
FEBRUARY 15 marks 20 years since 
the bookseller and revolutionary  
AKM Docrat passed on. 

A few among old newspaper vendors 
might recall the old communist, head 
down hurrying along Grey Street in his 
signature black beret and wisp of white 
chin hair. 

It is unlikely that many among us 
will remember his death anniversary. 

Phyllis Naidoo would have. She had 
an uncanny manner of honouring the 
living, the dead, and random acts of 
kindness. 

Her mountain of personal papers 
archived in the Gandhi-Luthuli Docu-
mentation Centre at the University of 
KwaZulu-Natal are a poignant record of 
the people and events that must remain 
in memory.

Recalling Abdul Khalek Mohammed 
Docrat takes me back to one Saturday 
morning two decades ago. The unfash-
ionable beige plastic phone at the end 
of the passage in suburban Westville 
sprang to life in one of those incessant 
high-pitched buzzes. 

Telkom was a living, breathing entity 
then. 

“Dammit. Why don’t you pick up 
the phone,” barked Mam’ Phyllis as I 
lunged over a cat, a crystal vase and a 
pile of old books to cradle the device 
to my ear. 

I must have murmured some excuse. 
“Doc is in hospital. We need to go 

see him,” she cut me off mid-sentence. 
Mam’ Phyllis hated cellphones. Her 

eardrum burst when a parcel bomb sent 
by apartheid forces to Reverend Osmers 
in Lesotho in 1979 exploded, causing 
them both serious injury. The replace-
ment membrane she received in Hun-
gary triggered excruciating pain every 
time there was electronic interference.

In a letter to her son, Sha Naidoo, 
dated March 10, 1980, on her long jour-
ney back from Budapest to Maseru she 
reflected on her time in hospital: “My 
treatment was extremely thorough and 
the perforated eardrum was removed 
and a Hungarian cornea has replaced it. 
I hope that it was a he, and that when 
he smiled his eyes dimpled in delight. 

“I don’t suppose I have an idiot’s 
cornea, or a racist’s, for those sorts 
want their bodies occupying a piece of 
ground, guarded by a marble inscription 
... I call my cornea Janos (John). He must 
have willed his body to medical science 
... Thank you my friend.”

For some reason, every time she 
talked about Janos, I heard her pro-
nounce it as a Jewish name and I might 
have retold the story as Jonaski. Even 
then the sentence was never com-
pleted as she rounded it off with tearful 
laughter. The reference to the eardrum 
was usually followed by her cursing the 
painful shrapnel lodged in her buttocks 
and a story about Reverend Osmers as 
they lay in hospital beds next to each 
other in Maseru. 

It went along the lines of them each 
feeling to see which body parts were still 
intact after the bombing. The examina-
tion was punctuated by peals of laugh-
ter. The philosophical reverend had lost 
his right hand. 

“It’s no problem Phyl. I’m left-
handed,” he told her. 

Feeling lower down, he was even 
more forgiving: “My testicles are gone 
too but I have no need for those either 
because I’m a priest.” 

In her celebrated Footprints in Grey 
Street series, Mam’ Phyllis might have 
recounted that story more accurately 
and far more hilariously. 

One article of faith was that she 
should have no funeral and that her 
body should go to medical science.

With the early morning phone call, 
she was not ready to dispatch Docrat to 
medical science. He had been sickly for 
some time. Just as she had done with 
many other friends, comrades, neigh-
bours and even strangers, she took him 

food, washed him and read him the 
newspapers. 

Their activist history went back to 
at least the 1950s. Docrat was part of 
the Nationalist bloc of the Natal Indian 
Congress (NIC) led by Dr Monty Naicker, 
largely between 1943 and 1945. They set 
up in opposition to the conservative 
leadership of AI Kajee and PR Pather. 

Among the radicals agitating along-
side Docrat was Mam’ Phyllis’s later 
second husband, liberation stalwart 
MD Naidoo, Dr K Goonum and Kay 
Moonsamy. Although various tributes 
and writings refer to her membership 
of the NIC, I have found no credible 
record of that. 

Two secretaries of the NIC of the 
period were not able to confirm her 
membership either. In our exchanges, 
she was vehemently opposed to 
what she perceived as ethnic or racial 
mobilisation. 

Her political awakening came vari-
ously through the Non-European Unity 

Movement, the South African Commu-
nist Party and the ANC, with the latter 
two most likely under MD’s influence.

