
PROFE~ • and anno·: 
remarkab 
'Z.K.' asj 
great parti 
oppressed; 
country~ 
When hel 
Botswana:1 

Repn:scn~ 

Z.K. wasj 
was educ 
England. ( 
Hare, at I 
for the hi, 
Continent 
African JJ 
and in 19!: 
time hew 
becoming~ 
National• 

· arrest in P. 

Treason. I 
he left FD:' 
banned ar' 
sho·~ ;~1-:'.f 

?.~~~\ 
.In ~- •r'j 
sta·~ t·:~;~f 

~r:1Ji"-;'.fj 
w,_~~-~

]l.~51-
W·;t~;~ 

L~- / 

Sir S~r;,~ 
inrended { 
invited in '. 
Ambassa,: 
Permanen·: 
Nations.\. 
Ruthelezi · 
marvel!ou 
life in the 
Dr Zacha: 
have died 
country ir 
always str 
birth.' 

ISBN 086 

! 

.. 

., 

FREEDOM FOR MY PEOPLE 

TheAutob1ographyofi. K~ Matihews: 
Southern Africa 1901 to 1968 

Memoir by 
MONICA WILSON 

REX COLLINGS LONDON in association 
with DAVID PHILIP CAPETOWN 

1981 

I 

. . 



136 FREEDOM FOR MY PEOPLE 

Whatever the viewpoint from which the Fort Hare roll is con
sidered, no one can doubt t.hat ex-Fort Hare students have left their 
mark on the intellectual and political development of Africa. They 
represent a wide diversity of political opinion: they had not been 
brain-washed or pressed into a single mould. They have followed a 

variety of professions and include men and women of great force 
and ability. Z. K. Matthews had his share in training them and was 
greatly respected. Fort Hare was a small residential college in a very 
small town, and until 1959 a close-knit community. Partly because 
of thls, the influence of staff members who, like Z.K., gave their 
leisure time to students was immense. 

1 

CHAPTER VII 

Political Activity: 1940-53 

[As a school boy Z.K. had attended meetings of the African 
National Congress I with his senior kinsman, Sq! Plaatje, first 
Secretary of the African National Congress. In 1940 he became a 
member of Congress and soon afterwards was persuaded by the 
National Chairman, Dr Xuma, to take office as Treasurer of the 
Cape Congress. In 1943 he was elected to the National Executive. · '. 
From 1941 to 1942 he served as President of the Federation of 
African Teachers' Associations, an office with political im
plications, and in 1942 he agreed to stand for election to the Native 
Representative Council. His own account of the Council is in
structive]: 

The Native Representative Council began its life in 1937. No ope • 
had any idea as to how long it would survive. It followed in the • 
wake of the Native Conference which had been provided for in ~he 

· Native Affairs Act of 1920. That law empowered the Government 
from t ime to time to convene a Conference -of African chiefs, 
headmen and other leaders of African thought for the purpose of 
consulting them about matters affecting Africans. All the members 
of the Native Conference were nominated by the Government. 
They were, as it were, handpicked by the Government. The first 
Conference was held in 1923. It was not long before it became clear 
that the Government itself could not pick enough 'good boys' from 
among Africans to do its bidding and so the convening of the 

. Native Conferences became more and more intenruttent. The last 
one was held in 1930. 

The Native Conference was replaced by the Native Represen
tative Council which was partly elected (12 members)-albeit by a 
grossly inadequate electoral college system-and partly nominated 
(4 members). 

1. The fullest account of the African National Congress is that by.Wal~he. On its 
founding see Plaatje, Native Life in South Africu. On the later period see 
Luchuli, Mandela, Roux, L. Kuper, Forman and Sacks, Sampson, Benson, Karis 
and Carter. 
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The Council met once a year in Pretoria. The first meeting was 
held in the Raadsaal-where the old Transvaal Republican 
Legislature used to meet, but the old 'die-hard' Republicans ob
jected to a number of 'kaffirs' meeting where Paul Kruger and the 
members of his Volksraad used to meet, and the venue was 
repeatedly changed. European and African members of the 
Council found difficulty in working together. The African 
members looked upon the Council as a forum where they would be 
allowed freedom of speech: here they were going to unburden 
themselves of the numerous grievances of their people in the hope 
that their cry would reach the ear of the Government. The 
European members consisted of The Secretary for Native Affairs 
(Chairman), and Chief Native Commissioners, who were ac
customed to Africans speaking to them in a deferential manner. It 
took some time before they could tolerate the plain speaking. 

