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THE LIBERAL PARTY OF SOUTH AFRICA 

INTRODUCTION 

Between 1938 and 1948 three separate attempts were made 

to launch a Liberal Party in South Africa . A11 

hinged on persuading J . H. Hofmeyr to be its leader and 

all failed because he wouldn ' t . 

With Hofmeyr ' s death in 1948, people interested in 

forming a Libera l Party had to give up the idea of 

starting it under the banner of a figure of Hofmeyr's 

stature and look to their own resources . 

In January 1952 Oscar Wollheim and 6 others formed a 

Liberal Group in Cape Town . It was a reaction both to 

apartheid and growing black militancy , as epitomised 

by the Defiance Campaign. The emphasis was on a 

"civi 1 ised franchise" and "the achievement of the 

Group's objects by constitutiona l and democratic 

methods". By May the group had 60 members , including 

some blacks . 

On 2 1st June 1952 the first of a series af non- racial 

meetings was held at our house in Pietermari tzburg . 

Selby Msimang was there and, later, Alan Paton joined . 
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When the Group worked out its Aims and Objects, a 

civilised standard as a qualification for the vote was 

as far as I can remember, accepted without question . . 

In Johannesburg two groups had been formed, the 

Isacowi tz/Unterhal ter group and the Bal 1 inger group. 

Margaret Bal 1 inger later described her group as "very 

respectable" and the other group as " not so respect-

able". Audrey Cobden, who was in the Ballinger group 

recalls "I remember when Jack's group wanted to join 

us many of our lot were very cagey because Jock 

Isacowitz (a Communist!) was a member of Jack's II . . . . . 
Marion Friedmam said of the Bal 1 inger group "I wasn't 

invited; didn't qualify!" 

In October two things happened. Twenty-two leading 

white South Africans called in "The Forum" for 

"Equal rights for all civilised people" and , in Johan

nesburg, a meeting was cal led in the Darragh Hall to 

d,iscuss the formation of a new, radical, political 

organisation. Marion Friedmann describes going tothis 

meeting. "First there was expressed the view that 
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there ought to be a new organisation . Our friends to 

the left wanted it to be all-white . I objected 

to this, feeling very strongly that the time was past 

for organisations on racial 1 ines, however pure the 

motives of those suggesting them. On pol icy I , and 

I dare say others too , urged that the basis should be; 

abolition of the pass laws, extension of franchise, 

right to organise trade unions . I thought that what

ever else there was room for disagreement about, these 

three things were fundamental ••. I remember Guy Routh, 

from the platform, presenting an " instant" list of 

names of people who could serve on the committee . From 

Guy ' s list .. ••..•.. sprang COD." 

THE LIBERAL ASSOC IATION 

In January 1953 representatives from liberal groups in 

Cape Town, Johannesburg, Port Elizabeth, East London, 

Durban and Pietermaritzburg launched the Libe ral 

Asrociation at a meeting in Cape Town. The Johannes-

burg representative was Thelma Philip, one of t he more radi
cal members of the Ball inger group . Mrs Ballinger herself sent 
!only her apol ogies. And i t was the Unterhalter and not the 
Ballinger group which affiliated to the Liber al Association. 
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and so it was that 

it was the radical voice of the 
came t o be 

Transvaal which / heard most clearly in Liberal 

Association and Liberal Party councils. 

The Liberal Association adopted a set of PRINCI PLES 

which were later taken over intact by the Liberal 

Party and remained unaltered up to the time of 

its dissolution . It adopted OBJECTS, of which the 

first , "Equal political rights based on a common 

franchise roll for all civilised persons", changed at 

the founding of the Liberal Party to read "suitably 

qualified persons" , was to be a recurring source of 

division and embarassment to the Party for half its 

life . It also contained a clause on "means" which 

read "The Association will employ only democratic and 

constitutional means and wi 11 oppose al 1 

forms of totalitarianism such as communism and fascism". 

~hatever reservations were felt about details of this 

constitution the overriding concern of everyone was 

to get the thing started. Thus, although Hans Meidner 
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i n particular , at a meeting to establish a Natal 

Region of the Liberal Association in March, objected 

to the word civilised being related to the franchise 

qualifications , and to the implication that other 

forms of totalitarianism were not as bad as communism 

a nd fascism , he did not press the matter. Better 

pe r haps t hat he had and that these t wo thorny issues 

which , together with the emphasis on "constitutional 

means", were to threaten the Party's coherence for 

years , had been resolved right at the beginning. 

THE LIBERAL PARTY 

The constitution of the Liberal Association provided 

for its conversion into a political party should this 

s eem appropriate. With the return to power of 

t he Nationalists in April 1953 it did seem appropriate 

a nd on May 8th/9th a meeting was called in Cape Town 

to decide the question . Both the Western Cape and 

'fransvaal delegates generally favoured forming a 

party , Natal and the Eastern Cape were hesitant. But 

two important external factors bore upon the debate. 



- 6 -

First was the publicity which preceded the meeting 

and of which Leo Marquard wrote "To some extent 

Leslie Rubin jumped the gun by publishing our names 

(Molteno , Margaret Ballinger and me) and facing us 

with a fait accompli . Once that was done we had 

either to dissociate ourselves from the move or help 

to found a Liberal Party" . Second was the knowledge 

that some Torch Commando leaders were about to launch 

the Union Federal Party . A combination of these two 

factors and the enthusiasm of the W. Cape and Trans

vaal delegates was still not enough to get the 

necessary two-thirds majority of the ful 1 committee 

required to convert the Association to a Party . The f 
M }/117se,_ o<.cft1:J<./l1 /vy.e.~e"" 

vote at the end of the first day J as 15 - 5A. By what 

persuasive arguments the documents do not r ecord but 

by next day 15 - 5 had been converted to 18 - 2 and 

the Party was launc hed. Its first National Congress 

would be held in Johannesburg in July I preceded by 

country-wide public meetings, it was decided. On 

Selby Msimang's insistence it was agreed that Mrs 
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Bal 1 inger should discuss franchise po l icy with 

black l eaders , especially the ANC , before any de

c i sions on that question were taken . Jock Isacowitz 

stood down from the Transvaal chairmanship, out of 

defer e nce to Cape fears of his dark past , but t hose 

fear s might j ust as we 11 have been ignored. Public 

meetings soon showed t hat the left had no intention 

o f try ing to i nfiltrate the Party. 

was to atta ck whenever it could. 

THE FIRST NATIONAL CONGRESS 

Its policy 

Held in Johannesbur g from July 11th to 13th , the 

Congress r eceived reports that all thr ee provinces 

had held talks with the ANC leadership . It accepted 

that joint membership of the two bodies was compat-

ibl e. I t agreed that segregation by consent but not 

by coercion was acceptab 1 e . In fact the Congress 

agreed on most things - except the fra nchise . Here , 

as i n years to come , the difference was over the 

obj ective of policy. Was it to be universal or 

qualified franchise? The decision wa s for a qualified 
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franchise, the Cape fully favouring this, Natal 

largely so , and the Transvaal i n general wanting 

universal suffrage. The principal qualification was 

set at Standard VI , lower than the Cape wou 1 d have 

liked. The Education Policy adopted aimed to provide 

compulsory education to that standard as soon as 

possible . 

The Party, it was clear, was aiming primarily at 

the white electorate . In fact, although black members 

were present at the Congress , the office-bearers 

elected were all white, as were the members of 

the National Committee. It was only with the election 

of the National Committee for 1954 that , from Natal , 

came the first important infusion of black membership 

into that body. 

