31 into the location . 

32 N: 

33 P : 

yea ... 

He was never actually banned himself, but he was certainly 

34 ostracised by many members of that community . He ' s told me 

35 that walking down the streets of Ex celsior, people would spit 

17 



1 as they passed him - which didn ' t seem to perturb him at all . 

2 And I think I ' ve recounted the time when prominent citizens of 

3 Excelsior were had up under the Immorality Act . 

4 N: 

5 P : 

It was Excelsior then? 

Ja . A sort of s i lence d e scended over the White community of 

6 the town - it was just not mentioned . When this first became 

7 news Jean made a point of going into the town, walking up and 

8 down, and every person he passed, and he knew, he would stop 

9 and say : ' Is this true? I mean can this possibly be true? I 

10 thought I read about so and so .. ' which made him even less 

11 popular than he had been before . 

12 N: 

13 

14 P : 

15 

If I remember correctly there were actually some dominees 

involved? 

Wel l , I don ' t think it was a dominee . Derick Marsh i n his 

story, which I ' ll lend you , says it was a dominee . I think the 

1 6 dominee was in De Aar , but that it was the butcher and the 

17 Mayor and those kind of people in Excelsior . 

18 N: 

19 P : 

20 N: 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

P : 

N: 

26 P : 

27 

28 

29 

30 N: 

31 P : 

32 

33 

Aha , aha . 

But I may be wrong about that . 

They actually had, if I remember correctly , basically 

mistresses . . ... whom they had set up .. 

Ja, it was sort of a s mall- time vice- ring . 

Is there anything that you know about Jean 

background? Was he an immigrant to this country? 

up here? 

Van Riet ' s 

Did he grow 

No, he certainly grew up here . His father was a lawyer at Thaba 

' Nchu , I think, and his grandfather had some rank in one of 

those old Republics , Stellaland or Goshen - one of those 

places . 

Aha . 

Jean was trained to be a lawyer, and had to go into his 

father's office and he said he couldn ' t take it , it wasn ' t the 

life he wanted at all , and he managed to persuade his father to 

34 buy, or lease this farm for him, and became a very successful 

35 farmer . 
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1 N: 

2 P : 

3 

4 

5 

So he was a successful farmer? 

Oh yes , oh yes . And then he bought a farm in - I don ' t think 

it wa s Botswana then - it was still the Protectorate of 

Bechuanaland . He bought a farm on the Bechuana side and 

another one on the Transvaal side . I think his idea was that 

6 if he was ever banned, he might nip across , if the worst came 

7 to the worst. Anyway, his grandson is now settled on that farm 

8 and if he hasn ' t already, must be about to qualify for Botswana 

9 

10 

11 N: 

12 P : 

13 

citizenship . And Jean sent his head Black man from Excelsior 

to run that place in Botswana . 

Mmm .•. 

Which , I regret to say turned out to be a disappointment -

because he found that this fellow was metering use of his 

14 t r actors for contracting and so on and so forth - and, in the 

15 end, they parted company . But that ' s another story . 

16 N: 

17 P : 

18 

19 

20 

21 

Yes , yea . 

Also , of course , another sort of problem - I mean Jean was 

never a problem - but certainly one of the problem members from 

the Free State was Patrick Duncan, who became the National 

Organiser . A great person, but impossible to work with . He put 

a great deal of energy into that job, and was the person 

22 primarily responsible for us getting involved in the Transkei -

23 because he had a meeting there with some people , some contacts 

24 he ' d made, which was in many ways the beginning of what turned 

25 into the anti - Mtanzima opposition. Patrick was his own man and 

26 he couldn ' t really be a Par ty person and sooner or later he 

27 

28 N: 

29 P : 

30 N: 

31 

32 

33 P : 

34 N: 

35 P : 

disagreed with almost everyone . 

Oh . 

Nobody more likeable or charming you could find . 

When he was organiser - I mean this is getting down to 

resources and money again - was he contributing his services , 

or was he paid anything? 

No , he was paid . I ' m not sure what, but he was paid . 

And that was from general Party funds? 

Yes, I think so . There may have been a special appeal to 

19 



1 

2 N : 

3 N: 

members to finance him - I can ' t remember . 

Uhum . And that organiser role ran for some years , didn ' t it? 

