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Peter Brown 
Campaigning chairman of the South 
African Liberal Party 

PETER BROWN was best known for 
his work for the non-racial South 
Afiican Liberal Party during its LS
year life between 1953 and 1968. It 
chose to disband, rather than abandon 
its non-racial character, when the 
National Party Government passed 
the Prohibition of Political 
Interference Act, which made non
racial political parties illegal. Brown 
took pains until he died to remain in 
touch with former members, and 
whenever people mentioned liberalism 
in South Africa they mentioned him. 
Though the party was short-lived and 
Liberals are being airbrushed out of 
orthodox post-apartheid history, their 
ideas informed South Africa's post
apartheid constitution. 

Brown had become a great friend of 
Alan Paton, the novelist, whom he 
met in 1952, and became one of his 
deputy chairmen of the Liberal Party 

D 

0 

in 1957. In May 1958, after gaining ) 
IO per cent of the votes in a -1,.. y 
parliamentary election in 
Pietermaritzburg, he succeeded Paton, \ 
for whom the new post of president ) 

was created. When Brown in 1964 J 
suffered the first of his two ~ 
consecutive five-year banning orders, 
Paton returned as chairman. 

Books Brown, who lived unostentatiously, 
Frl11cl'ttion and was well known for his 
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anonymous generosity, was born into 
a rich family whose fortune derived 
from the family firm, WG Brown, 
which supplied all kinds of stock to 
rural trading posts. After school at 
Michaelhouse, where be was head 
boy, he joined the Imperial Light 
Horse (part oftbe 6th South African 
Armoured Division) at the age of 17 
and served in Egypt and Italy. 

He went on to Jesus College, 
Cambridge, to read agriculture, but 
left in bis first year, because 
Cambridge seemed irrelevant to the 
problems of South Africa. A speech 
by the South African writer Peter 
Abrahams made up his mind and he 
returned, travelling through Africa by 
car, to study anthropology at the 
University of Cape Town. 

The Liberal Party was prone to split 
on provincial and ideological lines -
often the two coincided - and there 
was division about collaboration with 
political groupings of other races. 
Though the Liberal Party had African 
members, and was non-racial from the 
start, the Mandela generation had 
become alienated from liberalism and 
ANC leaders tended to regard 
Liberals as drawing-room politicians, 
though Mandela had a personal liking 
for Brown. 

Brown at first accepted the party' s 
initial policy of a qualified franchise, 
and was doubtful about close 
association with other races' political 
organisations. Yet he regretted the 
party' s non-participation in the 1955 
"Congress of the People" which 
approved the Freedom Charter, and 
by 1959 bad become sufficiently 
radical to sign, as national chairman, a 
declaration, with Chief Albert Luthuli, 
of the African National Congress, and 
G. M. Naicker, of the Natal Indian 
rnnorPc::<: 11ro1no thP Rritic::h nP.nnlP tn 
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boycott South African goods for a 
month. 

Early in the morning of March 29 
1960, just after the Sharpeville 
shootings, he was arrested, and he 
remained in prison without trial for 98 
days. He could have been released 
under conditions, and his refusal 
helped to create a new spirit of 
defiance in the party. 

His first five-year banning order 
(under the Suppression of 
Communism Act, although be had no 
communist leanings) was imposed on 
July 25, 1964, just after a member of 
the African Resistance Movement ( a 
group that included some Liberals, 
and whose existence Brown 
deplored), had detonated a bomb in a 
Johannesburg station. The ban was 
renewed in 1969 and for those ten 
years he could not legally leave 
Pietermaritzburg and could not visit 
any educational establishment. It is 
even said that he was once forbidden 
to attend his twins' birthday party; he 
could, however, work for the family 
firm, and so maintain contacts 
throughout Natal. 

After the bans he returned to discreet 
quasi-political activity for various 
bodies. One of these, the 
Pietermaritzburg Dependants' 
Conference, required great discretion 
because it was the conduit for the 
massive funds given by the 
International Defence and Aid Fund. 
Another, the Association for Rural 
Advancement, which Brown helped to 
found in 1979, carried on the Liberal 
Party' s work for people forced off 
their land by the Government' s policy 
of removing " black spots" (islands of 
land in Afiican ownership surrounded 
by white areas) in the interest of 
ethnic tidiness. 
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Brown was a keen polo player, and 
even continued, clandestinely, while 
banned. He was a fluent Zulu speaker 
and always remained a farmer at 
heart, breeding Hereford cattle at his 
farm, Lions' Bush, so called because 
there had been lions there when his 
mother' s family had first settled on it. 
He received an honorary doctorate in 
Jjterature from the Uruversity of Natal 
in 1997. 

He married, in 1950, Phoebe Barlow, 
whose father and uncle had emigrated 
from England and established what 
became a major conglomerate in 
South Africa. She survives him, with 
their twin son and daughter and a 
second son. 

Peter Brown, chairman of the 
South African Liberal Party 1958-
64, farmer and philanthropist, was 
born on December 24, 1924. He 
died on June 28, 2004, aged 79. 
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