At the beginning of 1942 I was asked whether I would allow my 
. name to go forward as one of the candidates in the 1942 election of 
members. I was hesitant, arguing that my position as lecturer at 
Fort Hare would reduce my effectiveness as a member of the Native 
Representative Council. But my friends were · persistent. They 
maintained that I owed it to the African people to serve them in this 
way. The constituency for which I was suggested was the. Cape 
Rural Areas, which covered the whole of the Cape excluding the 
Transkeian Territories. The voting units for the area consisted of 
tribal Chiefs, Local Councils and Electoral Committees. The 
constituency included a great variety of people, mainly Xhosa
speaking in the southern part and Tswana-speaking in the north. It 
had been represented in the first Council by Mr B. B. Xiniwe and 
Mr Mac J abavu, both men who were well known in the constituency. 
In the north there was a powerful candidate in Dr S. M. Molema of 
Mafeking who had been practising as a medical man in that area 
for many years. I found that in most areas the educated people, 
especially the teachers, had a considerable influence over the voting 
units in their areas. As a member of the Teachers' Association [ 
was well known to teachers in different parts of the Province and 
the majority of them used their influence in my favour with chiefs, 
or members of local councils, or members of electoral committees. 
In the North my representative was S. P .. Sesedi of Kimberley who 
enjoyed the confidence of chiefs and commoners everywhere. We 
had grown up together in Kimberley. In the South I had the support 
of men like Rev J. A. · Calata, then President of the African 
National Congress in t_he Cape, who wielded a great influence in the 

.) 
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Cape Midlands; R. H. Godlo, himself a candidate for election to 
represent the urban areas of the Cape, who also wielded a great 
deal of influence in the rural areas; W. M. Tsotsi, then principal of 
the Freemantle Secondary School, who had been among the first to 
encourage me to let my name go forward as a candidate. In the 
district of Middledrift I had the support of my brother•in-law, Dr 
Rosebery Bokwe, and of Councillor Ngxoweni, who was a very 
influential member of the Middledrift Local Council. In all these 
areas also I had the support of Senator C. H. Malcomess. He had 
been elected as a Senator to represent Africans in this constituency, • 
and he had, in the first five years of his term· of office, endeared 
himself to the people in all parts of the constituency by his sincerity 
and his careful attention to detail as far as the grievances of the 
people were concerned. He did much to promote the establishment 
of day secondary schools, and during the Parliamentary recess he 
travelled widely in the constituency attending meetings and 
showing infinite patience in listening to what people had to say. H 

In our constituency in the 1942 election eJght candidates secured ? • • 
nomination. Two months later the votes were counted: Xiniwe and • . 
I topped the poll, R. H. Godlo was elected to represent the Cape • 
Urban Areas. 

The first meeting of the Native Representative Council which I 
attended as a member opened inDecember 1942. I had met most of 
the other members before in the African National Congress, the 
Advisory Boards Congress, and the African Teachers' Associa• 
tions. The oldest member was Rev Dr John Dube, founder of 
Ohlange Institute, and editor of llanga lase Natal, a newspaper 
widely read in Natal. He had been the first President-General of the 
African National Congress when it was founded in 1912. He was 
highly respected and leader of the African members of the Council. 
The African members.had a caucus meeting of their own in which 
they decided upon the line to be adopted, the members to serve on 
various committees, the formulation· of motions, the movers of 
votes of thanks to dignitaries such as the Minister of Native Af
fairs-these and other matters were dealt with in caucus, where 
differences of point of view were thrashed out so that when the 
members assembled in. open Council they knew what general line 
various speakers would take. Any member who wanted a motion to 
receive the support of the other Councillors, had to make out a 
good case for it in caucus. There the members were very frank in 
saying what they thought of one another's views, and there was a 
discussion in which an agreed point of view gradually emerged. 
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Once this happened, the debate in open Council resolved itself into 
various speakers placing on record what had been agreed upon in 
caucus. Where no agreement was arrived at in caucus, this was 
reflected in the debates in open Council. 

