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VR: On behalf of the Documentation Centre of the University of Durban 

Westville and the HSRC, I would like to thank you so much for allowing 

us this interview, and I know your time is very precious. 

EG: It’s a pleasure 

VR: Thank you, I think perhaps we should begin with a few personal details, 

go back a little, in time.  If you could tell us, where and when you were 

born, a little about your family. 

EG: I was born at Phoenix Settlement, which is in the district of Inanda.  It 

was one of those districts where Indians, Coloureds, Whites, Africans 

lived together and in harmony.  It was a very rural sort of place.  We 

didn’t have tarred roads, no water, no electricity, very basic 

homesteads.  We lived in a wood & iron house for the first 6 years of 

my life and then we moved to a block building which my father built 

because the wood and iron got rotten.  I think growing up, my 

experiences growing up in Phoenix Settlement, were I think some of 

the most important in my life because they were my formative years, 

and during those years to be within those circumstances, to live a life 

that you know, my grandfather prescribed for residents at Phoenix was 
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really a wonderful experience.  At that time I didn’t realize it, but today I 

do, because I think they were important lessons for me. 

VR: Tell me about school, what was school like? Was there a school there? 

EG: Initially, my parents felt that, you know, going to a segregated school 

was not a good idea, so I remained at home, and I was taught by my 

parents, now and again they were visiting teacher who would come, 

tutor us,  you know, and they would teach me at home but then I 

rebelled. That was my first rebellion.  I saw that my neighbours children 

were all going to school, I was a little child then and I said, “No, I have 

to go to school now”, and I was about 8/9 years old then and so my 

parents felt, okay, she’s talking about it, but she’s not going to survive 

it, so they sent me to school.  My school was about 2 kilometers away 

from home.  I had to walk through the sugar fields, up the hill, and to 

the school, which was on a hilltop.  It was a wood and iron school 

again, with wooden partitions so you can hear everything that’s 

happening in the classroom next door.  I was admitted into a standard 

four class, and I survived it.  I walked daily to school and stayed there 

despite the fact that the toilets were terrible, pit toilets.  There was no 

water, no electricity.  The school got very cold in winter and it was very 

hot in summer but I survived it and so I can appreciate what our rural 

children go through today.  I stayed in that school for 3 years, passed 

my standard six and went to Girls High.  Durban Indian Girls High 

School,  which is out here in Durban,  in Carlisle Street and that again 

was quite an experience because I had to take a bus from home, go to 

the station, Duffs Road Station, take the train from there in the morning, 

go to Greyville station, get off there, walk to Dartnell Crescent,  which, 

well, Indian Girls High, that was the name and all schools were 

segregated, you know, they were, according to the different race 

groups.  So, I was forced to go to that High School and back again the 

same route for four years, I traveled there.  And if you want to know 

about my university life, that was even worse because Natal University 

only took white students.  That was the only university available in 

Natal and they had a session for black students, which was after hours, 

and my university only started at 3 o clock, and that was at Sastri 
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College.  The lecturers would come after they had lectured to the white 

students at Howard College, then they would come to Sastri College 

and lecture to us in the evenings.  And that was how we studied and 

then a few months after I joined university, the black university decided 

to buy an old warehouse and that was where our classes were held so 

we had a few classes that were in the mornings and a few classes in 

the evenings, which were even worse because sometimes we had to 

come from early in the morning and stay on till about 8/9 o clock at 

night and then take a bus and go home. 

VR: What did you study? 

EG: I did a BA at the University of Natal and it was a BA with law subjects 

because I was working toward an LLB but after I completed my BA, for 

one thing, I had a child then, I was married and I had a child and so I 

couldn’t attend classes and then you know UNISA didn’t offer a law 

degree without Afrikaans.  Now I didn’t do Afrikaans even at Primary 

school or High school so and I wasn’t about to learn a language that 

you know, is identified as an oppressors’  language, so I gave up the 

idea of studying law and I switched to social work instead and I did a 

Social Science degree and Honours in Social Science through UNISA 

VR: And where did you work? 