The Party had inherited some parliamentary represent-

ation through the Ballingers . During 1954 Jimmy 

Gibson stood for the Cape Western African constituency, 

opposing Ray Alexander of the COD , and was well 

beaten. Contesting this seat on this and other 
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occasions caused considerabl e friction between the 

Party and the Congress Movement in the W. Cape. Jimmy 

Gibson and his election agent, Peter Hjul , al though 

they led the radical wing of the Cape Division , wer e 

fiercely anti-Communist, and determined to fight 

communist influence wherever they suspected it might 

be . They made enemies of many Congress supporters in 

Cape Town . In both Athlone and Langa Party meetings 

were broken up . At the same time they es tab 1 i shed 

warm personal friendships with the W. Cape ANC Chair

man, Thomas Ngweny a , a staunch Lu thu 1 i man, and Joe 

Nkatlo , a leading ANC figure , an ex-Communist who 

later joined the Party. It was a curious and contra-

dietary situation which persisted for years . 

The Party fought its first white elections , getting 

up to 30% of the votes in some Johannesburg constit-

uencies, but doing very badly in Natal . 

Stanford won the Transkei African seat . 

THE 1954 NATIONAL CONGRESS 

Walter 

The 1954 congress met in Durban . It was expected to 
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be a fairly peaceful affair but turned out to be any

thing but. The franchise debate was reopened with a 

vengeance . During the year there had been unhappiness 

when the Cape-dominated National Committee reversed 

a Congress decision outlawing discrimination on any 

basis whatsoever in universities and technical 

colleges. The Congress soon set this right by 

insisting that all state-funded educational insti-

tut ions should be open to al 1 . Most other policies 

held over from the previous year were adopted without 

argument . Economic po l icy was not at this point 

a major issue , there being a tacit acceptance that 

private enterprise should be its basis, although the 

important role of the state in providing social 

services, transport and so on, was emphasised. 

The franchise debate arose out of an unexpected, late 

resolution from the Kensington Branch in Johannesburg . 

' In fact they sent two resolutions which almost 

tore the Party in two. The other proposed removing 

the references to Communism and Fascism and cons tit-
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utional means from the Party ' s Objects. It was not 

adopted . The franchise r esolution finally acc epted 

committed the Party to "achieve the responsible 

participation of all South Africans in government and 

democratic processes of the country, and to this end 

to extend the right of franchise on the common roll 

to all adult persons". It went o n to say "as it may 

be impracticable to introduce universal adult suffrage 

immediately, some transitional period may be necessary 

in which it may be brought about by stages" . Mild 

enough from the perspective of 1985, but dangerously 

radical to many Liberals in 1954, especially those 

whose honest conviction it was that a qualified 

franchise coupled with compulsory education provided 

the best basis for sharing political power. Most of 

these people, although by no means all, were based in 

the Western Cape, where the Party leadership was 

centred. Most of the radicals, al tough by no means 

all , were based in the Transvaal . The tension 

between the t wo wings of the Party , aggravated by the 
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fact that they were largely based i n two widely

separated areas with di fferent attitudes and t r adi t

ions , bedevil led the work of the Party for years . 

They were further aggravated by the fact that the 

Cape leade r s felt the franchise issue had been 

settled , wi th some compr omise on their part , at the 

pre v ious Congress , a nd that it had now been sprung on 

them again without warning . 

The 1954 Congress thus broke up with fee l ings of 

jubilation being carried back to Johannesburg and of 

des pai r t o Cape To wn - these last made deeper by the 

fact that Peter Charles was already embarked upon an 

election campaign t here on the basis of the old 

po l icy . The Cape Provincial Committee came to the 

extraordinary decision to fight the election on that 

old policy . Three people voted against this decision , 

Messrs . Hjul, Tikili and Sangxalo . The third b 1 ack 

• member of the Committee , Mr. Fesi , abstained . The 

all-black Cape Western branch specifically dissociated 

itself from the r esolution . Later the matter was 
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taken to the full National Committee where, after 

a furious debate , an interpretation of the policy was 

adopted by 17 votes to 15. Looking back at it now 

this i n terpretation , which linked adult franchise to 

compulsory education was clearly in conflict with the 

Congress decision . But it may have served some 

purpose. If the Party had split then it might well 

have lost many of what later turned out to be its 

most sol id members , particularly in Natal , who were 

at t hat stage not yet conditioned to the idea of 

universal suffrage. 

THE CONGRESS OF THE PEOPLE 

The Liberal Party has received much criticism from 

the l eft for not taking part in the Congress of 

the People , so it seems appropriate to place on record 

he r e why it didn't . The 1953 ANC National Conference 

reso 1 ved to ca 11 a Congress of the Peop 1 e to work 

otJt a Freedom Charter and "to this end to invite the 

Na tional Executives of the SAIC , the COD and the 

Coloured People's Organisation or any other democratic 
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organisations , for the purpose of placing before them 

the p 1 an of the Congress and to obtain their co

operative support in creating a truly representative 

Convention of the Peoples of South Africa". This 

resolution came befo re the National Committee of the 

Party in February . No approach had been made to the 

Party at this stage but it "was agreed that in 

the event of the Party receiving an official invi t-

atio to the Congress, the Committee felt that, 

if , after careful consideration of the whol e situation 

it was at all possible to participate in the Congress 

without danger to the Party , it should do so". 

During the ensuing months meetings we re held with 

Congress leaders . On July 28th, 1954 Margaret 

Bal linger , Marion Friedmann, Violaine Junod and Jack 

Unterhalter were told by Joe Slovo , Congress spokesman 

on this occasion , that the ANC Conference resolution 

had come before the executives of the ANC , COD , SAIC 

and CPO in February, a Nat ional Planning Committee 

had been elected, and a plan drawn up which involved 
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a national canvass of grievances, a national election 

t o choose delegates to go to the Congr ess ; delegates 

would "come to it mar ching from town to town and 

collecting others en route, being we lcomed in each 

town thr ough wh tch they passed on their way to 

the Congress". It was a grand plan - and we told them 

it wouldn ' t work . Slovo's response to this , as 

reported by Jack Unterhal ter , was that "there coul d 
/;,. 1-A.e... ltc5J...>- 1 fJ-,,s s.J.-«t-e ...... -e(.. f--, 

be no discussion or alteration" of t e plan . fA.l though 
"-

individual members continued to be active in the 

preparations for the Congress , the Party's enthusiasm 

for co-spo nsoring it began to wane . Eventually the 

National Committee passed a resolution which was 

forwarded to the National Action Committee which said 

"the Liberal Party is not prepared to accept the 

invi tation to co- sponsorship of the COP without 

qualification . The Party is prepared to co-sponsor 

the cal ling of a Congress of representatives of 

organisations of all races for the purpose of framing 

a Freedom Charter for South Africa" . 
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A 1 though it was not prepared t o co-sponsor uncon

d itionally the Party agreed to participate in the COP , 

participation to mean "pa r ticipation in the final 

assembly" . It was agreed that Jimmy Gibson , who was 

on the Cape Provincial Committee of the COP should 

stay on it. 

After a prolonged silence , in whic h we thought 

the COP plan might have been a bandoned , the Transvaal 

Division was suddenly asked , in the second week of 

June 1955 , to send a message and observers to the COP 

on June 26th . Jack Unte r halter wrote to Oscar 

Wollheim asking what fo r m participation should 

take . The Nat ional Executive replied there should 

be none . The reason given , with str ong suppo rt 

from Jimmy Gibson , was that things had changed since 

the decision to participate had been taken and 

that the wi thdrawa 1 of many of the origina 1 part ic i-

' pan ts had left the COP a virtual "communist front" . 