Yes . Initially he was based at Ladybrand where his home was , 

4 but then he moved to Cape Town . And then , of course , ' Contact '. 

5 He provided really the money for that . Where it came from, we 

6 

7 N: 

8 P : 

9 

10 N: 

11 P : 

12 N: 

13 P : 

14 

15 N: 

16 P : 

17 N: 

18 P : 

19 N: 

20 P : 

21 

22 N: 

23 

24 P : 

25 N: 

26 P : 

27 N: 

28 

29 

30 

31 P : 

32 

33 N: 

34 

35 P : 

don ' t know . 

Right . 

The original editor was George Clay who had been on one of the 

dailies ... 

The Cape Times ... ? 

Yes , I think so . 

Randolph says something like that (not clearly audible) . 

But I think within two or three issues Pat had had a row with 

him, and then took over the paper himself . 

Right . In his case, he had, at least Southern Sotho , did he? 

Language wise? 

Yes . 

Yes. 

Yes . And Xhosa and so on? 

I doubt it ... He might have had the rudiments , but I doubt if 

it was much more than that . 

Yes , right . And he had spent a period, hadn ' t he , in the 

Colonial Service in Basutoland as it then was? 

Yes , yes . 

What did they call them? A kind of DO or District ... 

Officer or Commissioner , or something ... 

Yea, Aha . So that he actually had an e xperience of government , 

in the sense of administration? Because it was basically those 

people who would have been something like - the local chief , in 

a sense, were they not? Dispensing justice and so on . 

Or I suppose running around doing the administration of the 

district . 

And then of course it ' s also the case that his father was 

Governor-General of South Africa? Am I right? 

Yes . 

20 



1 N: 

2 

So this is a man who not only was actually involved in 

administration and government himself , but grew up close to -

3 as Bertram Russell said - the " Levers of Powern . 

4 P: Ja , but he was totally unpredictable . And, my mother would have 

5 said that his mother ' s family was that way . They were Dolds . 

6 It may have been anti-German prejudice partly in her case , but 

7 they were 'unreliable , not steady people ' . And that is 

8 illustrated by this - when Pat was in e x ile , and had declared 

9 his support for violence , we sent a message to him the effect 

10 of which, (I don ' t think we expelled him, I ' m not sure about 

11 that) was to say : ' Look if that ' s the way you are , you ' ve got 

12 to get out of the Party .' And he wrote back to me through the 

13 post, protesting at this and saying something to this effect: 

14 ' You must know that there are members of the Liberal Party who 

15 are already engaged in this kind of thing .' And I mean , to 

16 send something like that through the post when everyone knew 

17 that the post was opened and it was any one ' s guess which 

18 letter was posted and opened and which wasn ' t . I just thought 

19 that that was not only so stupid, but unforgivable . One can 

20 only assume that that particular letter wasn ' t opened, because 

21 I was certainly never confronted with it . 

22 N: I didn ' t know him myself really - apart from one brief 

23 occasion, much later on when he had already fled to Lesotho and 

24 I went with Terence Beard who took Joe Nkatlo to be with him, 

25 and then we had this meeting and so on, which Driver refers to 

26 in the book on Patrick . Do you see the book on him by Driver 

27 

28 

29 P : 

30 N: 

31 

as a satisfactory job on the life? I haven ' t, I ' m afraid, ever 

read it . 

I ' ve read it so long ago that I can ' t remember . 

What I ' m really quite curious about now - you know, if one came 

to it at this stage - would be to see what kind of a line 

32 Driver took, what he made of the life, with its trajectory in 

33 the end towards the PAC , which you see roots of during his 

34 Liberal Party period . 

35 P : Yes . 
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1 N: 

2 P : 

3 

4 

Is that right? 

Yes , I think so because Pat was in the forefront of the anti

communists . In fact , somehow, after the banning of the 

Communist Party, got hold of the list of the continuing SACP 

5 Executive Committee , which he then wanted to publish in 

6 'Contact ' . I said ' there ' s no way that you can do that . ' And 

7 in the end, you may remember , he went to jail because he 

8 wouldn' t reveal h i s source . He had already written something 

9 like ' I know who these people are .. ' or that type of thing . 

10 And they sent him to jail, but he would have been happy to 

11 publish that list . 

12 N: 

13 P : 

14 N: 

Knowing that it was a crimi nal offence to be on that list? 

Yes , yes . 