EG: I worked at the Child Welfare in 1965 and then I worked there for a 

number of years on and off because I had children in-between and 

when I had children I gave up work to stay with the children for at least 

a year or so and then went back and then I got  banned and so I 

couldn’t travel to Durban and so I took on a job at Verulam which falls 

within the Inanda District and I worked at Verulam Child Welfare for 

about 10 years. 

VR: So you’ve moved onto your bannings already but just to go back a little, 

when did you first become aware of racial oppression?  Your personal 

experience? 

EG: Well, right from the time I went to school because when I went to 

school, you know it was an Indian school and on Phoenix Settlement 

we had a lot of African children there, my mother started a school in 

Gandhi’s house, her school was a non-racial school, she accepted all 
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children and she thought she would have a handful of children come in 

but before she knew what’s what there were about 200 children there 

and she didn’t want to send them away and these children were of both 

races so we, ah, and I grew up seeing this, you know, they called the 

inspector and the inspector said you have to stop, you can’t teach 

because there is a law against private schools and in particular, you 

being an Indian cannot teach African children.  So you know, we grew 

up with that and then you go to the beach and see there are separate 

beaches.  The laws were terrible in those days, they improved them 

slightly later, but that was just a cosmetic change, you couldn’t you 

know enter the restaurants, hotels in those days.  If you went to the 

post office, there were two entrances, a black entrance and a white 

entrance.  All public places, all the benches at bus stops were only for 

whites.  If any other race group, even if there was nobody sitting on the 

bench, with the shelter, you know, you had to stand out in the rain or in 

the sun and you were not allowed to take shelter, you know and so it 

was a terrible system.  I grew up experiencing these things because I 

traveled in public transport where we had full compartments, 

sometimes we had to stand in the train because there was no space 

whilst the white compartments were entirely empty and so you know 

there was no where that a person who traveled, who goes to public 

places would not encounter the racism that then existed in South 

Africa. 

VR: How did all this impact on your life, and the choices you have made in 

your life? 

EG: It was something that made us very angry, that made us feel upset.  

This is how we have to be treated.  In my case, my dad and my mum 

spoke to us and we converted the anger into positive energy, where we 

said we need to unite and we need to do something about this.  We 

cannot accept this.  So for me, the first thing was that you could not, 

even though you were forced, to accept some of those things, go to a 

segregated school and universities and so on we said, that we cannot 

accept it without saying that we were forced to accept it.  So ours was a 

protest all along and in little ways we showed that this was a protest 
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and that we didn’t accept that we were forced to take it, you know.  We 

boycotted like graduations, we demonstrated against these petty 

apartheid laws.  In many ways, you know, there were protests, there 

were defiance’s and so on. 

VR: At what stage did you align yourself with either a political organization 

or a trade union, civic organization?  Tell us more about that. 

EG: 1952, when I was 12 years old, my father had already started going to 

the defiance campaigns.  He had, you know, started the defiance, and 

those meetings used to take place at the red square which was where 

Nicoll Square is, there was a  huge ground there, open space and 

that’s where people used to meet and they used to march to Brook 

Street library which was an all white library, enter the library, go to the 

post office, enter the post office in the white section and so on, you 

know, those were some of the initial defiance campaigns.  Then people 

marched into townships, that, you know, people of different races 

couldn’t go into African townships, so although I did not directly defy 

those laws but what happened is that a whole lot of us would march 

with those people who would defy the laws and I participated in those 

marches at that age.  I walked with them, with my brother and my sister 

and other friends and my sister actually defied, although she wasn’t 

arrested, but she did defy those laws.  And my father was arrested 

several times before I was born and then the ‘54 defiance, he took part 

in that. 

VR: Tell us more about, how did you progress from there in terms of you 

political affiliation and organizations as such.  