The Trans vaal was infuriated by this dec ision , 

which it rightly regarded as being contrary to 
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decisions of both the National Committee and the Natio

nal Congress, and threatened to disregard it and send 

its own message and observers. In the end appeals for 

Party unity prevailed and nothing was done. Natal was 

not consulted at all about the National Executive ' s 

decision and only heard of it after the COP was over . 

The division between Transvaal and Cape was widened 

further by this incident . Nevertheless the rest of 

the year was reasonably productive. Peter Charles , 

in spite of the mid-stream change in franchise policy, 

saved his deposit in the South Peninsular election 

and Leslie Cooper his in Hillbrow. In the African 

seats the Ballingers who, for reasons never clear to 

the rest of us, stood as independents, retained their 

seats, as did Walter Stanford. Leslie Rubin was 

e l ected to the Senate and Bunny Curran to the Cape 

Provincial Council , and Jimmy Gibson increased 

his votes in Cape Wes tern by 500. At Charlestown, 

in Natal , the Party took the first step in its long 

fight against blackspot removals . And two of its most 
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controversial members joined - Jordan Ngubane and 

Patrick Duncan - Patr ick having been persuaded to do 

so by Manila! Gandhi , son of the Ma hatma, who had himself 

joined earlier that year. 

1 956 

The COP fiasco still rankled in the Transvaal and 

the feeling was growing in Natal, too, that the Cape 

Town based National leadership was far too conserv-

ative . When the National Committee met in Cape Town 

in January to elect its n e w office- bearers the 

Transvaal delegates proposed Alan Paton, who was a way 

in America, as Chairman. He was elected r Leo Kup e r, 

of Durban , was elected 

h is deputy, and E. V. 

Acting-Chairman , with 

171 .5 (;(.-4-,.ci,L-f 
Mahorlled bec~me Nationa 1 

I'\ 

me as 

Treas-

urer . The office was moved to Pietermaritzburg 

where it stayed until the Improper Interference Act 

closed the Party down. 

During the year the Free State branch was formed with 

Jean van Riet as its Chai rman, the Northern Natal 

African Landowne r s Assoc iation , a joint v e nture of 

the Party and the ANC , was launched with Elliot Mngadi 
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as its Secretary , and Patrick Duncan was appointed 

Nat ional Organiser . 

The Tomlinson Report was published and,in response to 

it , the Interdenominational African Ministers' Fed

eration (IDAMF) convened a meeting of African leaders 

in Bloemfontein which cal led for the holding of a 

multi-racial conference "to plan a future course for 

South Africa based on the consent of her people ". The 

Liber al Party pledged itself to see that the Confer

ence took place . 

Late in the year the Treason Trial arrests took place . 

The Party was involved from the beginni ng in help i ng 

set up the Treason Trial Defence Fund . At its 

inaugural meeting held i n Durban , Alan Paton and Leo 

Kuper, Chairman and vice-Chairman of the Party 

were on the platform . It was a multi-racial occasion 

and they were soon charged , in terms of a Durban 

Bye-law , with addressing a "meeting of natives" . At 

about the same time Violaine Junod of the National 

Committee, June Somers , Natio nal Secretary and several 
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other members were arrested in Pietermari tzburg for 

taking part in a women ' s march against the pass laws . 

And in Queenstown National Organiser Patrick Duncan 

when he went. to the ANC Conference was arrested for 

not having a permit to be in the township. 

All this upset the Cape leadershi p, and whe n the 

National Congress met in Cape Town in Janua ry 1957 

they put forward a resolution calling for a return 

to the qualified franchise and a second stating 

that extra-parliamentary activities should be pure ly 

ancillary and secondary to conventional electoral 

activity . By contrast the Transvaal moved to de l e t e 

the explanatory note from franchise pol icy and 

for it simply to read "The Liberal Party of S.A . a ims 

to achieve the responsible partici pati on of a 11 

South Africans in the government and democ ratic 

processes of the country and, to this end, a i ms to 

extend the franchise on the common roll to a ll 

adult persons" . Natal propos ed the de l etion o f 

the who le phrase "The Party wi ll employ on l y de mo-



, 

- 21 -

cratic and constitutional means to achieve (its 

objects) and is opposed to all forms of totalitarian-

ism such as communism and fascism". We were on the 

edge of the brink again and stepped back from it only 

by referring these resolutions to the National 

Committee meeting held before Congress opened. There 

the Cape accepted that extra-parliamentary activity 

should be complementary rather than 

secondary to electoral work and that 

ancillary and 

the franchise 

pol icy should remain as in the handbook. All three 

resolutions were withdrawn and did not go to Congress , 

where the only issue at all contentious was a proposal 

by Donald Molteno that the Party policy should provide 

for the protection of group rights. This was defeated 

after a debate in which the opposition , led by Jordan 

Ngubane, argued that what was important was to protect 

individual rights. The difficult question of how to 

redistribute land without seriously affecting produc

tivity, was referred to the Nat i onal Executive . It 

was agreed that the Party should give what help it 
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could to non-racial Trade Unions and help in their 

establishment where they did not exist. 

The Party survived another Congress intact, not least, 

and not for the last time, through the presence of 

Alan Paton in the Chair. If the national leadershi p 

had still resided in Cape Town it might well have 

not. 

1957 

In order to make the greatest impact it could on the 

1957 Johannesburg Municipal elections , the Party put 

up 7 candidates , amongst them Edward Roux, who 

had been in the Communist Party, and Jack Lewsen, who 

had been in the United Party. Jack Lewsen was 

a sitting member of the City Council. I remembe r Jock 

Isacowitz , that incorrigible optimist , when Jack 

Lewsen joined, tel 1 ing the National Committee people 

were now starting to get on the bandwagon . That 

bandwagon lost Jack his seat. In Pretoria Meg Brink 

held an election meeting, addressed by Jordan Ngubane 

and Patrick Duncan, in her garden , which was invaded 
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by what Jordan later described as an impi of Pretoria 

students, intent on breaking it up. Somehow Jordan 

managed to charm them into 1 istening to what he had 

to say - a nd into a peaceful war of words . Meeting 

places were already difficult to f ind and meetings 

were sometimes held in strange places - a cow-shed 

at Winterton, a cattle-sale-yard at Mooi River . 

Membership grew, most spectacularly in the Transvaal, 

where it t r ebled, mainly through the Party's grass-

roots involvement in fighting the Gestapo-like 

activities of the police and the Res ettlement Board 

i n Sophia town , and its support for those involved in 
A-le.Xl:V'\ r>(,,, C 

the .Soph i atGwn and Lady Selbor ne bus boycotts . 

Through Jimmy Dey i t provided the only 
J..A~ 

effective 

channel of communication 
~ J..M.. u a I-A 1ru h-e. c. 

bet ween boycotters 

employers and could take much of the credit for the 
I'\ 

boycott ending without fares going up. Having helped 

resolve the boycott Jimmy Dey the n became r espons i ble , 

on the Party's behalf , f or breathing life into IDAMF ' s 

plan to hold a Mul ti -Racial Conference. This he did 
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and, around the t heme " Human Relationships in a Multi

Racial Society", 200 observers and 300 delegates came 

together at Wits to hear papers read by r epresent

atives of all shades of opinion to the l eft of 

the UP. Fairly general agreement came out of all 

this diversity , and diversity it was - imagine Sheila 

v . d . Horst a nd Govan Mbeki sharing a platform on 

Economic Rights and Duties and agreeing o n anything . 

The other major issue of the y ear was Dr . Verwoerd's 

"Church Clause" the Party ' s response to which was to 

resolve that "under no circumstances would the Party 

apply to the Minister for permission to hold meet-

i ngs" . The Bi shop of Natal asked Alan Paton to 

compi le a list of 100 Party members who would be 

prepared to defy the law. 

