
CATHEDRAL TRIBUTE TO PETER BROWN 

Cathedral of the Holy Nativity, 9 July 2004 

We are gathered here this morning to honour Peter Brown; and to show our love and 
admiration for him and (those of us who pray) to pray for his soul and for ourselves; and 
to celebrate his life and what it has meant to us; and to grieve and rejoice with Phoebe, 
and with Christopher, Gina, Vanessa and Anton, and with the younger generation Grace, 
Cameron, Alistair, Antonia and Peter; and also to give a concrete human expression to 
the community of Peter's family and friends, and to that larger community which has 
formed around Peter's life and values and his glowing example of a life well lived. 

We are here then, I think, to meditate, and to wonder, and to be grateful. 

We don't really need to rehearse again the salient facts of Peter' s life and his 
achievements. Those of us who live in and around Pietermaritzburg have been admirably 
served in this respect by our daily paper the Witness. A number of other newspapers, both 
in South Africa and in Britain, have also sketched his life and paid handsome tribute to 
him Perhaps one might say at this point that as a person who has often been called "one 
of the unrecognised heroes of the liberation struggle" be bas been given a good deal of 
recognition. And that is of course exactly what he deserves - though the anxiety lingers 
that perhaps, like many others, he has been rather more honoured in death than he was 
when he was alive. 

As for those of you who have come to this ceremony from greater distances - and we are 
very pleased and grateful to welcome you here - you have come because you are friends 
of Peter's and know exactly who he was and what he had done. 

I should perhaps qualify that last statement. I don' t think any of us knew exactly what 
Peter had done. He had the means to help causes and to help people, and he offered 
assistance to a prodigious degree. And his gifts and donations were always quiet, and 
very often anonymous. Only last week I was offered two further examples of Peter' s 
generosity - one to a struggling business person, another to a progressive municipal cause 
in Pietermaritzburg in the 1980s, which was just about to throw in the towel when a quiet 
donation from Peter made things viable, cheered people up, and helped to bring about the 
beginning of the roll-back of apartheid in this city, the results of which we are now able 
to enjoy. 

That quietness, that unobtrusiveness, that entire lack of swagger, that seeming absence of 
interest in questions of reputation or glory: all this is surely at the very centre of what 
Peter was in himsel:( and what made him such a wonderful and challenging role model to 
all those who came into contact with him There was a kind of perfection about Peter: he 
did the things that he did because he felt that they were the things that needed to be done. 
There seemed to be no ulterior motive in him. 
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Let me try to be relentlessly honest about this, as Peter would have wanted me to be. We 
all know that one pays warm and maybe generously over-stated compliments in funeral 
eulogies. Am 1 over-stating here? Wouldn't a more distant and sceptical person suggest 
that, being well-off in a fairly poor society, Peter was activated partly by guilt, by a desire 
to salve his conscience? I have to say that, though this speculation is understandable, I 
never saw the slightest indication that Peter was motivated by a gnawing, obsessive 
psychological impulse. 

I believe it to be true that he acted feely and with W1trammelled generosity. And, on 
behalf of us all assembled here in this Cathedral, I pay tribute to Peter for this quality, for 
this perhaps the greatest of the gifts that he gave us. 

I want to try to say something about Peter's other qualities, qualities which radiated 
outwards from this central core of unostentatious generosity and goodness. J' d like too to 
try to place his qualities within the context of his existence, of the kind of man he was 
and the kind of life he led. 

It is a kind of convention in tributes to married men who have achieved things to end 
with a sincere reference to their wives. Well, I want to break that convention by bringing 
Phoebe in at this point. Everyone recognised that the relationship between Phoebe and 
Peter was a very special, strong and joyful one, a true marriage if ever there was one. In 
such a situation each partner is profoundly affected and influenced by the other. We 
know then that Phoebe is most intimately related to all that I have said, and in many 
respects was no doubt the joint cause, the accepter, the confirmer and the loving 
strengthener. Phoebe is a modest and private person, and may not have expected or 
wanted me to say th.is. But it had to be said. 