And so one of the roots of his Pan Africanism was anti-

15 communism? 

16 P : 

17 N: 

18 

Ja as I think it was , really with many members of the PAC . 

Let ' s think of some of the Transvaal people . I think Jack 

Unterhalter, was somebody who - particularly in the earlier 

19 years - played a major role there . What was his position? Was 

20 

21 P : 

22 

he Provincial Chairman? 

Yes , he was , he was the Convenor of the pre-Liberal Party Group 

which became the nucleus for the Transvaal Divisional Party . 

23 There were two groups at that time , one known as the Ballinger 

24 Group, and the other one which was the one which Jack 

25 Unterhalter convened . The other leading figure , in 

26 Unterhalter ' s group was Jock Izacowitz . Jock had been a 

27 prominent member of the Communist Party, and I ' m not sure that 

28 the Springbok Legion didn ' t arise out of his initiative . He ' s 

29 also reputed to have been the person who thought up the Torch 

30 Commando . Anyway, because he was an e x-communist , he tended 

31 not to take leadership positions , so he and Jack were the two 

32 principal figures , but Jack was the one who was seen to be the 

33 leader of that group . When the Liberal Association was formed , 

34 they upstaged the Ballinger people by sending a delegation to 

35 Cape Town and becoming part of the Liberal Association . 

22 



1 Ballinger was in Cape Town for parliament , but her group never 

2 sent anyone , and in the end, most of them never joined the 

3 Party . I think they were a bit fed up because they were a bit 

4 more respectable . And these upstarts had upstaged them . 

5 N: 

6 p : 

Yea . 

Other important people , some of whom you mentioned earlier , 

7 were Marion Friedman who was very clever , but also very hard 

8 worki n g. And she, I think , with Jock, provided the initial 

9 sinews of the Party . Ruth Hayman, who was a lawyer , was 

10 another prominent member of that time , and continued to be so . 

11 The Friedmans went to live in England and so in, indeed, in the 

12 end, did Ruth Hayman , she having in the interim been banned . 

13 But, Jock was r eally at the time, the engine driver of the 

14 Party , but he died of cancer when he was still a young man . 

15 Jack Unterhalter was really the rock that held the Party 

16 together over the years . Very steady, very bright , but not an 

17 ebullient type . 

18 N: 

19 P : 

20 

21 

22 N: 

23 P : 

Aha . 

There were other more dramatic characters . One thinks 

particularly, also from the world of the lawyers , of Ernie 

Wentzel . Well , Ernie , - was he President of NUSAS? 

Yes . 

Yes . And he was one of quite a stream of NUSAS Presidents who 

24 came to the Liberal Party . A marvellous , outgoing , character 

25 who , I think, must have been Secretary, initially, of the 

26 Transvaal Division when he moved up there . He may even have 

27 been the Chairman later , but certainly, he was somebody who 

28 brought quite a spark to the Party in Johannesburg . I think he 

29 probably thought Jack was a bit of a dull dog , but as far as 

30 we , the National Office , were concerned, they were two people 

31 who provided the balance between outgoing brilliance and 

32 steady, solid responsibility . Ernie was articled to the f i rm 

33 

34 N : 

35 P : 

of which John Lang was a member . 

Aha . 

And they were both articled, I think through the good offices 
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1 

2 

3 N: 

4 P : 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 N: 

13 P : 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 N : 

30 P : 

31 

32 N: 

33 P : 

34 

35 N : 

of John Wilson , who was another member of ours who was a senior 

partner in this very respectable Johannesburg law firm . 

Yes . 

Lang abused the trust which they had put in him by helping 

himself to some of a trust fund . Now, what the background to 

that is , I don ' t know . Lang had been in the war, he ' d been 

very much in the upper ranks of the Torch Commando . He was the 

person, one understands who , when they we re informed that there 

would be some attempt to break up a Torch Commando meeting, 

would organise the defence of the meeting and beat up the 

people who wanted to break the meeting up . 

Yea . 

At one point he had a case . He sued Spengler, who was the Head 

of the Security Police in Johannesburg , for wrongful arrest , or 

something like that . And John won this case , and he used the 

proceeds to build a house which he then called ' Spengler ' s 

Folly '. Anyway , post 1960 when this whole Convention Movement 

was building up , he got money from somewhere , and he didn ' t 

only use it for the Convention Movement , he produced money for 

the Liberal Party to employ a certain number of Black 

organisers . 

difficulties . 