1958 

1 958 was General Election year. It was decided to 

fight Sea Point (Gordon) , Orange Grove (Dey) , and 

Pietermaritzburg (Brown). Patrick Duncan , unpredict-

able , wrong as often as he was right, was opposed . 
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"There is a tidal wave of support for the UP sweeping 

the country" he said in one breath and in the next, 

"We may expect , in the fairly near future, support for 

a non-racial democracy to begin to landslide" - if 

the party didn't contest. He was wrong on both 

scores. Bunny Curran also strongly opposed con-

testing. 

The Congresses organised a series of regional workers' 

conferences culminating in a national workers' con

ference in March, attended by 1600 people. Enthusiasm 

was such that it was decided to call a three-day stay-

away over the election to persuade voters not to vote 

Nationalist - the organisers saying support was such 
111fl{_e t,:...1 f--e/1 . 

that the stay-away might just go on and on/\ The 

Party was less sanguine . It thought not enough 

organising had been done and that the effect of the 

strike would probably be to make more people vote 

Nat. . In the event the Government issued Government 

Notice 526 banning all meetings of more than 10 

Africans, put o n a show of force on election day, 
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and the stay-away was called off on the first day . 

CONTACT was launched by Patrick Duncan with private 

money . It was to be edited by George Clay of the 

Cape Times and to be associated with but independent 

of the Party. Within six months Duncan had sacked 

Clay and soon after became editor himself . Patrick 

was immensely brave, 

totally unpredictable . 

immensely controversial and 

Each week brought him a new 

idea which was going to change the world tomorrow , 

last week ' s inspiration already forgotten . Most of 

his CONTACT comment was directed at the right quarters 

but some of his attacks on the Congresses , particular

ly his criticism of Chief Luthul i personally, were a 

grave embarassment. Most of the original Party 

members left the Board quite soon over one incident 

or another, but the association remained . 

The Government did not 1 ift GN 526 immediately after 

the election , as it had said it would. It used it to 

prevent even the most mundane Party meetings from 

being held . It was still in force when Alan Paton's 
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t wo years as National Chairman exp ired and I was 

nominated to succeed him . I find myse l f , on that 

occa s i on , saying that I thought the main thrust of 

the Par t y 's activities should be extra-parliamentary , 

a nd that it might be necessary for the Party as such 

to defy GN 526 . It was not necessary because the 

Notice was 1 i f ted piece- meal , area by area by the 

e nd o f the y ear . 

Re lations with the Congresses varied from place to 

p l a ce often depending on the personalities involved. 

Jack Unter ha l te r found Transvaal members generally 

hostile t o COD. In Durban members serving on the 

anti-pass co- ordinating committee withdrew because 

they felt all decisions were taken before they 

got to the meetings . On the other hand Chief Luthuli 

o pened both the Transvaal and Natal Provincial 

Congresses and Alan Paton that of the NIC. 

At t he end of t he year the Party scored a coup by . 
send ing Jordan Ngubane to the first All-Africa 

People ' s Conference in Ghana, the only delegate from 
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inside the country. Patrick Duncan went independently 

as editor of Contact, carrying with him , close to his 

heart I hoped , a warn i ng from me that the Party would 

not tolerate any attacks on the Congresses whi 1 e he 

was there . 

1959 

With Strijdom's death late in 1958 there now hung 

over the future the grim menace of Verwoerdian 

apartheid . At the Party Congress in April the 

franchise debate erupted again, to be sensibly 

diverted into a constructive channel at last by a 

Pretoria resolution proposing that it be discussed 

from branch level upwards during the ensuing year 

and decided, once and for all, at the 1960 Congress . 

Two important incidents marked this Congress . rirst, 

Jordan Ngubane ' s prese nce at some stages of the 

inaugural PAC conference, wh ich was going on simul t-

aneously . Jordan had been authorised to attend 

. 
the conference as a Party observer but t he press 

announced that he had been there as a delegate . 
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He denied this and insisted that his presence had 

helped secure the election of Robert Sobukwe to the 

presidency, when it might easily have gone to somebody 

like the firebrand Josias Madzunya, the Lion of 

Alexandra. The other incident was the arrival at 

the Congress of Robert Resha of the ANC proposing 

(a) a direct link between the Party and the ANC, or, 

(bl a seat for the Party on the National Consultative 

Cammi ttee of the Congress Movement. It was agreed 

that a meeting should take place on the Monday, but 

only one ANC representative arrived for which 

01 iver Tambo later wrote to apologise to Alan Paton . 

One can only speculate on what this was all about . 

The Liberal Party favoured the first of Resha ' s 

suggestions , fearing to find itself a permanent 

mi nority in the National Consultative Committee. 

Resha favoured the second. Was this because he , and 

those who felt l ike he did, wished to tip the balance 

a way from the COD and its supporters on the Committee? 

Maybe! Years later, in exile , he was one of those who 
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broke away from the ANC because of what they saw as 

communist control over it. 

Towards the end of the year a plan for a short, sharp 

campaign of boycott of South African goods was 

mooted in Britain. Patrick van Rens burg, formerly 

South Afr ican diplomat , latterly Liberal Party Trans

vaal organiser , was asked to run it , and , wi th 

my consent, did. This caused much unhappiness in 

the Cape and precipitated some resignations, notably 

that of Bunny Curran . Other resignations fol lowed 

the setting up of the Progressive Party . When the 

PP was formed Oscar Wollheim proposed that the 

Liberal Party disband and reconstitute itself as the 

Liberal Association. The proposal was de f ea ted a nd 

soon after he and a number of other prominent members, 

mostly from thew . Cape, joined the Progressives. 

Chief Luthuli was unbanned and held a series of 

~riumphal meetings around the country. Patrick 

Duncan caused an uproar by publ ishing an open letter 

to him in Contact challenging him to do something 
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about the growing communist influence over the 

ANC - and t hen had frank , but quite friendly talks 

with him when he was in Cape Town. It was an example 

of the curious ebb-and-flow nature of Liberal Party/ 

Congress relations that , when the chief was banned 

again, two of the largest protest meetings - 2000 

peopl e in the Pietermari tzburg City Hall and 2500 on 

the Johannesburg City Hall steps, were organised by 

the Party with Congress suppor t . 

In Natal the PAC was weak, but it was gaining ground 

in the W. Cape . In the Transvaal Robert Sobukwe and 

his lieutenants met the Party to explain the PAC 

pol icy. 

Sports apar t heid appeared on the political agenda and 

we wrote to Commonwealth Prime Ministers asking 

them to oppose the a pproaching All Black tour if 

Maoris were excluded and to insist on a non- r a c i a l 

0l~mpic team from South Africa. A telegram from 

Patrick Duncan to the Brazilian President prevented a 

Brazilian team playing in S . A. 
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Marion Friedmann (Houghton), Partick Duncan (Sea Point) 

and Colin Lang (Pretoria East) fought Provincial 

elections and averaged about 1500 votes each . 

Natal produced another disaster . 

Only 

The difficulties we faced in holding meetings began 

to get serious. The Harrismith Branch withere d a way 

for lack of a meet ing place . Cedarville Municipality 

reacted to successful meetings in its location by 

insisting that the Superintendent be allowed to 

attend - which we refused . Ho wick began to complain 

about blacks using white lavatories at its hall . 

I n Johannesburg it became municipal policy to r e fuse 

us entry into bl ack townships . 

1960 AND THE WIND OF CHANGE 

When Harold MacMillan announced his intention to 

visit South Africa early in 1960, Chief Luthuli, 

Dr . Monty Naicker and Alan Paton wrote him an open 

letter in the Londo n Observer telling him what 

they thought he should do while here . He made his 

winds of change speech! He did it against a bac k-

ground of growing s upport for the boycott at home 
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a nd a speech by the S . A. High Commissioner accusing 

the Labour Party of "using the Liberal Party and the 

ANC as a shield behind which to hide its evil intent-

ions towards South Africa" . 