My plans that Saturday changed rad-
ically. My younger son, Arushan, and 
I were timetabled to trawl the antique 
stalls at the Musgrave Market, so instead 
my reply to Mam’ Phyllis was: “I’ll see 
you in 20 minutes”. 

I could hear her smile on the other 
end: “Thank you my darling. I'll be 
waiting.” 

There are presidents and peasants 
who will confirm how her sometimes 
curt manner melted into the warmest 
embraces.

Thankfully I was bathed and dressed. 
Now that I was a bit higher up the pay 
grade, I had an air-conditioned sedan 
with lowered suspension for wheels. 
That bit of information is critical. 

As I pulled up in front of her flat in 
Umbilo Road three minutes early, she 
was waiting outside the front gate, bal-
ancing over her walker with a cigarette 
in one hand, a grass basket in the other 
and a big smile lighting up the universe. 

Had I been a minute late, there would 
have been unprintable words. The grass 
basket is a story for another time. Suffice 
to say that it never left her side. Among 
its innards were a change of under-
wear (men’s boxer shorts since there 

were never any panties that matched 
her body shape), an instamatic camera, 
address book and a few snacks. 

In the psychological trauma of exile, 
one had to be ready to run at any time! 
The car’s lowered suspension irked her 
as she struggled to get in and out. 

I joked that if she ever saw me in 
a Range Rover that had a higher seat, 
it would confirm that I had shifted 
allegiances to the tenderpreneurs. She 
was not amused.

I had it in my mind that the hos-
pital was just around the corner as I 
knew that Docrat lived on Victoria Street 
(since renamed after 1956 Treason Trial-
ist Bertha Mkhize). Not quite. 

He was being cared for by a nephew 
in Greytown. It was a delightful drive to 
the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands. My foot 
was constantly on the gas. One never 
knows, especially with older people. We 
got to the hospital in good time. 

She burst into the room with scarcely 
any enquiries about mundane things 
like visiting hours. There lay Docrat 
sheathed in white and white as a sheet 
himself. 

“Hey Doc!” she hollered. A head 
lifted. 

“They told me you were dying,” she 
bellowed. 

He wheezed a raucous chuckle. They 

embraced. Time seemed to stand still. 
Gone were the maladies of a sick man. 
It was as if they were school kids on the 
walk home. Stories floated from who 
was alive, not so alive or departed. The 
troubles in the ANC, Palestine, mon-
etary policy and the US military bases 
in Africa.

They regaled each other for hours. 
She fed him a little tub of yoghurt, 
strawberry I think. I got in a few words, 
edgewise. Usually when their memories 
failed them about people and events. 
The rendezvous gave them both a new 
lease on life. AKM Docrat died on Feb-
ruary 15, 2003.

Naidoo is the author of Made in 
Chatsworth and co-author of The Indian 
Africans with Paul David, Ranjith 
Choonilall and Selvan Naidoo. The books 
are available from www.madeindurban.
co.za The first volume of Phyllis Naidoo’s 
letters were published by Micromega 
as a tribute to her on her 95th birth 
anniversary on January 5.
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DOC was in the sights of the state’s 
repressive apparatus for much of the 
period from the 1950s to the 1970s. 
His troubles began in 1950, when he 
was named under the Suppression 
of Communism Act. 

He was jailed for thirty days dur-
ing the Defiance Campaign (1952). 
In 1955 he was involved in the 
Freedom Charter campaign as one 
of the leaders in Natal and attended 
the Congress of the People in Klip-
town (June 1955) where the Charter 
was adopted. 

He was detained for five months 
under the 1960 state of emergency 
regulations. 

Doc was banned for two years in 
late 1962. His second banning ran 
from December 22, 1964, to Octo-
ber 31, 1969. He was banned for a 
third time from October 31, 1969, 
to October 31, 1974. The terms of 
his banning orders were extremely 
severe. 

They included house arrest 
of 22 hours a day and complete 
house arrest from 2pm on Friday 
to 10am on Monday. He served 
a fourth period of banning from 
October 31, 1974, to October 31, 
1976, and a fifth from October 31, 
1976, to October 31, 1978. 

From 1978 to 1990, he was 
bound by the restrictions of his 
1950 “listing” as a communist. Dur-
ing these difficult years, Docrat eked 
out a living selling books. 

Journalist Vasantha Angamuthu 
described Doc “as much a Durban 
institution as the City Hall. Some 
would argue that he was just as old, 
just as solid and just as unshiftable. 
A familiar sight in Durban, shuf-
fling along the city streets, walking 
stick only occasionally touching 
base, Doc was the city’s political 
conscience”.