But , however it happened, he somehow got into 

Perhaps he promised money to the Convention 

Mov ement , and then when it didn' t come and he thought ' well , it 

will come , and I ' 11 take some of this to fill the gap .' 

Anyway, in the end he took it from the trust fund and the 

result of that , of course , was that he had to leave the 

country . He might have had to leave anyway because I suspect 

that he was also part of the ARM . 

Oh . 

But he had to leave and John Wilson had to take the 

responsibility of repaying this money . 

Mrnm . 

But , Wentzel , having been introduced into the firm by Lang also 

had to leave, although he was never involved . 

I see . 
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1 P: And Ernie, then went to teach law subjects at Darnelin College 

2 while he finished off whatever he had to do to qualify, and 

3 then he joined the bar . And, of course, was very successful, 

4 ended up as Chairman of the Johannesburg Bar . He was one of 

5 those people , Ernie, who get on with anyone . So, the fact that 

6 he ended up by being elected Chairman of Johannesburg Bar , 

7 without ever in any way hiding his views is evidence of this 

8 extraordinary charm. And also , I think, he was a very good 

9 lawyer . But again , like Jock Izacowi tz died very young from 

10 cancer . 

11 N: 

12 P: 

Was it cancer? 

Ja . The other people who spring to mind in the Transvaal are, 

13 are Pretoria people . There , two families mainly provided the 

14 backbone . (There was another Lang there who was Colin Lang , 

15 who was a doctor . And there was a third Lang , David, in Port 

16 Elizabeth, who was Chairman of the branch there . ) But , in 

17 Pretoria , of course , it was the Hains and the Brinks , who were 

18 the most prominent figures . Between them, they built up in 

19 that place , the most polyglot branch we had : they had Chinese 

20 members and Coloured members and Black members and Indian 

21 members and the whole lot . The Hains , of course , became the 

22 best known of those people . They joined the Party here in 

23 Ladysmith, where Walter was local representative of some 

24 national architectural firm. Soon after the Party was formed we 

25 got a letter, via Margaret Ballinger I think, saying ' here are 

26 these people, who want to know more about the Party .' When it 

27 was announced that the Party had been formed , we used to get 

28 letters from odd people , and quite a lot of them came through 

29 Margaret Ballinger, because people wrote to her as the leader, 

30 and one of these was from this young couple , Walter and Ad 

31 Hains of Ladysmith . So, Selby and I - I ' m not sure whether Alan 

32 

33 N: 

34 P : 

came too - went there to have a house meeting . 

Aha . 

And amongst the people who came to that house meeting was 

35 Elliot Mngadi, who was at that time a messenger of the Court in 
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1 Ladysmith district . So , from that little house meeting we got 

2 three , of what turned out to be our most important members . The 

3 Hains then left Ladysmith . I ' m not sure whether they went 

4 straight to Pretoria, or whether at that stage they were in 

5 Kenya with the same architectural firm. But anyway, they ended 

6 up in Pretoria and helped to form this very mixed branch with 

7 the Brinks , who were , I think, the same family as George Brink, 

8 who had been in command of one of the South African Divisions 

9 during the war . They were a strong Catholic family . The 

10 Hains , on the other hand, were a strong atheist family - so 

11 there was a bit of tension there . Anyway , they built up , 

12 between them, a very effective branch and quite a few of those 

13 people were there when Nelson Mandela had his veteran ' s 

14 luncheon, (or something) .... They were Aubrey Apples (with that 

15 e x traordinary name) , one of our Coloured members who is now 

16 totally blind, and Poon Ah Dong , our prize Chinese member who 

17 

18 

19 N: 

20 P : 

21 

22 

is now, now a priest in the Anglican Church . These people all 

reappeared at this luncheon of Mandela ' s . 

Yes . 

One forgets about these things , but there was the that chap -

Carpio was it? - who was some United Nations official who was 

mediating here, or who was on his way to South West to try and 

23 sort things out? This must have been in the early 1960s , I 

24 remember Ad Hain taking a petition, and, much to the 

25 consternation of the local officials , managing to get it to 

26 him . They were quite fearless in a very hostile kind of 

27 environment . 

28 

29 (Tape not audible , or copy tape ..... ) 
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