While this was happening we received a letter from 

Potlako Leballo, telling us that the PAC would 

soon launc h its a nt i -pass campaign on the slogan of 

"No bail, no defence, no fine!" and asking for 

support for the dependants of those gao l ed . We 

agreed, in spite of reservations about PAC exclusive-

ness . Soon it was announced that the campaign 

would start on Ma r c h 21st. 

On March 21st came Sharpev i 11 e and a week of drama . 

The Transvaal Division was s wept up into post-Sharp-

v il 1 e activity lawyers taking statements from 

the injured at Baragwanath; the first t wo t ruck- loads 

of relief food being sent in t o the township ; support 

for dependents. On March 26/27 the Transvaal Prov-

incial Congr ess met in an atmosphere of the greatest 

tenseness . I remember leaving it to be taken to a 
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dingy upstairs room in downtown Johannesburg to 

confer with the official PAC spokesman . Chief 

Luthuli ca l led for a national stay-away and day of 

mourning on Monday , March 28th . Then, at 1 unchtime 

on Saturday 26th , the Transvaal Congress was electri

fied by the announcement that the pass laws had 

been suspended . There were scenes of i nc r edible 

jubilation. That night Chief Luthuli burnt his pass 

in John Brink ' s house . It felt as if the end of 

apartheid was hardly a day away . 

I remember driving out of a deserted Johannesburg 

early on Monday morning , and heading for Natal , 

throwing handsfull of Stay-away pamphlets at astonish-

ed groups of road workers as I went . I am sure 

they thought I was crazy . I spent the first part 

of that night in my bed in Pietermaritzburg and 

the second half o n the floor of the Pieterrnari tzburg 

gaol. The State of Emergency had been declared 

and a number of Libera ls and many others disappeared 

into detention . Outside, Liberal Party activity 
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continued at a very high level. We provided the 

principle channel for relief into Sharpeville and 

t he Cape Townships. The Cape leadership was in 

constant contact with Phillip Kgosane and Francis 

Mbelu , the t wo leading young Pan-Africanists there. 

Patrick Duncan defused a highly explosive situation 

when a clash between the police and Kgosane's marchers 

seemed imminent . And Contact provided the main 

avenue of information to the public on what was 

happening in the emergency - for which it was later 

charged. Alan Paton took over the National Chairman-

ship in my absence, a nd with others helped Archbishop 

de Blank to form what was later to become the Defence 

and Aid Fund , and chaired the National Congress , 

which went ahead as planned in May, in spite of 

the State of Emergency. The Congress took important 

decisions. It confirmed the policy of universal 

suffrage and it committed itself to the entrenchment 

of a Bi 11 of Rights in a rigid constitution and to 

its enforcement by a n independent judiciary. 
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By mid-May detainees began to trickle out of gaol 

and by early July all the Liberals had been released -

except for Colyn van Reenen , a Pretoria student 

member , who was held for a month for questioning, 

suspected of having burned UHURU into the lawn 

in Church Square . He wouldn't admit anything . 

In September the Emergency was lifted . 

While in detention in Pietermari tzburg black Party 

members met Transkeians who claimed they were detained 

because of their opposition to the imposition of 

Bantu authorities in Pondoland , which they said 

was in a state of upheaval. Soon after this Patrick 

Duncan was authorised to visit the Transkei on 

behalf of the Party . He addressed a number of 

meetings in Tembuland and when, later, the Joyi 

brothers were charged in Engcobo with opposing 

Bantu Authorities , and 1000 people came to support 

them at Court, the Party helped arrange their defence . 

In response to this opposition to Bantu Authorities, 

Proclamations 400 and 413 of 1960 extended to the 
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whole Transkei most of the emergency regulations 

which had recently been lifted elsewhere. 

Dr . Verwoerd announced that he intended holding 

a referendum on the republican question in 1961 

and considerable anti-republican sentiment began 

to build up particularly amongst white South Africans 

in Natal . The Party tried to divert this into 

constructive channels by arranging a large meeting 

in Pietermaritzburg's City Hall at which a broadly 

based committee , chaired by Edgar Br ookes, was 

instructed to call a Natal Convention. At the 

same time the Party sent to Chief Luthuli for his 

consideration draft principles as a suggested basis 

for a new organisation of Liberals, Congresses, PAC 

and Progressives . There was no response . Instead 

the ANC sent out invitations to an African Leaders ' 

Consultative Conference at Orlando on December 16th. 

Leading Liberals were invited and Jordan Ngubane 

was elected Chairman of its continuation committee 

with Hy acinth Bhengu and Julius Malie as other 

members . Late in the year Neil Ross initiated a 
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series of anti-apartheid sit-ins in Cape Town which 

spread to the Transvaal and Natal , but were eventually 

abandoned when only blacks were prosecuted . 

1961 

The Orlando Confer ence and the Natal Convention 

marked the start of the New Year . Jordan Ngubane , 

living at Inanda , near Durban, failed to take a 

firm grip on the Orlando Continuation Committee. 

From Johannesburg pamphlets were issued by it without 

his knowledge . On February 11th Z . B. Molete of 

the PAC said the conference was being used by others 

( the ANC) "to build their own political movements" 

and pulled out . Ngubane pressed for postponement 

to try to get them back . The ANC opposed him . 

On February 18th Ngubane and Duma Nokwe were deputed 

to see Luthuli and other sponsors to discuss the 

matter . Nokwe passed through Durban without contact-

ing Ngubane and went to see the chief alone . Invit-

ations to a follow-up conference were being sent 

to all and sundry from Johannesburg , not just leaders 
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as agreed. At the March National Executive Committee 

Duncan and Hjul argued that the movement had been 

taken over by the Communists and should be repudiated. 

If it was not they would resign from the executive 

and Hjul from the Cape Chair. They were re 1 i eved 

of having to do so by the arr est of the entire 

continuation committee, from which Ngubane and 

Bhengu had by now resigned, but were still arrested. 

The Conference mooted at Orlando took place at 

Edendale in March. Apart from one Liberal Party 

and one PAC group, and some churches, it was ANC-

dominated, wi th Nelson Mandela emerging from a 

banning order to take the lead . It called for 

the holding of a new National Convention before 

the declaration of the Republic on May 31st , failing 

which there would be demonstrations and a stay-away 

at that time. Patrick Duncan, after a visit from 

Nelson Mandela, moved from total rejection to whole

hearted support, taking Contact with him. The 

Party itself held meetings throughout the country 
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calling for a new Convention, the biggest drawing 

2500 in Cape To wn. As the e nd of May approached 

a new law providing for 12-day detention without 

trial was passed . Pretor ia Liberal s were detained 

and many others raided . So were a lot of other 

peopl e . This , comb ined with a ba n on meetings 

and mobilisation of the police and army , frustrated 

the stay-away . 

The Party ' s own anti-republican campaign was aimed 

at a new Nat ional Convention ev e n after the Republi c 

had been established . The Natal Convention , held 

in April and presided over by ex-Senator Edgar 

Brookes, with Archbishop Hurley in the chair , secured 

support for th i s from a wide body of people , only 

Nationalist and official UP attendance being missing . 

Inspired by this a Coloured Convention movement , 

rejected only by the NEUM, was borne . An attempt 

to capitalise on the post-Republican anxieties 

of big business and to draw them into the Convention 

movement was made , but , after some initial success , 

it failed, whe n the principal negotiator, John Lang , 
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fled the country a fter a raid on his home - to 

the Liberal Party's considerable embarassment , 

financial and other . From then on support for 

the Convention movement lost its momentum . 