To shift our focus back to Peter, though with Phoebe always there in the frame beside 
him. Peter was a farmer - and a very good farmer. None of the obituaries that 1 have read 
have mentioned the fact that he was for example a breeder of prize Hereford cattle. Some 
of the people who met Peter at political meetings or meetings of other kinds regarded the 
fact that he was a farmer as irrelevant or even as something of an embarrassment. In 
South Africa over the years the farming community hasn' t had a particularly high 
reputation in left-wing political circles. But in fact Peter's being a farmer, his allegiance 
to the soil and his sense of the soil, was an important aspect of what made him what he 
was. Farmers are apt to be practical men, people who live largely by a well-educated 
intuition and by an intelligent common sense, people who go for concrete results. 

Peter was like that. Of course he thought and read deeply and he developed a large sense 
of the South African and the global human community of a kind that most farmers never 
have the time or the inclination for. But one sometimes remembered that he was a farmer 
in his slight though always kindly impatience with interesting and challenging theories, 
many of which have circulated in the last few decades - theories which seemed well 
worth developing for their own sake but which didn' t necessarily have, or even aim to 
have, any specific tangible effects. 
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What is more, not being an academic - which many of the people he worked with were -
he wasn't passionately contentious, but preferred a cool, open-minded, judicious attitude 
to subjects of discussion. The letter by David Evans in Monday' s Witness gives a lovely 
brief account of Peter chairing heated debates within the Liberal Party: "He was, I 
thought, an excellent chairman of the party with its diversity of race, class and ideology. 
Tolerant without being soft, he understood both right and left of the party rather better 
than they understood each other, dealing with us all with good humour and a nice dry wit, 
the latter qualities undoubtedly helping him through detention and banning." 

But perhaps I have been taking some time before arriving at what many would consider 
to be Peter's greatest quality, though it is clearly tied up with the other features of him 
that I have discussed. Certainly it was the quality or attribute which made him stand out 
in the South Africa of the early J 950s. This was the fact that he was a natural liberal and 
democrat, a person who took for granted without any fuss or rhetoric that all people are 
equal, that every South African has the same kinds of needs, hopes and fears. 

In 2004 that may seem a rather lame point to come as a kind of climax in a eulogy. So 
what? Doesn't everyone take that for granted nowadays? Perhaps they do, though some 
perhaps with varying degrees of discomfort or hypocrisy. But it is true: we have arrived 
at a state of society where democracy and fair play and mutual decency have become the 
expected or desired norm It is people like Peter Brown who have shown South Africa the 
way to such attitudes. 

In the early 1950s such views were, certainly among the white community, extremely 
rare. Holding on to such views involved withstanding the quiet or not-so-quiet pressures 
of one's peers and the sinister pressures exerted in various ways by the government. But 
Peter always stood firm and was fearless. One gets the impression that the government of 
the day was particularly hostile to him precisely because he was so obviously a sensible, 
sound, sane, extremely nice person. And a polo-playing farmer to bootl That was difficult 
to take; that was frightening. The government was intelligent enough to think that it could 
deal with strident students and a few passionate professors and the occasional angry 
worker. But Peter Brown was something else. So, in many respects, was the whole 
Liberal Party. 

The government had other reasons for fearing Peter, for sensing in him some of the first 
faint rumblings of the beginning of the end of apartheid. As I have said, he wasn't just a 
proponent of liberal values, and he wasn't just adept at chairing meetings. He believed in 
getting things done, and he was good at getting things done. With his farmer's experience 
of the Natal Midlands he knew more than most people about evictions of farm workers 
and what were then called "black spot removals". He was outraged by these indications 
of apartheid and of crass selfishness, and he set about mobilising the African victims of 
these oppressive measures. Because of Peter the Liberal Party in Natal became more 
black than white. His superb command of the Zulu language was crucial to this 
enterprise. Other people helped him of course, particularly fellow liberal Africans like 
Elliot Mngadi and Mike Ndlovu and Christopher Shabalala and I remember a Mrs 
Ntombela, but the thrust and a large part of the hard work came from Peter himself This 
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was real grassroots stuff This was the real thing. What Peter preached, 1 may add, was 
not revolution but something hardly less potent: resistance. A refusal to have one's 
property and possessions moved, or, if and when refusal became impossible, a total 
refusal to acquiesce in an act of inhumanity. It was all about humanity. 

