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co-founder dies 
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LIBERAL Party founding member, Midlands 
farmer and philanthropist Peter Brown died 
at his Pietermaritzburg home yesterday 
morning at the age of 79. 

Described by a lifelong friend as "a fine 
man who was greatly loved and respected by 
all" and "one of the unrecognised heroes of 
the struggle", Brown was born in Durban in 
1924 and educated at Michaelhouse, where 
he was head boy. At the age of 17 be joined 
the army and served in Italy and Egypt dur
ing World War 2. 

Following family tradition, he then went on 
to Cambridge to study agriculture. However, 
he left during his first year after hearing a 
speech by the South African writer Peter 
Abrahams and moved to the University of 
Cape Town to study what was then known as 
Native Law and Administration. 

In the 1950s he was employed by the Local 
Health Commission in Pietermaritzburg and 
he helped to establish the YMCA in Edendale 
as well as a welfare society, KwaBlenga 
Bantu (Edendale Cripple Care). 

Brown played an important role in estab
lishing the Liberal Party in 1953, the only 
South African political party then to have 
been publicly and jointly launched by people 
of all races. He stood for Parliament in 1958 
as· National Chairman of the party. In 1960 be 
was arrested and detained for 98 days. 

In 1961 he became the organising secre
tary of the Natal Convention, a multiracial 
conference held in Pietermaritzburg. A five
year banning order in terms of the Suppres
sion of Communism Act was placed on him in 
1964 and renewed again in 1969. Brown was 
not allowed to leave Pietermaritzburg, attend 
any gatherings or visit educational institu
tions for 10 years and had to report to the 
police every week. 

In the mid-1970s he became chairperson of 
the Pietermaritzburg Dependants' Confer
ence, assisting families of political prisoners. 
Be was also associated with the Church Agri
cultural Project in the Tugela Ferry area. 

In 1979, Brown formed the Association for 
Rural Advancement (Afra) in response to the 
government's policy of forced removals and 
evictions of farm labourers. Be was chair
man of the organisation for 11 years. As 
chairman of the Five Freedoms Forum in 
Pietermaritzburg, Brown was also involved 
in discussions with the ANC, who were in 
exile in Lusaka. 

In 1997 he received an honorary Doctorate 
in Literature from the University of Natal. 
Be also received a Civic Certificate of Com
mendation in 2000 in recognition for work 
done in the community. 

Brown was a close friend of author and fel
low Liberal Party founder Alan Paton, and 
was integral in the establishment of the Alan 
Paton Centre at the University of KwaZulu
Natal. Paton described him in his autobiogra
phy, Journey Continued (1988), as a man with 
a social conscience "about things like justice, 
equality and the rule of law ... that was going 
to cost him dear. This conscience was out
raged by the racial laws that were pouring 
out of Parliament." 

"Be was one of the kindest, most consider
ate people I have ever met," said one of 
Brown's close friends Leslie Weinberg, who 
had known him since the formative years of 
the Liberal Party. "Be helped so many people 
in so many ways, quietly and without any fuss 
... his religion was one of humanity." 

Weinberg added that Brown was a wonder
ful friend to many people of all walks of life 
and was a humble and compassionate man. 

An ex-city counsellor remembers clearly a 
meeting held with Nelson Mandela and opin
ion-makers in Pietermaritzburg in the mid-
1990s. "Mr Mandela saw Peter and embraced 
him with real affection," she said. " 'Ah, 
Peter!' he [Mandela] said, 'I didn't recognise 
you at first. I was looking for someone so 
much older.'" 

Brown is survived by his wife Phoebe, 
three children and five grandchildren. 
• A tribute to Peter Brown will appear later 
this week. 