The National Congress held in Durban , with a record 

attendance of 270 delegates , produced no serious 

policy differences but many from diversity of language . 

After experiencing three days o f translation i nto 

up to four languages Alan Paton in desperation 

offered to pay for a simultaneous translation system . 

This, with an inventiveness which would have been 

the envy of Heath Robinson, Hans Meidner proceeded 

to manufacture. 

There was a substantial increase in black rural 

membership during the year , particularly in the 

Rustenburg area, Nor thern Natal and the Transkei . 

I n the urban areas the Party stepped up its involve

men t in communi ty and trade union campaigns . But 

all this had 

accused the 

its 

Party 

price. In January Dr . Verwoerd 

of inviting "foreign al lies to 
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use force to break the Government" , and de Wet 

Nel told Parliament "trouble is created by a small, 

oragnised group of white communists and members 

of the Liberal Party who get financial assistance 

from Russia" . It was the start of a massive smear 

campaign soon followed by action . Pat Duncan and 

Joe Nkatlo were banned , the first Liberals since 

Jock Isacowitz , at the time of the Western Areas 

removal campaign in 1954 . The Government having 

acted , others fo l lowed its lead . Walter Hain was 

sacked and Randolph Vigne forced to resign his 

job . Underberg refused its hall for Party meetings 

and Howic k fol lowed suit . Rusten burg members were 

threatened by their chief with banishment. Jean 

van Riet lost his commercial traveller's permit 

to go into black areas . At Alexandra and Stanger 

armed police 

Party's Human 

in strength came to meetings . 

J'/\ a!thc/ 
Rights Day on t'he Johannesburg 

A 

The 

City 

Hal 1 steps was broken up by thugs . Black members 

began losing their jobs. Mary Walker couldn 't 
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find a hall in Hillbrow when she contested an election 

there and was forced to hold her meetings on vacant 

lots, attracting the passing traffic with a loud

hailer and a penny-whistle band! 

In November power lines were sabotaged near Johannes

burg by the National Committee of Liberation . We 

didn't know it, but that was some of us . On December 

16th Umkontho weSizwe made its first strike - and 

the ANC was committed to violence. Patrick Duncan 

who , though banned, could still write, said in 

CONTACT "We wish to condemn the bombings with all 

the strength at our command .. . ...• " 

1962 

Early in 1962 Dr. Verwoerd announced his intention 

to move the Transkei to independence . He said 

he didn't like doing it but world pressure made 

it unavoidable . A Recess Committee of the Transkei 

Territorial Assembly was appointed to draft a consti-

tution . Kaiser Matanzima appropriated its chairman-

ship to himself without benefit of an election . 
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When the Recess Committee met, with four white 

non-member Pretoria officials in attendance , Matanzima 

presented to it a fu l ly-worked- out apartheid con-

stitution . He ruled out of order an alternative 

non-racial cons ti tut ion submitted by Paramount-Chief 

Saba ta Da 1 i ndy e bo . It took only two days for the 

Matanzima cons ti tut ion to be accepted , but the 

first signs of a coherent opposition to him were 

in evidence . We started to help it . Randolph 

Vigne and two Cape Town-based Tembu Party members , 

Cromwell Nododile and Hammington Majija got involved . 

When Patrick Duncan was served a post- dated addition 

to his banning order confining him to Cape Town 

he jumped into his car, picked up a priest ' s robes 

from a friend , and putting them on, spent the days 

he had left distri buting anti-Matanzima posters 

in the Transkei. Peter Hjul was feted by Tembu 

tribesmen in Umtata when charged with publishing 

articles in CONTACT in defiance of emergency regu-

lations . A particularly successful meeting aga inst 

.... 
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the Matanzima Cons ti tut ion organised by Sabata 

was followed by the banning of his Tembu Constitution-

al Committee. The Par t y opened an office in Umtata, 

with the young black lawyer's clerk , Max Thomas 

in c harge. I t was raided regularly. When the 

TTA met in December to vote on Matanzima' s cons ti-

tution , Randolph Vigne , Sabata ' s 'adviser' was 

ejected from the Chamber . Matanz ima ' s white advisers 

stayed - and his constitution was adopted . 

The Transkei dominated the first half of the parl i a

mentary session , Vorster's new sabotage and house 

arrest bill the second . Patrick Dunc an , fearing 

house arrest, fl ed to Lesotho . After a countrywide 

campaign against the Bill , the Party marked its 

passing on June 16th , with wreath-laying ceremonies 

outside Supreme Courts throughout the country , 

t he wreaths carrying the inscri ption "We mourn 

the death of the Rule of Law i n our country" . 

An important event in the Party' s life this y e ar 

was when Edgar Brookes joined . In the early yea rs 
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he had kept aloof from the Party, fearing , I think, 

that there were communists hiding in it somewhere . 

He was also worried by its collaboration with the 

Congresses . This changed with the emergency , when 

he was shocked by the detentions - and came to 

visit us in gaol to show his support . He would 

have joined that year , but did not , at our request , 

in order to push the Convention campaign from a 

posi tion of independence . Now he joined . 

Also of importance was a debate at National Congress 

on the question of affiliation to the Liberal Inter-

national . A strong body of opinion felt that it 

would be more appropriate to affiliate to the Social

ist International and to convert the Party to a 

Social Democratic Party . Ernie Wentzel , who favoured 

this , was asked to prepare a memorandum . 

1963 

On the eve of its 1960 Anti-Pass Campaign the PAC 

an,nounced that 1963 was the year when liberation 

would come . It didn't . Rather the reverse . It 
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opened under the shadow of the Poqo attacks in 

Paarl late in 1962 in which two whites and five 

blacks were killed. In February five whites were 

killed at Bashee River. Potlako Lebal lo announced 

from Maseru that Poqo was the underground wing 

of the PAC and that these incidents were the precursor 

to an uprising which would end white domination . 

Between Paarl and the Bashee the National Executive 

met at Kloof. I brought with me to it a letter 

from Pat Duncan, received through the ordinary post, 

in which he said that he had committed himself 

to violence and hinted that there were other members 

of the Party who had secretly done the same . He 

was very angry and hur t when I wrote back te 11 ing 

him to resign . As for his other undisclosed members, 

one of whom it later turned out was sitting there 

at the meeting with us , all we could do was send 

back a message to the provinces to say that anyone 

inVolved in violence should get out of the Party. 

The Nationalists now set about the systematic destruc-
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tion of the Party, the task made that much easier 

by the comments and smears which emanated from 

the Snyman Commission investigating the Paarl riots . 

In Parliament Mr . Vorster accused Liberals and 

Communists of "creating Poqo" . A Nationalist member 

told Parliament "the Liberal Party wants to do 

battle with us in the Transkei ; it uses all the 

weapons with which communism fights; treachery , 

murder , conflicts, lies, false r eports , and the 

creation of incidents .. it is a deadly sting 

we will have to restrict the Liberal Party". Judge 

Snyman's Interim Report on Paarl said " it would 

appear that there were whites who use the Poqo 

movement for their own purposes . Communistic agitat

ors have been mentioned in this connection as we ll 

as white people who, according to the e vide nce , 

pretend to be liberals and even members of the 

Liberal Party It It was insinuated in cross-exam-

ination before the Commission that the Party had 

in some way been implicated in the Bashee murders . 
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This build-up made it comparatively easy to ban 

Peter Hjul on his return from the Kloof Executive 

meeting, and Randolph Vigne when he came to speak 

at the consequent protest meeting. In August Jordan 

Ngubane, who was away in Swaziland at the time, 

and subsequently decided to stay there, had a banning 

order pinned on his door. Before the end o f the 

year Ad Hain had been banned in Pretoria , E.V. 