I am tempted to go on with the story of this aspect of Peter's life - how, when after ten 
dreary years of banning he became a free man again (and by that time of course the 
Liberal Party had been destroyed by government decree), he looked around at the 
evictions and forced removals scene, found that the outrages were continuing unabated, 
and set about creating AFRA, the Association for Rural Advancement, a body dedicated 
to justice for rural workers - a body that is alive and active at this moment. While this 
was happening Peter was also working with the Dependants' Conference (helping the 
families of political prisoners), and the journal Reality, and the Church Agricultural 
Project at Msinga, and other things. In the years since 1990 he had put a great amount of 
energy and imagination - and money - into sponsoring and assisting with the training of 
African farmers. He bad also spoken to a great number of white farmers. But we all know 
the broad outlines of Peter's activities - that great curriculum vitae now inscribed in gold 
lettering in the Book of Life. 

Religious terminology. What was Peter's attitude towards religion? Many of his friends 
were active believers - of Christianity, of Islam, of Hinduism The most notable of these 
explicitly believing associates was of course his great friend Alan Paton. Peter once told 
Liz Pitman that he was "of course a Christian", but his Christianity was J think of what 
one might perhaps call a general kind. He didn' t go to church every Sunday to hear the 
reading of the Gospel. But he lived his life in accordance with the Christian Gospel in a 
way that was a perpetual challenge to his more specifically believing friends. "Blessed 
are those who hunger and thirst for justice: they shall have their fill." "Blessed are the 
peacemakers: they shall be recognised as children of God." 

One could say a great deal more about Peter's qualities and his achievements - and the 
significant honours he deservedly received. I have a store of nouns and adjectives, some 
of them suggested by others, that I had hoped to use in my praise of him. But I can hear 
Peter himself saying gently, "OK, enough. I think you have perhaps said too much 
already." So I shaU begin to conclude. 

One point r must make is this. Peter was aJways, throughout his life, a positive person. 
There was a great deal to be depressed and despairing about in the apartheid days, but 
Peter never let things get him down, he was never pressed into negativity. In the days of 
our new democracy, too, Peter like most other people found many things to be 
disappointed by or anxious about or critical of, but, as far as I have been able to judge, he 
remained broadly optimistic, grateful for the good things in our society, and always 
looking towards the future. One sometimes comes across what I would calJ a weary, 
dispirited Liberal Party nostalgia. Peter would have understood that, but he would not 
have gone along with it. 
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The last thing l want to say is no mere extra point. I have spoken very largely, I am 
aware, about the Peter that the world knows and celebrates: Peter the political animal 
Peter the unobtrusive philanthropist and the effective activist. But Peter the person, Peter 
the everyday man whom one met as host or companion, is what many of us remember 
too. A man of great warmth and charm, of great dignity and gentleness, always 
thoughtful about and interested in other people, able to be relaxedly at his ease with a 
very wide range of friends, at his happiest when smiling or laughing, often ragging his 
friends but ready to appreciate and enjoy all of life's beauties and pleasures. Peter was 
able to move quite quickly and effortlessly from joking to serious concern, and then, 
when it seemed appropriate, back to joking again. Peter's laugh - often a bit challenging, 
always kindly, always full of life's richness - Peter' s laugh is what I would like to end 
with. 

Peter's life was good, wonderfully good, and for Peter, essentially life was good. For all 
the agonies and hardships and wrongdoing, life seemed well worth living. As we look 
back now on Peter' s life, that is what we must surely feel moved and inspired by: the 
warm smile, the laugh, the easy thrust forward into the future. 


