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Liberals in Pietermaritzbu.rg. 

Some of South Africa's greatest Liberal figures have had their roots in this 
(II 

city. Bishop Colwnso worked here, F.dgar Brookes, Alan Paton and Selby Msimang 

were born here. Everyone knows about about them and the contribution they made 

to the defence of Liberal values in Natal and South .N,frica. What is probably 

not so well known is the contribution people from this area km ma.de to giving 

South African Liberals a coherent and organised political voice in this country. 
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Not a few people came out of World War 2 thinking that white South Africa would 
now start to take the first steps towards creating a non-racial society here. 
The Nationalist Party's surprise victory in the 19• 8 eleqtion put an end to all 
thatt and it soon became apparent that the United Party, the only possible source 
of euch a change at that time, was very unlikely to win the next election or to 
embark on such a course if it did. Liberals began to ask themselves what they 
should be doing about this ?It was a question which was agitating people through
out South Africa. 

!-n lietermaritzburg the response to this agitation 

non- racial meeting of a .smal l grqup of people 

was the calling of a 

on June 21st, 1952. The group 

continued to meet regularly through the rest of the year, drawing in new mem

bers, amongst them Alan Paton, who was finishing off Too Late The Phalarope 

at Bulwer, and used to come down from there to attend. On December 8th the 
( for au.ch it .certainlv ,felt at. the. tillle) 

gi:.oup took the daring a~te}\ or ho.lch.ng a pulnic meeting in the' Conference Room 
A 

of the City Hall. Geoffrey Durrant, Professor of English at the University, 

and Hugh Carey, a master at Michaelhouse, were the speakers. A non-racial 

committee was elected, a rather modest 'manifesto' and appeal for support was 

sent to the press, and organised Li beral politivs had come to Maritzbu.rg. 

A week later , at much the same kind of meeting, Durban set up a similar group. 

I Tanuary 1953 both groups sent representatives to a meeting in Cape Town 

at which the South African Liberal Association was formed, bringing together 

in one body Liberals throughout the country. Later that year, after the Nation

alists had been returned to power for the second time , the Association voted to 

convert itself into the Liberal Party of South Afr i ca. The two Natal delegates 

to the meeting which took the decision were Selby Msimang and Pet er Brown, both 

from Pietermaritzburg. They returned to set up the provi ncial office of t he 

Party in the old lrelands Building in Church St. (now Edgars) and from there 

to slowly extend the membership and influence of the Party throughout the Mid

l ands and Northern Natal. i n and around the city; 
In time f our branches were established ,._ . in Pietermaritzburg itself, Eden-

. . and ~he Grau~ ArefJlk.ACt dale, Raisethorpe and Pentri ch. I t is a reflection of wnat apartfie1u1 n~s done 

t o us that the Pen, iioh community, which was the base of t hat branch, no 

longer exists, and that Edendale had a branch with black, white , Indian and 

Col oured members who lived happily together in that area. Today a branch based 
on people living in Edendale would be all-black 

The Party fought two elections in the City, one hovincial and one Par l iamentary, 

bot h with disastrous results in terms of votes received, but notable for the 
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fact that they introduced to Pietermaritzburg something it had not seen before 

a non-racial election campaign. Most Party activity was, however, extra

Parliamentary - fighting blackspot removals, the Group Areas Act and the host 

of new intrusions on their lives with which apartheid was confronting iuxgxmr 

i ts growing black membership. In these fields a close working relation

ship developed with the Congress Movement,the Black Sash and, later, the Progress

ive Party. 

In response partly to its membership reflecting more accurately, at that time, 

the racial composition of South Africa, than was the case in the other provinces, 

the National Headquarters of the Liberal Party were moved to Pietermaritzburg 
1' .:>w' 

in 1956. They were set up in the building at 268, Longmarket St., which houses 

" the Lambert Wilson Library-and the HNP office& Alan Paton, then living at Kloof, 

became National Chairman that year and, in 1958, was succeeded by Peter Brown. 

He held the position until his banning in 1964, when he was eceoeeded by another 

local citizen, Edgar Brookes. Dr. Brookes held the position until the Improper 

Interference Act, preventing non-racial politics, forced the Party to close in 

1968. 

Nearly twenty years later organised Liberalism has again surfaced in the city 

with the formation of the Liberal Democratic Association, committed to keeping 

Liberal ideas alive in the period of transiation to a non-racial society and 

hoping to see that their importance is recognised and enshrined in the 

legal, constitutional, economic and civil liberties arrangements of that 

society. 