I was elected Deputy-Chairman of the caucus. Dr Dube was then 
in indifferent health and in his absence I deputized for him until he 
passed away. He had served the African people we11 both in the 
field of education and missions and in public life generally. I felt 
highly honoured when my fellow Councillors called upon me to 
succeed Dr Dube as Chairman of the caucus. The position carried 
with it· not only the responsibility of presiding at and directing 
caucus meetings but it also involved keeping in contact with the 
Chairman of the · Council, the Secretary for Native Affairs 
regarding the business of the Council, and with the Secretary about 
local transport and travelling arrangements. During my chair
manship first L. P. Msomi representing Natal Urban Areas, acted 
as Secretary, and later H. Selby Msimang who replaced Msomi as 
representative of Urban areas in Natal. They kept the minutes of 
the caucus meeting and did the errands for the Chairman. 

· At first the Council used to meet once a year for about two weeks 
in December, but as its work increased, provision was made for a 
second session. Work on the Council brought me into close contact 
with the leaders of African thought from different parts of the 
country. They included trade unionists like A. W. G. Champion, 
chiefs Hke Victor Poto of Pondoland and Mshiyeni kaDinizulu of 
Zululand, journalists like R. V. Selope Thema of Johannesburg 
and R. H. Godlo of East· London, educationists like Dr Dube 
(already mentioned) and P. R. Mosaka of the Transvaal, 
professional men Iike Dr J. -· S. Moroka of the Free State, and 
farmers like C. K. Sakwe ands. Mabude of the Transkei. But they 
were united in their determination to fight for the amelioration of 
the lot of their people. They had different styles and different types 
of approach to the questions ·confronting them: matter-of-fact 
individuals like B. B. Xiniwe who eschewed issues of general policy 
and concerned himself pr1marily with obtaining minor. concessions 
for his . constituents; orators such as P. R. · Mosaka who spoke on 
the Atlantic Charter; and experienced politicians like R. H. Godlo 
and Selope Thema who talked feelingly about the disabilities of the 
African peop.le in the land of their birth. As a rule the Chairman 
allowed speakers latitude to develop their points. Only on one 
occasion during my _membership of the Council was a member 
pulled up for the tenor of his speech. This was _P. R. Mosaka who 
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was ordered by the Chairman to sit down in terms ·of a Council 
regulation prohibiting 'unbecoming language'. We did not agree 
with the Chairman in regard to this action but he had discretion in 
such matters. In most cases he made no attempt to stifle discussion 
or to curb the length of the speeches .. 

' ,•• Most members delivered their speeches in English but some, 
especially the nominated members who were all leading chiefs, •• 
spoke in the vernacular. Their speeches had to be translated into ' 
English and suffered in the process. In a country like South Africa t•_.;, ·t 
which is multi-lingual, it is amazing how poorly the public is served,··.J:, ·· 
in interpretation. In African languages the interpreters appear to be 
chosen from the ranks of the African police whose standard of • : .. , ·. 
education in English, Afrikaans. or African languages is generally · · : 
very low. _!!!-the Council interpreters were translating for people. ·,·,· 
who knew both the African language they were using and English, · • · 
and they were pulled up for incorrect interpretation. Alt~ough all 
the chiefs had a working knowledge of English, they were not as•: ·o~ 
fluent as other members in expressing themselves in Engli{ih.••J •. 
Furthermore, traditionally in African society, chiefs do not par- - · 
ticipate in the type of debate appropriate to a 'democratic' in
stitution. In the normal forum of African society the chief li6tens tp ..,_ 
commoners expressing their views and then gives a final verdict. It 
is not proper for him to engage in an argument with his subjects. 
There was also the fact that the other councillors did not welcome ·· ~-· '. • .. '· 
speeches by the chiefs in case they disagreed with their views and · ·· 
.were forced to attack them in public. 11 

Frequent use was made of the ch.iefs in proposing votes of thanks • 
to dignitaries, such as the Minister of Native Affairs who opened 
the Council. Chief Victor Poto was a very good proposer of votes 
of thanks because, without appearing to do so, or giving offence, 
he could pick out the flaws in the speeches of these visitors and 
direct their attention to the real issues_. We knew, of course, that as 
paid servants of the Government, the chiefs were in a vulnerable 
position and we · did not begrudge them their circumspect 

. behaviour ... : . 
The rest of the members were a mixed bag, with differing 

education and political background, and to weld them into a united 
body of men was not easy. Caucus meetings often developed into 
dashes of personalities and opinions. One such clash ·occurred 
when, after the death of General Hertzog, it was suggested that an 
unopposed motion of condolence with his family should be moved 
in Council. General Hertzog, as leader of the Nationalist Party, 