EG: Well, after that in school, we boycotted classes when we were called to 

boycott.  There were 3 days stay-aways and I was, at the time, in 

Standard 9, I think, and so we boycotted classes then.  When we went 

into university, we also defied, well not defied, but demonstrated with 

placard demonstrations against graduation.  The things that students 

did, I wasn’t in any leadership role at that time, it was only, I only took 

on a leadership role as such when, in the 70’s we revived the Natal 

Indian Congress and then the congress was revived at Phoenix 

settlement.  I went there as part of my branch and I was elected Vice 
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President of the Natal Indian Congress, at that stage.  So that was like 

the first time that I took on a position as such, but I did take like 

initiatives to collect funds for, you know, people who were being tried 

and required legal assistance, and so on.  We helped people, 

throughout.  We had, you know, a lot of support groups and I 

participated in a number of support groups even whilst I was in the NIC 

because people who went to prison, people who were arrested, you 

know, detained without any trial or anything, we had a detainee support 

committee.  Our people were harassed in the community, removed, all 

that.  There were some terrible things that happened in those days and 

so I participated in those support groups and helped to organize 

people, organize groups of people who would then together with myself 

go to demonstrate, when I couldn’t demonstrate, because I was 

banned and house arrested, I still maintained contact with the groups 

and informed them of what was happening, why it was happening.  

One needed to because information wasn’t easy to get in those days, 

somebody needed to tell them why these things were happening and 

who was behind it, you know. 

VR: Yes of course.  Tell us a little bit about your banning order.  When were 

you first banned? 

EG: I was first banned in 1975, the banning order went on until 1980 

because it was a five-year banning and a house arrest order.  So we 

had 3 documents.  The first document prevented you from going to 

meetings and so on, the second document banned you and confined 

you to a particular area, so I had that second document, as well, and 

the third document house arrested you so that for a certain number of 

hours you cannot leave your house, weekends, holidays, evenings, 7 to 

7,  you have to be in the house. 

VR: How did all this impact on, first of all your family life, children and of 

course, your political activity. 

EG: Well, my children grew up seeing this and, you know, both, their father 

was also banned and house arrested for a number of years and then I 

was also banned and house arrested which meant that they were 

restricted in their movements but just a little example is that my children 
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never knew what a picnic is, and it is only now when they go out with 

their friends that they are experiencing what a picnic really means, you 

know, because in those early days and as children, we weren’t allowed 

to take them out on a Sunday to the beach, you know, and things like 

that so they grew up very restricted but very “conscientised”, which I 

think is important because often if you enjoy the good things of life you 

forget that apartheid exists, you begin to say, this is my beach, I go 

there, I enjoy myself, I come home, why do I worry about the other 

people, you know?  

VR: What about jobs for you and your husband?  Were you able to work? 

EG: Well, it was very difficult for me, in particular, and also for my ex 

husband. He was working for the Old Mutual and during the first 

banning orders they were very supportive, they gave him all the 

concessions and everything because of his banning order.  But when 

he got banned a second time they felt that now he was just, you know, 

not obeying, not leading the life, you know, according to their standards 

and so they demoted him which you know, made him want to resign.  

So he resigned from Old Mutual, set up his own business and then, at 

the time he set up his own business, it was in Durban and we were 

living at Phoenix Settlement,  in Inanda so they were two different 

districts, so they house arrested him which prevented him from coming 

to Durban.  For a while I ran his office, at that stage, but then they 

house arrested me as well, so I wasn’t able to go to Durban either, so 

we had to close down the office.  I wasn’t actually involved in his 

business, I am not a business person, and I know very little about 

insurance, so I wasn’t actually running the office, in that sense, but 

what I used to do was interact with different people on a more political 

social level,  you know.  We had a lot of links with trade unions.  Trade 

unions, especially for African people, were banned, you weren’t 

allowed to organize African people, but to overcome that, the university 

students had started friendship societies and we encouraged workers 

to join these societies.  I think it was called friendship, but, you know, 

basically with these societies, you contribute to them and you get a 
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burial scheme and you get,  you know, although technically, it wasn’t a 

union. 

