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KIRU NAIDOO

“OUR revenge will be the laughter of 
our children.” 

Those words belong to the Irish 
patriot Bobby Sands. I saw it embla-
zoned on the side of a tenement 
building as I walked the Falls Road 
in Belfast as a small tribute to the 
Republican volunteers. 

It was the same sentiment shared 
by Phyllis Naidoo, a veteran of the 
Struggle for freedom. She wrote pro-
lifically about the ordinary people 
who stood up to apartheid oppres-
sion. 

The workers, the mothers and 
the children barely out of their teens 
pitching up on her doorstep for an 
unknown life in exile. 

Her vast body of published sto-
ries, letters and notes are the lasting 
memorial to those who don’t have 
tombstones or statues. 

More than any other subject is 
the recurrent theme of promoting 
and defending non-racialism, of the 
enduring value of unity as opposed 
to division and disharmony. 

Those are valuable lessons left to 
us by the legions of veterans who 
gave their lives in shepherding the 
national democratic revolution. 
Non-racialism and unity cannot 
be prescribed by dictate. They are 
learned at the coalface of struggle in 
every generation. 

In his eulogy for the Umkhonto 
we Sizwe veteran Riot Mkhwanazi, 
then president Jacob Zuma reeled 
off the names of Mkhwanazi’s fellow 
combatants and cellmates on Robben 
Island. The youthful mourner next to 
me whispered that he didn’t know 
that whites, coloureds and Indians 
were “so deep” in the Struggle and 
went to prison. 

Therein lies a major challenge as 
we craft our national democratic soci-
ety. Were Phyllis Naidoo in my seat, 
she would have asked the young man 
his family name and about the health 
of his parents. She would have asked 
if he had eaten and about his school-
ing, his dreams and aspirations. She 
would have shared personal vignettes 
about Mkhwanazi’s stellar contribu-
tion to building the country that was 
now the young man’s inheritance. 

I doubt that she would have said 
anything about her own spouse on 
Robben Island and her being left with 
three toddlers and a banning order. 

I very much doubt she would 
have mentioned her farm manager 
son and his fellow comrade’s assas-
sination by apartheid agents on the 
ANC’s farm in Zambia. 

I am even more sceptical that she 
would have mentioned her being 
bombed in Lesotho and the subse-
quent years of a burst eardrum and 
shrapnel in her buttocks. 

She would have rallied the young 
man to emulate Mkhwanazi in mak-
ing a difference in his community, in 

working for unity, peace and devel-
opment. 

She would have rallied him to the 
cause of every child in school and 
every elder seeing out their remain-
ing years in dignity. Somewhere into 
that narrative about building a better 
society, she would have weaved in the 
fact that we are a nation of diverse 
origins. 

Bizos’s family fled the fascists in 
Europe; the Caroluses have their ori-
gins among the African, East and 
South Asian slaves traded in the 
Cape since the 1650s; the Changs 
indentured from China to build the 
railways and her own family shipped 
by the British to the plantations of 
colonial Natal from India. 

She may even have spoken about 
the dispossession of the Khoisan of 
the ancestral lands; the migration 
of amaHlubi from the Congo basin 
and the waves of Malawians, Mozam-
bicans, BaSotho and other Africans 
dragooned to the gold mines of 
Johannesburg. 

She may have hauled out the his-
tory lesson that the great project of 
state formation implemented by King 
Shaka kaSenzangakhona was under-
mined by superior British firepower 
and the burning of Ulundi in 1880. 

She would surely have told him 
that when the last great rebellion led 
by Inkosi Bambatha in 1906 was put 
down, it was leaders like Dr Pixley 
ka Isaka Seme who convinced their 
countrymen and women that stand-
ing alone was a sure recipe for defeat. 

The formation of the African 
National Congress in 1912 was 
to build unity among the diverse 
“tribes” to challenge oppression as a 
united front. 

Thirty years later the generation 
of Nelson Mandela, Monty Naicker, 
Dorothy Nyembe and Anthea Lip-
man reached to each other in creating 
a fully non-racial project that culmi-
nated in the 1955 Freedom Char-
ter which proudly declared, “South 
Africa belongs to all who live in it, 
black and white … ” 

That unity heralded the defeat of 
apartheid in 1990. Alas the national 
democratic society was not a given. As 
the unifying generation of Mkwanazi 
and Phyllis Naidoo depart the stage, 
and voice of the young lions becomes 
more prominent, the institutional 
memory of the path to South African 
freedom should not be sacrificed for 
political expediency. 

More is to be gained from unity 
and non-racialism than without it. 
The history of the past was built on 
rock. 

If our aspirations for our future 
are the laughter of our children then 
every voice of unity and non-racial-
ism must be heard above the din of 
division.

A vignette penned after Riot 
Mkhwanazi's funeral in 2016.
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“GO READ the letters, dammit! That’s 
why I gave them to the university,” 
Phyllis Naidoo screeched from her bed at 
Inkosi Albert Luthuli Memorial Hospital. 

Jurie Thaver jumped back, startled. 
Mam’ Phyllis cracked open her charac-
teristic huge smile and the mood light-
ened to a collective giggle. 

In a strange change of heart, at 85, 
she opted for cardiac surgery. As a vet-
eran of the Struggle for South African 
freedom, she had access to state medical 
care either through the military or any 
public facility.

The hospital’s name honours the 
legacy of the Nobel peace laureate and 
former ANC president Luthuli, who was 
killed under suspicious circumstances 
on a train track in his home town of 
Groutville in 1967. 

