
Memorial Service for Peter Brown, the Cathedral of the Holy Nativity, 
Pietennaritzburg, 9 July 2004 

(Scripture reading: St Matthew's Gospel 5: 1-12) 

The beatitudes, as we call them in St Matthew's Gospel, are an extraordinarily 
poignant combination of inward qualities of life and character and outward 
expressions of social concern and activity. That, I suggest, is what makes them so 
appropriate and so evocative for this particular service today when we give thanks for 
Peter Brown. 

"Blessed are the poor in spirit; 
Blessed are those who mourn; 
Blessed are the meek ... " 

These speak of an awareness of need and a vulnerability or brokenness of heart, 
which in their tum create a meekness of character: qualities that will not hurt or 
destroy in all God' s holy mountain (to quote from another famous passage of 
Scripture). These very things speak of the self-effacement and modesty that we knew 
in Peter Brown, and they tell of his mourning, his grief over the injustice he saw and 
challenged in South African society. 

From these inner qualities - so the beatitudes suggest - there emerge the outward 
expressions of social concern and activity. That, in fact, is the authentic test of their 
genuineness. And so we hear: 
"Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for what is right; 

Blessed are the merciful; 
Blessed are the peacemakers ... " 

Do not these speak to us also of Peter, who gave his life, at considerable cost, to these 
very things in all kinds of ways, both public and private, open and hidden? 

Martin Prozesky' s most recent book is called "Frontiers of Conscience", in which he 
presses for an appropriate and very necessary ethic in this country, and indeed on this 
planet, at the beginning of a new millennium. He points out that ethics can be linked 
with a religious profession of faith, whether Christian or other, but he adds that it is 
not necessarily so. There is a secular ethic, a humanist ethic as well. Peter Brown's 
life - so it seems to me - epitomised what it means to live on a frontier of conscience 
with a great and steadfast integrity. The inner qualities and the outward expression of 
them were, together, the beatitude, the blessing he offered to us all. 

My own first contact with Peter reaches back to 1953 when the Liberal Party was 
fonned and launched here in Pietennaritzburg. J was a student at the University of 
Natal, studying History and Political Science, and I went to an early public meeting of 
the Liberal Party. That was the evening I signed up as a member, and the two people 
who influenced me in the doing of it were Alan Paton and Peter Brown, whose sane 
and moderate yet bold speeches I had listened to. 

Thereafter I watched and supported Peter courageously standing as a candidate in 
various elections and always losing his deposit because of the few votes he secured. 



Disappointment did not disarm him. On the contrary, it made him more determined to 
persevere, helped by his own grit and his wry sense of humour - that same sense of 
humour which sustained his fellow-detainees in the horrors of their detention without 
trial in 1960. 

By then I was living and working in Grahamstown, had just married and our first 
child was about to be born These were the grievous times around Sharpeville, 1960. I 
had become the local chair of the Liberal Party in Grahamstown and they were heady 
days. One result was that the National Committee of the Liberal Party decided that 
they would hold their meetings in our small home. Grahamstown was conveniently 
situated for travellers coming from Natal, Cape Town and Johannesburg. Phoebe 
accompanied Peter on one of those journeys, she who was always supportive of him 
through all the thick and thin of it. So it was that Peter and Phoebe had the use of our 
bedroom and our double bed at 17 Worcester Street, Grahamstown. 

The years passed. I left the Liberal Party, not because I disagreed with its policies, 
which were humane and sensible, but as a matter of principle because 1 was about to 
be ordained in the Anglican church and my view was that ordained people should not 
engage in party politics Politics, yes. Party politics, no. D F Malan struck me as a 
particularly bad example of the latter! Peter, meanwhile, was banned and the Liberal 
Party itself went out of existence, also as a matter of principle, when the government 
forbade the continuance of non-racial political parties. New avenues opened for Peter 
in a dark and difficult time in the life of this country and in his own brave life. 

Peter would be amused to know that he indirectly influenced my decision to seek 
ordination in the Anglican church. A major motivation on my part was my perception 
of the church as the nucleus of an alternative society for this land and my desire to 
foster this alternative in the hope that it would effect change for our society as a 
whole. In this respect I continued to be influenced by the ideals and practical actions 
of the two who had persuaded me as a young student that it would be a good and right 
thing to join the ranks of the Liberal Party 

In the 1980s and 1990s, when my wife and I came back to Natal, there were renewed 
contacts with the Browns, albeit spasmodic. A highlight for me was the occasion in 
1996 at Michaelhouse where Peter had been Head Boy in his time and where he was 
now among the first group of Old Boys to be given a newly established St Michael' s 
Award. The award was intended for unsung heroes of the Michaelhouse community, 
and since they were given in alphabetical order and Peter' s name was "Brown", he 
was the very first person to step forward to receive his award - as you can imagine, 
with the characteristic huge self-effacement and that wry smile which was not always 
easy to understand. The citation contained the following final paragraph. 
"This was the man the government feared - calm, unaggressive in behaviour with 
relaxed common decency. A man with a strong sense of fair play and justice who 
desired these qualities in a non-racial South Africa. lt took South Africans a long time 
to catch up with Peter Brown - seeing human beings instead of beings belonging to 
ethnic categories. Throughout all of his trials and tribulations Peter Brown has 
remained imperturbable and of good, if sardonic, cheer. He stalked the crowned eagle 
in Pietermaritzburg' s Town Bush Valley. At Otto's Bluff he galloped on to the polo 
field like some strange, latter-day medieval knight, issuing forth from an invisible 
comer before having to return to his invisible dungeon (this because, as a banned 



person, he was legally allowed to associate with only one other person at a time - my 
added explanation). Paradoxically, while he lost countless battles along the way - he 
never won an election - he won hjs war without the benefit of a pulpit or platform or 
public acclaim •· 

Today, in this short service, we pay our own tribute, giving thanks to God for a 
remarkable human being who has enriched our lives with beatitude both inward and 
outward. We pray in simplicity for the repose of his soul and for Phoebe and the 
family in their bereavement. We rejoice in those beatitudes which Jesus brought, with 
their marvellous combination of inner and outward qualities oflife and character and 
of practical action which is good. Finally, remembering the close friendship and 
comradeship in serving trus country that Peter had with Alan Paton, we recall the 
words of the Russian Kontakion for the Departed which moved Alan so deeply, 
especially when his wife Dorrie died, and trus time we claim these san1e words for 
Peter, making them our prayer: 
"Give rest, 0 Christ, to your servant with your saints 

where sorrow and pain are no more 
neither sighing but life everlasting. 
You only are immortal 
the creator and maker of all 
and we are mortal, formed of the earth 
and to the earth we shall return 
as you ordained when you created us 
saymg 
'Dust you are, to dust you shall return.' 
We all go down to the dust 
and weeping at the grave we make our song 
alleluia, alleluia, alleluia." 

Michael Nuttall 