Legend has it that even the 
dagga peddlers refused to spy on 
him when the Security Branch 
offered them bribes. And there were 
stories of how he would drop off 
little notes bearing messages with 
newspaper vendors to pass on to 
editors and comrades.

An excerpt from  
Professor Goolam Vahed’s 

book, Muslim Portraits: The 
Anti-Apartheid Struggle, 

compiled for the South African  
Muslim Network. The text 
highlights Abdul Khalek 

Mohammed Docrat

FRENE Ginwala, feisty feminist, astute 
political tactician and committed cadre 
of South Africa’s governing party, the 
ANC, has died at the age of 90. In a 
country blessed with exceptional lead-
ers, Ginwala must surely count among 
the best.

Typically for her, but unusually for 
the ANC leadership, she was laid to 
rest in a private ceremony. While she 
was modest about her achievements, 
she has left an indelible mark on South 
Africa’s Constitution and democratic 
institutions.

Frene Noshir Ginwala was born in 
1932 in Johannesburg. Her Parsee grand-
parents immigrated from Mumbai in 
India in the 1800s and made a life for 
the family in Johannesburg. 

Ginwala left South Africa after high 
school, to pursue an LLB degree at the 
University of London. She qualified as 
a barrister at the Inner Temple.

Around this time her parents moved 
to Lourenço Marques (now Maputo) in 
Mozambique. She returned to South 
Africa after graduating and moved to 
Durban where her sister, a medical doc-
tor, had settled.

Although she supported the ANC, 
she was not politically active until 1960, 
when the Sharpeville Massacre set off a 
crisis for the ANC, and the Pan Africanist 
Congress of Azania, both of which were 
banned and many of whose members 
went into exile. Ginwala’s family links to 
east Africa suddenly became a valuable 
resource, as did her political obscurity.

Life in exile
She was asked by ANC leader Walter 
Sisulu to go to Mozambique to facilitate 
the exit of ANC members and supporters 
into exile. One of those exiles was Oliver 
Tambo, president of the ANC. 

Ginwala helped him get across the 
border into Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) and 

into a safe house. It was the beginning 
of a long and important comradeship. 

Ginwala became assistant to Tambo, 
who went on to lead the exiled ANC for 
30 years. She was instrumental in setting 
up the ANC office in Tanzania.

Ginwala’s work in creating a politi-
cally effective ANC in exile – arguably 
the most powerful exiled liberation 
movement in the world – was invalu-
able. She loved to point out the ANC 
had more missions abroad than the 
apartheid government had embassies.

In the early 1960s, she created a 
newspaper, Spearhead, wrote articles for 
a variety of international media outlets, 
wrote speeches for Tambo and gave 
speeches herself. Her time in Tanzania 
was interrupted when she was suddenly 
banned by the government of Tanzania 
for her critical commentary, and she left 
for the UK.

President Julius Nyerere lifted her 
ban in 1967 and asked her to return 
to Dar es Salaam to establish a new 
national newspaper, The Standard.

But her independent and forthright 
views – a hallmark for all of her life – got 
her into hot water and once again she 
was banned. This time she returned to 
the UK, where she registered for a PhD 
at Oxford University. 

Her doctorate, awarded in 1976, 
was a sharp reading of the relationship 
between class, race and identity among 
Indian South Africans. She continued 
to build the ANC’s external profile. 
Her writing on the SA situation was 

prodigious, well-informed and hard to 
ignore. She was soon sought after by the 
UN to advise on peace-building globally.

Return from exile
When the ANC was unbanned in 1990, 
Ginwala returned after an absence of 31 
years. She became the first speaker in the 
National Assembly in 1994, creating the 
office as a democratic institution and 
ruling Parliament with a firm, authori-
tative and fair hand for a decade. 

Later, she was the prime mover 
behind the formation of the Pan-Af-
rican Parliament and one of the most 
prominent supporters of the Jubilee 
2000 Campaign, which successfully lob-
bied for the scrapping of the onerous 
debt incurred by the world’s poorest 
countries.

Others will write about her many 
contributions to the ANC and to her 
status within the liberation move-
ment. My generation of feminists 
will remember her, above all, for her 
remarkable championing of the Struggle 

against patriarchy. 
This began when she was in exile, 

when she worked with the ANC Wom-
en’s Section to ensure that ANC princi-
ples included non-sexism. It was a long 
and conflictual process, but by the mid-
1980s all ANC documents carried the 
commitment to a “nonracial, nonsexist 
democracy”. 