Mahomed in Stanger , and Theo Kloppenberg, ( an avowed 

pacifist), Hyacinth Bhengu and David Evans in Durban . 

The Hjul/Vigne bans were obviously particularly 

r elated to the Party ' s Transkei activities and 

they were destined not to be the last. The first 

e lection under the new constitution was pending 

and our efforts were directed towards helping form 

a coherent opposition which might defeat Matanzima . 

One of the Party' s Transkei members became a sort 

of roving ambassador to the anti-Matanzima candidates, 

trying to co-ordinate their plans. During the 

months prior to the campaign Grahamstown members 

began joining the Cape Town Tembus in their visi ts 
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to the area . An early result was the banning of 

all Liberal Party meetings by the Umtata Magistrate . 

Terence Beard , returning from a visit where he 

had collected statements alleging the torture of 

suspects in the Bashee Ri ver case , was stopped 

and searched , and the statements found . A week 

later , when he returned to have the statements 

converted into affidav its , he was detained in the 

Party Office, a l ong with Clem Goodfellow , Hammington 

Majija and Cromwell Nododile . After a week they 

were depo r ted to the Transkei border and Terence , 

who was banned shortly afterwards , neve r saw his 

torture informants again. Hammington, too, was 

soon · banned . Goodfellow and Nododi le , along with 

Peter Rodda and Norman Bromberger , received magis

terial warnings . 

The price paid for involvement in the Transkei 

was proving high but there were some worthwhile 

rE!sults . Victor Poto, the highly respected W. 

Pondo Chief , emerged as an ally of Sabata . When 
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the election was held anti-Matanzima candidates 

won all the elected seats except in Matanzima's 

own Emigrant Tembuland and the tiny Umzimkulu con-

stituency. When the new assembly convened late 

in the year there was every possibility of Poto 

becoming the Transkei' s first Chief Minister 

provided the chiefs supporting 

held firm, For a while they did. 

Poto and Sabata 

A e. I rx /-A rd c< (;t. , , 

The first election I 
/\ 

was for the post of Assembly Chairman, and the 

Poto man won, Before the election for the Chief 

Ministership could be held the session was adjourned 

early for lunch for undisclosed reasons . By the 

time it reconvened the Pretoria officials had twisted 

enough chiefly arms to secure Matanzima' s election 

and to set the Transkei off on the unhappy course 

it still follows today . 

The Blackspots campaign reached a highpoint when 

1200 delegates came together for a massive prayer 

meeting near Elliot Mngadi's home and sent out 

from it an urgent and moving appeal to ·the Government 
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and white South Africa t o leave them in peace . 

The National Congress in Cape Town in July for 

the first time gave a substantial part of its time 

to debating the question of whether a more definite 

socialist bias should be given to Party policy . 

A resolution put forwa rd by Ernie Wentzel proposed 

a Commission to r eport back to the next Congress , 

after consul ting Party membership, to recommend 

whether the Party should change its name to the 

Social Democratic Party and amend its policies 

accordingly. Adrian Leftwich and Bill Hoffenberg 

moved more specific instructions to the Commission 

and a change of name to the Socialist Party . The 

debate caused real unhappiness to the more traditional 

laissez-faire members who felt the Party was being 

moved a way from the basis on which it had been 

founded. Their fears increased when an arnendmen t 

from Terence Beard and Maritz van den Berg was 

accepted , which committed the Commission to producing 

a policy for Social Democracy , without considering 
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the merits of the existing policy or other possible 

alternatives. Once more there was the smel l of 

impending resignations in the air, only dissipated 

when Congress voted to reopen discussion and Alan 

Paton brought forward the following resolution , 

passed with only one dissentient: -

"That this National Congress of the Liberal Party 

a) considering that the problems of the economic 

and social inequality between White and Non-White 

in South Africa which wi 11 face those who set out 

to rebuild South Africa will be at least equal 

in complexity to the problem of racial inequality; 

b) aware of the danger that these problems of 

racial, social and economic inequality might well 

create a situation in which authoritarian government 

becomes a permanent feature of South African life; 

c) believing that it is the tas k of the Libera l 

Party to secure e c onomic, social and political 

equality and justice for al 1 people in a de mocrat i c 

South Africa; 
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a ppoints a Commission to reconsider in this context 

the po l ic i es 0 f t he Part y with a v iew to their 

restatement in a form which will indicate clearly 

the Party ' s soc i al democr atic c haracte r a n d that the 

Party sees its r ole in the new South Africa as taking 

t h e lead in t h e bu i l ding of a non-racial democracy , 

opposed to authoritarianism , in which one of the 

pr ime conce r ns of t h e state wi l l be the economic 

and soci al welfar e of its citize ns" . 

Patrick Duncan h a v i ng g o ne , CONTACT was broke . 

Was i t wo r t h keeping going? We decided it was , 

e v e n i f o n ly a s a n ac t of de fiance , a n d a ll ocated 

t he princely s um of £100 a month , u ntil the end 

of the y ear, to help it do so . 

This was a lot of money for us . During the who l e 

o f its 1 ife the Liberal Party t eeter e d precariously 

on the edge o f bankruptcy . The most ludicrous 

idea of a l 1 is t h e o n e that stil l sees it as h a v i ng 

. 
been a n agen t of big business . 

1964 ONWARDS - ARM AND THE STRUGGLE TO SURVIVE 

I n the f i r st months of 1964 John Harris and Elliot 



- 55 -

Mngadi were banned - the last a particularly heavy 

b l ow . Elliot was not only National Treasurer, 

he was the key figure in Northern Natal, where 

the Blackspots campaign was centred . In the Transvaal 

Elizabeth Lewin, David Rathswaffo a nd Alban Thumbran 

were warned by the magistrate to desist from their 

activities, and in Natal the same thing happened 

t o Dempsey Noel, Selby Msimang, Fred Sithole and 

Ken Hill. In Cape Town the Party offices were 

raided and records removed , never to be seen again. 

Special sub-committees were formed in each province 

to plan to fill the gaps left as people were banned 

and organisational schools were run to train people 

who could fill them. 

as a monthly. 

Contact kept going but only 

I was sti 11 visiting the Transkei , and Max Thomas 

in the Umtata office , about twice a month. We 

had started publishing Transkei Liberal News and 

this provided the only accurate briefing on the 

Transkei situation which was available to interested 
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people in the country and overseas. A panel of 

"experts " was set up in Grahamstown to help and 

advise the Democratic Party opposition in the Trans

kei . The DP did nothing about using it , or about 

winning over chiefs from Matanzima, or about building 

up grass-roots support, and slowly went into decline, 

unable to cope with Matanzima's vigorous use of 

the opportunities he now had to buy himself support 

with favours. 

In February the Party instigated an appeal to the 

Government to abandon blackspot removals. It was 

signed, amongst others , by Denis Shepstone, the 

former Admin i strator of Natal , Judge Richard Feetham, 

Archbishop Hurley and Bishop Inman . In May a joi n t 

campaign for the repeal of the 90-day detention 

law was run in conjunction with the Congresses 

and other organisations. That same month Chief 

Luthuli was banned again - and Eddie Daniels. 

In June Hans Meidner, Chairman of the Natal Division, 

1 eft for England . Wi th Jock Isacowi tz he was one 
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of the two most outstanding organisers the Party 

ever had, 

On July 3rd I visited the Umtata office . Max Thomas 

showed me a circular he had just received announcing 

the formation of a new sabotage organisation, the 

African Resistance Movement . That night there 

were widespread raids on Party members. One per-

son was detained, Adrian Leftwich . 