VR: You were talking about trade unions 

EG: Yes, at that time ,they were not allowed to organize African workers so 

what happened was we would organize them into a society which 

would enable them to contribute to a burial scheme, a pension scheme 

and so on and that would bring people together, workers together, into 

one sort of society and it enabled us to organize them to be able to 

bargain, bargain for their wages and so on, and at that time, there were 

wage Boards so workers at the lower level, and South Africa had this 

terrible system which, you know, divided workers into different 

categories and right at the bottom level you had, women, black women 

at the lowest level earning absolutely, you know, terrible wages and 

then you’ll have categories of workers; many categories.  So, you 

would find that a black worker and a white worker actually doing exactly 

the same thing but the white worker had a different designation and a 

different salary from the black worker.  So to pay the white workers 

extra, they would categorize them differently and this was, if you look 

up their documents, you will see evidence of this, what I’m saying.  It 

doesn’t happen or it didn’t happen anywhere else in the world as it did 

in  South Africa.  You know, you would have 70/80 categories of 

workers, at different levels, at all stages, and so when you negotiate for 

wages, if the wage at the lowest level is negotiated, you know, for a 

better wage, then all the others go up and we tried to ensure that these 

people had a better deal. 

VR: Tell me, at that time, can you tell me a little bit about women’s 

organizations then? 

EG: Okay, for a long time the women were involved largely in social 

organizations.  In the early days, that’s before the 60’s, when all the 

organizations got banned, women’s organizations had become very 

strong.  From, as you may know, the African National Congress was a 

all male organization, at the beginning.  Women organized, and they 

fought for their rights and eventually got  recognition and were able to 

become full members of the organization.  In 1956 they proved their 
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worth by organizing this huge march, you know, to the union buildings 

against the pass laws and their campaign was so big, and so well run, 

that eventually the men got fed up and stopped them.  Had they not 

stopped them, the women would have continued, you know, they had 

organized themselves to carry on this campaign against the pass laws, 

but they were asked to put a halt to it, and that’s why they actually 

stopped the campaign for a while in the ‘50s, ’56, ‘57 period.  Then in 

the 1960 period, they, all organisations, all political organizations were 

banned with the result that women’s organizations had to now, you 

know, also disappear.  But, as you know, these organizations seldom 

disappear.  They remain because people are there, people’s minds are 

there, you can’t kill their spirit.  You can kill an organization; you can’t 

kill the people and their spirit.  So the ANC was quite active, the 

women’s organizations were active but not seen, not overtly active.  

Lots of women then had to skip the country.  They became, you know, 

leaders, they were recognized as leaders, they became ambassadors 

of the ANC out of the country, and took on positions and largely, I think, 

it’s the women, themselves, who fought for these positions and then 

some leaders like Oliver Tambo was a real champion of the women 

and he, you know, insisted that some of the women take on positions 

within the umKhonto, within the ANC, and so on.  Within the country 

itself a lot of organizations changed, and became like, you know, 

changed, they ran crèches, and they ran burials societies, and stokvels 

and, you know and so there wasn’t real political organization until the 

70’s when we had, you know, in 19.. I think it was what year, the 25th 

anniversary of the march, then some of the women got together, a 

large number were the Black Consciousness Group.  There was 

Shameem Meer and others, who collected – they were mainly 

academics who collected photographs and things and had a display of 

the 1956 struggle of the women and so on – the 9th August was then 

observed as a day when they would have these exhibitions That raised 

the consciousness of a lot of women.  Then, in the 60’s /70’s onwards, 

we had women coming into civic organizations, into education 

committees, and so on.  The two sides of struggle were the civic area, 
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and the education and there was a lot of organizations amongst 

students, that’s why in the ‘76 period, we saw the students coming out.  

At the university, the students organized the SASO you know, Tiro and 

these people started the struggle at Forte Hare University and so the 

students’ movement grew, and (from) within it came a lot of women, 

Nkosazana Zuma, for instance, was part of that, you know, and there 

were many other women who were part of the SASO group, the South 

African Students Organization.  A lot of women in the civic 

organizations, defied, and you found that in the marches, in the 

defiance against the rent struggles and so on, and these were largely 

Coloured and Indian and African women, as well.  Later, in the 

townships they opposed educational problems in the schools and so 

on, but the marches were led by women.  They faced guns and they 

really were very brave. 