A fresh inquest might hopefully 
unravel that mystery and bring peace 
to the family.

The letters in question are the bulk 
of the Phyllis Naidoo Collection held 
by the Gandhi-Luthuli Documentation 
Centre at the University of KwaZulu- 
Natal. 

During her lifetime, she bequeathed 
the massive collection of papers span-
ning more than 60 years. While the 
letters are the centrepiece of her Struggle 
archive, she kept every little record, 
from the stubs on the Robben Island 
ferry when she visited her incarcerated 
spouse, MD, to newspaper clippings of 
apartheid banning orders. 

Vino Reddy and others spent several 
years lovingly curating that collection so 
that it was easily accessible to a world-
wide body of eager researchers. 

University librarians Thiru Munsamy 
and Siya Narie are currently hard at work 
scanning each document to a digital 
database.

My daily visits to her bedside were 
straight after work and sometimes dur-
ing the lunch break. My main task was 
to read her a mountain of newspapers 
right down to the obituaries and the 
sports section. 

I later learnt from Max Singh that 
she had done the same for veteran trade 
unionist and communist George Pon-
nen when he was in hospital. 

On the occasion when I was to 
broach the subject of the letters, I had 
Jurie for back-up and someone to gently 
hack at her finger and toenails. The hos-
pital was amazing in every respect but 
Mam’ Phyllis had little intimate needs 
best done by her closer circle.

We had to find some quiet private 
time. Her room was like the Berea Road 
train station at rush hour. A luscious 
bouquet of fresh flowers came in the 
door from former president Kgalema 
Motlanthe. She admired them. Then she 
inhaled deeply their fragrance, closing 
her eyes. 

Her favourites were the cosmos that 
grow freely by the roadside. Those flow-
ers were the last sight of the land of her 
birth as she headed into the icy Caledon 
River and exile in Lesotho in 1977. 

“Please send these to the maternity 
ward, darling,” she whispered to the 
nurse on duty.

A single rose from confidant Dr Betty 
Govinden remained by her bedside. 
An old comrade, parliamentarian Bongi 
Dhlomo, had earlier brought a packet 
of cheese curls. It lay alongside some 
lightly spiced Gujarati snacks made by 
her other daughter, Pravina Sewdarsen. 
I needed no invitation to polish off both 
along with the diabetic juice saved from 
the hospital lunch.

Jurie armed herself with the nail file. 
I bravely ventured forth: “I know the 
letters very well. The political letters 
are fine but it’s too intrusive to read the 
personal ones.” 

Mam’ Phyllis had softened up under 
the caress of the baby lotion on her feet. 

“Everything is there. Don’t censor 
anything. The Struggle was our whole 
lives,” she purred. 

I looked up at Jurie as if to say I 
needed a witness to the grand dame’s 
explicit permission to peruse her per-
sonal letters. Some details are apparently 
mundane like travel plans and school 
reports, while others cut deeply into 
love, loss and lesions.

It is a decade since Mam’ Phyllis took 
her last breath. There are many among 
us who enjoyed her in life and promised 
in different ways that there would be 
memory against forgetting. 

Heritage publisher Anivesh Singh 
believes that a sufficient passage of time 
has passed for selections from her cor-
respondence to reach a wider audience. 

The larger motivation is that the his-
tory of the Struggle and the contribution 
of our diverse communities is either 
being ignored or undermined by a nar-
rowing African nationalistic narrative. 

Mam’ Phyllis’s papers reveal the 
depth and vigour of non-racial activ-
ism and the price paid for a free and 
democratic society. If not to honour 
the Struggle generation now mostly 
departed, we owe it to the present and 
future generations that the tortuous 
story of the past is told with documen-
tary evidence.

Naidoo is the co-author of The Indian 
Africans with Paul David, Ranjith 
Choonilall and Selvan Naidoo. Letters of 
Liberation – The Struggle Correspondence 
of Phyllis Naidoo, Volume 1, is published 
by MicroMega to coincide with her 95th 
birth anniversary on January 5 and will 
be launched nationally in due course.
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PHYLLIS Naidoo and Oliver Tambo, then ANC president. Her legal expertise was highly regarded 
in his office in exile.  |  Gandhi-Luthuli Documentation Centre

SUKHTHI Naidoo, Paul David, Archie Gumede and Phyllis Naidoo share a light moment. The Gumedes and Naidoos were family friends and 
neighbours in Pietermaritzburg when JT Gumede was president of the ANC. David, Mewa Ramgobin, George Sewpershad, Ela Gandhi and others 
revived the NIC in 1971. David and Gumede served on the NIC executive in the 1980s, occupied the British Consulate in Durban in 1984 and were 
thereafter detained together in the Durban Central Prison.  I  Phyllis Naidoo Collection UKZN

RIGHT: MD and Phyllis Naidoo with their 
children Sadhan, left, Shah and Sukhthi. 
Sadhan was killed by an apartheid agent 
in Lusaka and Shah died in South Africa in 
an unsuccessful medical operation.  |  1860 
Heritage Centre

PHYLLIS 
Naidoo under 
house arrest 
in Durban in 
1971. She is 
carrying her 
baby, Sukhthi. 
Her other 
children are 
Shah, far left, 
and Sadhan. |  
Phyllis Naidoo 
Collection, 
Gandhi-Luthuli 
Documentation 
Centre, 
University of 
KwaZulu-Natal

Phyllis Naidoo 
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