The National Committee met in Johannesburg over 

the second week-end in July. By that time more 

members had been detained , Randolph Vigne had vanished 

and Rosemary Wentzel fled to Swaziland 

meeting was on . Fred Prager , at whose 

while the 
fA.L JM..aehna...; 

house ~ 

was to be held, suggested tactfully, for reasons 

which only became clear later, that it might be 

better to hold it somewhere else. 

The night before the meeting the Hains held one 

of their by then famous parties for the diplomatic 

corps of Pretoria. 

to the kitchen. 

Ad , already ba~ned, was confined 

Main topic of conversation was 
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the detentions . Light relief was provided by the 

retreat of a suspected SB snooper from the bushes 

outside the Hains ' kitchen window, pursued by a 

shower of obscenities and empty beer bottles . 

The National Committee issued a statement saying 

that if any member had been involved in v io l ence 

it had been done contrary to Party policy and without 

the Party ' s knowledge , and calling for those detained 

to be released or brought to trial . 

Instead there we r e more detentions . 

They weren ' t . 

Walter Hain 

and I were interrogated and released. The station 

bomb went off , and by October members were involved 

in four trials - in Pretoria , Durban and Cape Town, 

and John Harris for murder . 

Banning was stepped up . Mine came in July nnd the n, 

in quick succession, Walter Hain, Ann Tobias, Dempsey 

Noel and Eric Harber (who had been getting invol v ed 

in the Transkei). The Party was reeling but it 

was not down . Edgar 

Chairman , a post in 

Brookes stepped in as acting 

which the National Congress 
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confirmed him. David Craighead became his deputy 

and Pat McKenzie gave up a pleasant job i n Johannes 

burg to take over the National Secreta ryship and 

the Pietermaritzburg office . But the blows kept 

coming . The Cape Town office was broken into t hree 

times and records and equipment des troyed . Cars 

were damaged , petrol bombs thrown, and shots fired 

into Peter Hjul ' s home . One member in r ural Natal 

was raided thirteen times in a month . Threats 

of detention and banishment were the order of the 

day. Yet a series of protest meetings against 

my ban in Northern Natal drew great support and 

when the National Congress met in Johannesburg 

in October there were t wice as many delegates as 

the year before. But the resources to maintain 

activity we re s everely strained . For e xample , 

there was no report to the Congress from the member

shi~ po rtfo lio because both its • holder, Terence 

Beard and h is successor , Wa lter Hain were now banned . 

Alban 'I'humbran reported that 1 i ttl e had been done 
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about Trade Unions because there was no money with 

which to do it. The Economic Commission Report 

did not materialise because Ernie Wentzel had been 

in detention . 

Before the year was o u t Harold Head, Contact's 

latest editor , was banned, along with Eddie Roux 

and Pretoria vice-Chairman Joe Tsele. 

1965 started on the same note . First it was Max 

Thomas (Umtata office) then Selby Msimang , Barney 

Zackon ( Cape Chairman) , Alban Thumb ran, David Craig

head , Sam Dick, John Aitchison, E . Ndziba and Fred 

Prager . 

In Apri 1 1965 Margaret Ball i nger opened the Natal 

Congress - and I take this opportunity to pay tribute 

to her , criticised as she has so often been , not 

only by the Right and the Left, but by Liberals 

too . Margaret, in my view , was hijacked into the 

Liberal Party. The press speculation and publicity 

which preceded the Party's formation made it a l most 

impossibl e for her not to join . She did not want the Liberal 
Party launched when it was, and although, once it had happen
ed, she joined and. became enthusiastic for a while, I am sure 



- 61 -
that, in r etrospect, she would 
have rather not done so and have lived out her 

political life as an independent. Al though she was 

essentially a liberal of the old Cape school , gradual

ist and by-and- large a supporter on principle of 

a qualified franchise, she never left the Party . 

Barney Zackon , Chairman of the W. Cape division 

in early 1965 exempl ified the new look Liberal 

Party in which she could hardly have felt at home. 

Yet, when he was banned , and the Party despe r ately 

needed a figure of stature to provide a rallying 

point , she came forward and took his place . I was 

more of ten in disagreement with her than I was 

in agreement , but I take off my hat to her. Once 

committed however reluctantly , she stayed with 

us to the very end . 

That Natal Congress heard that somebody was distribut

ing a nonymous Zulu pamphlets in rural Natal smearing 

the Party . It was reported that the car John Aitchi-

son had lent to Mike Ndlovu to carry out his organis

ers work in Northern Natal had been set on fire and 
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destroyed . In Cape Town more cars were damaged. 

Alan Paton first had his car windows smashed on 

a visit to Alice, and then iron filings put in 

his engine. The Hains ' Combi was stolen and found 

a year later at the bottom of the Hartebeestpoort 

Dam. 

Mike Francis , Contact's fifth editor to suffer 

the same fate, was banned, and it was reluctantly 

decided to let its registration lapse. 

In the second half of 1965 the entire Natal rural 

working staff of the Party was banned - Christopher 

Shabalala , Mike Ndlovu and Enock Mnguni . Then 

followed Jean Hill and, early in 1966 , her husband 

Ken. Then Heather Morki 11 in Pietermari tzburg , and 

Ruth Hayman , attorney in the Harris trial , and 

about the onl y person still prepared to act in 

political cases , was house- arrested . 

"warnings" flowed thick and fast . 

Magisterial 

By the National Congress in July 1966 Free State 

membership had virtually been reduced to the person of 
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Jean van Riet, only Cromwell Nododile was present to 

represent the who l e of the Cape Province , and it 

was repor ted t hat the Pretoria Branch , once the 

most vital in the country , was struggling to survive . 

Only in Natal and the Transvaal was activity still 

at a reasonab l y high level . Edgar Brookes ' Ch airman ' s 

address recognised that , against this background , 

the programme for the immediate future must of 

necessity be a modest one. The toll of personnel 

lost and the lack of f unds availab le obliged the 

Congress to spend its time working out how the 

Party could keep going , keeping alive the ideas 

for which it stood , in a by now almost impossible 

situation . 

In September, shortly after Mr . Vorster succeeded 

to the premiership , the Prohibition of Improper 

Interference Bill was introduced into Parliament. 

Its aim was to outlaw non-racial political activity . 

Non-racial political activi ty was what the Liberal 

Party was about , and there was absolu tely no way in 
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which it could , or would have wanted to, conduct 

its political activities in any other way . The 

National Committee announced that shoul d the Bill 

become law, the Party would be disbanded from the 

moment the State President signed it . There was a 

reprieve when the Bill was sent to a select committee, 

but the sword of Damocles was hanging there. 

The Bill was reintroduced in 1968 and passed . 

The Liberal Party dissolved - but only after staging 

a final non-racial politic al protest, with a series 

of meetings in that strange assortment of meeting 

places , many of them old wattle-and-daub church 

houses , with which it had become so familiar over 

the fifteen years of its existence. 

At the 1964 National Congress of the Party, held 

in the shadow of the impending ARM trials, Alan 

Paton in , his address , quoted from the Christian 

Recorder of that day " If this noble spirit of l iberal 

th i nking and liberal living passes from the South 

African scene , we have harmed the future, almost 
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beyond repair. We will have educated a generation, 

perhaps two , without any knowledge of the liberal 

spirit in their education and growth. That means 

that in 10 or 15 years time , we will have a crop 

of adults who have no idea of the proper relation 

between freedom and responsibility, so important 

for the happiness of a nation and its people." 

It is now 20 years later. 

Have we reached that state? And if we have should 

we be doing something about it, and if so, what? 