., 

1 



144 FREEDOM FOR MY PEOPLE 

it meant that the European who, according to them, alone con
tributed to the Consolidated Revenue Fund through taxation, was 
paying for African education. They sought a system under which 
the African would be primarily responsible for financing his own 
education, with such assistance from the state funds as the 
Government might determine. This was eventually achieved under 
the Bantu Education Act of 1953, which repealed the Native 
Education Finance Act, read together with the Exchequer and 
Audit Amendment Act. The latter Act created a Bantu Education 
Account which is separate from the Consolidated Revenue Fund of 
the Union. Into the Bantu Education Account were to be paid the 
proceeds of Native Taxation which had been substantially in
creased under the Native Taxation and Development Act of 1958. 
Also into the Bantu Taxation Account was to be paid from General 
Revenue a block grant of £6½ million. So we were back where we 
were in 1925 with the formula for financing African education 
being a block grant from General Revenue plus the proceeds of 
direc_t taxation on the poorest section of the community. 

The year 1946 was a momentous year in the history of race relations 
in South Africa. The Second World War had ended and the mood 
of the African public was one of hope; There had been a great deal 
of talk about reconstruction after the war and the key note was that 
the post-war world would most surely be different. In the Native 
Representative Council the expectation ~as that the Africans who 
had played such a noble part in the world conflict would not be 
forgotten. South Africa was going to· be a better place for all 
concerned, including the African population. The white South 

· African soldiers had shown the way: while on active service they 
had conceived the idea of a War Memorial for South Africa 
fashioned not in stone or marble but in the promotion of a better 
life for all sections of the population, non-white as well as white. 
They had raised money among themselves for the National War 
Memorial Health Foundation to promote health among all sections 
of the population. The Africans (as 'non-combatants') had seen 
service in Abyssinia, · Somaliland, Egypt, in the Western Desert 
under Montgomery, in Sicily, and in Italy. Some of them had been 
prisoners-of-war in Germany; some had been to Malaya and had 
seen something of jungle warfare. All of them came back with 
wonderful stories about the countries they had visited: comparisons 
were drawn with their own country which was lagging behind. They 
had rubbed shoulders with men of different racial and cultural 

POLITICAL ACTIVITY: 1940---1953 145 

backgrounds who treated them as soldiers fighting the same enemy, 
and not just as labourers. Some of them had been in a clash bet
ween South African European soldiers and African servicemen in 
one of the military camps up North, but in the comradeship of war 
they had learned that colour was only skin deep and that 'A man's 
a man for a' that!' They had been dissatisfied with the conditions 
under which they had been recruited-with only the right to carry 
spears instead of fire-arms, with discrimination in military pay and 
family allowances. But now that they had served their country 
loyally they c.xpected that they would not be forgotten. Many of 
their comrades had lost their lives; some had by their bravery won • 
military decorations, the Military Medal and the Distingujshe4 • 
Conduct Medal. But the soldiers found on their return that • 
South Africa had remained the same. The colour bar was as rigid as 
ever; the pass laws and the poll tax laws were enforced just as 
stringently. There was no sudden rise in wages and the fact th;lt a 

' man had been on active service did not carry much weight with 
employers, military pensions were meagre and did not af]ort 
economic security. All these things. engendered a mood of 
dissatisfaction. 

. . 

lt was not surprising that in 1946 a general strike of African 
workers took place on the gold mines. Intensive organization of 
mine workers into UI1Tegistered trade unions had taken place, and • <; 

by the middle of 1946 the leaders thought that the time had come 
. for them to strike for better wages. The strike began on 14 August •' 
and soon over 70,000 labourers on the Reef were out and miruRg 
was brought to a standstill. Police-and soldiers were called out: 
batons and firearms were used, · and General Smuts. then Prime 
Minister, announced that he was 'not unduly perturbed' .by the • 

.. mineworkers' strikei\nd did not think it necessary to delay his trip 
to America where he was to represent South Africa at the UnJted 
Nations Organization. By the end of the week the strike had been 
broken by armed force with some loss of life. [Nine men were killed 
and more than 1,200 injured (F. Wilson, 1972, p. 79).) 

During that same week the relations between the Government 
and the Native Representative Council, · which had long been 

·strained, reached breaking point. Some people think that the strike 
of African labourers on the mines was the proximate cause of the 
deadlock in the Native Representative Council. The strike; and the 
attitude of the Acting Chairman of the Council towards-it, was the 
last straw, but trouble between the Government and the Council 
had long been brewing, and a resolution calling for an indefmite 
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