This was so much more than a 
linguistic shift; it enabled feminists 
within the ANC to demand that the 
commitment be followed through in 
programmes and policies.

Ginwala was always somewhat 
impatient and to the left of the ANC 
Women’s League. She feared there was 
a conservative streak in the league that 
caved in to the patriarchal assumptions 
of the movement’s leaders. She was wor-
ried this made it ineffective in pushing 
for gender equality. She worked from the 
side, cajoling comrades (ANC activists), 
and when that did not work badgering 
them into action.

She set up the ANC’s Emancipa-
tion Commission in 1991, dedicated to 
advancing gender equality and combat-
ing sexism in the movement. Although 
not intended to compete with the wom-
en’s league, it did have strategic status 
that was ensured by placing it under the 
authority of then-ANC president Tambo. 
It was a base from which Ginwala could 
drive the demand for gender equality 
unconstrained by the women’s league.

During the multiparty negotiations 
to end apartheid in the 1990s, when it 

became apparent that gender concerns 
would sink to the bottom of the ANC’s 
list of priorities, she led the process 
of forming an independent women’s 
organisation – the Women’s National 
Coalition – that would unite women 
across political parties and ideological 
lines. She described it as a “conspiracy 
of women”.

It was a remarkable body that coa-
lesced around two key demands: the 
inclusion of women in all decision-mak-
ing about the shape of the post-apart-
heid state and constitution, and an end 
to violence against women.

Impatience and integrity
Ginwala understood power and poli-
tics better than most ANC leaders; her 
analysis of the balance of forces on any 
given issue was rapier-like. She knew the 
transition process offered an opening to 
insert feminist principles into the new 
state, but understood that the window 
of time was fleeting. This made her 
impatient at times with other femi-
nist leaders who wanted to build the 
Women’s National Coalition from the 
bottom up.

She was clear in her views and at 
times obstinate, but there was never any 
doubt about her integrity. Inevitably, 
there were bitter struggles over the pace 
of development of the flagship docu-
ment of the Women’s National Coali-
tion, the Charter for Women’s Equality.

Ginwala was concerned the slow 
consultative processes preferred by the 

leaders of the charter process, Pregs 
Govender and Debbie Budlender, would 
mean the charter would not be ready 
to be included alongside the Bill of 
Rights in the Constitution, and that the 
moment for greatest impact would lapse 
without any long-term gains.

Although the charter was only 
adopted after the main constitutional 
debates were concluded, the Women’s 
National Coalition ensured that gender 
equality was firmly embedded in the 
country’s final 1996 Constitution.

The contestation that took place in 
the drafting of the charter about the 
meaning of gender equality offer a rich 
and long-lasting archival resource for 
political activists as well as researchers.

Ginwala was passionately concerned 
about economic transformation and 
set up numerous study sessions on 
issues such as unpaid care. She wrote 
a hard-hitting challenge to the 50 male 
economists who crafted the ANC’s key 
economic policies as it took power. In 
conversations and seminars among 
feminists, she was insistent that polit-
ical representation was only a lever for 
feminism, not its end goal.

As speaker of the National Assembly, 
she took responsibility for establishing 
training programmes for women Parlia-
mentarians, drawing on her vast global 
network for funding and educational 
materials.

Hamba kahle, lala ngoxolo Comrade 
Frene. (Go well, rest in peace.)

When great souls die, the air around 
us becomes light, rare, sterile. We breathe, 
briefly. Our eyes, briefly, see with a hurtful 
clarity. (Maya Angelou)

Hassim is the Canada150 research 
chair in gender and African politics and 
visiting professor, WiSER Wits University, 
Carleton University. This article appeared 
first in The Conversation.
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Ginwala understood politics, power
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PHYLLIS Naidoo kept carbon copies of the letters she wrote. In this letter to AKM Docrat dated 
October 3, 1969, she thanks him for roses received in hospital. In very much the same way they 
reconnected in Greytown in 2003, their voices lifted each other. She writes: ‘Lying in hospital 
with my eyes closed I heard: There’s a bowl of roses from Dr G for Mrs MD. You will never 
believe the pleasure they gave – to the point of tears. You have a knack of coming into our lives 
in times of crises …’  The reference to Dr G is most likely Dr K Goonum and MD who was her 
then husband. 
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