VR: Now you were banned during this time, weren’t you? 

EG: I was banned for 8 and a half years and during this time there was this 

increase in this civic organization.  I had to work underground, not 

overtly. 

VR: What kind of harassment did you suffer during those years? 

EG: We often saw them watching our houses you know, people would 

come.  There were lots of little things that we couldn’t do and that was 

harassment, but we just carried on, you know, where we felt that we 

just had to do what we could.  We didn’t feel that, at that stage, that 

defying the banning orders would get us anywhere, so we needed to 

stay out of prison because we were more useful out of prison than in 

prison.  And so, whatever we did, we took care.  We broke the banning 

order many times, house arrest orders, banning orders, but we took 

care to cover our backs, you know, so that we wouldn’t be caught and 

fortunately we weren’t, so neither my ex-husband nor I were ever 

arrested for breaking the banning orders.  There were times when we 

forgot to sign on a Saturday, we quietly went on a Monday and signed 

the book and nobody knew there was co-operation even from the 

police, we made friends and there were police who would give us the 

book to sign so there was a lot of people, at least a lot of sympathy, 
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amongst the people you know, unlike in the white community.  I think 

when white people got banned, they really found it very difficult to 

survive because they were totally isolated . 

VR: So people rallied then. 

EG: People rallied around us, yes, ya they would come, there were lots of 

people, you would remember, you were one of them. Okay, and so, we 

didn’t sort of feel, it was frustrating, but we didn’t feel that bad about it.   

VR: When you look back on those days, would you say you were an 

activist? 

EG: Absolutely, ya 

VR: Yes, tell us about that. 

EG: Well, I think activism is working at grassroots level.   I think it also trains 

you in democracy, trains you to consult, to value opinions of the 

people, you know, not to have a judgement, not to make up your mind 

in a drawing room or something, to go out there in the community, 

experience what the community is experiencing and work with them 

and listen to what they are saying rather than, you know saying that 

they are having a bad time so we need to do something about it and 

you  know go and sort of impose our views on the people.  So I think 

activism, because activism is organizing at grassroots level, speaking 

to the community, interacting with them, organizing them, helping them, 

you know, to come together and to identify and to interpret the, you 

know, difficulties that they were experiencing. 

VR: What was your goal as an activist? 

EG: Well, the main goal was to bring an awareness amongst the people, as 

I said, people can get comfortable with apartheid and sad, sadly to say 

the very fact that a lot of Indian people voted for and Coloured people 

voted for the National Party, you know, indicates that many of the 

people became comfortable in their townships.  Prior to the ‘70’s and 

the ‘80’s, there were no Indian townships, there were no Coloured 

townships.  There were African townships, you had Kwa Mashu and 

you had Umlazi and so on, but Indians were staying all over, and lived 

with African communities in Cato Manor and Inanda and other places.  

A lot of the poor Indians lived in Magazine Barracks in Durban, lived in 
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wood and iron, you know, huts all over Malagazi, Inanda. So they knew 

what it was to live as African people were - are living, even today.  It 

was in the ‘70’s and ‘80’s that things changed, they felt we needed to 

co-opt these people and they started building houses, removed all the 

shack settlements, brought Indian people into the built up houses, built 

schools for them, gave them water, electricity which they never had in 

the shacks, and so on, and so people became comfortable with that, 

yet those schools would not compare with the white schools, Michael 

House and others, you know.  Those schools had sports facilities; they 

had everything, you know, that a school should have.  A lot of the 

Indian schools hardly had good playing grounds, you know, good sport 

facilities. They didn’t have all those things but they were comfortable 

with it because it was better than what they had and then they had a 

slightly higher status than the African community had, so today when 

things have changed they are unable to see, you know, what, and also 

the fact that they put them in this ghetto together, with restricting their 

movement into African areas, so many Indians have no idea how 

African people live.  They don’t know and they don’t know what African 

people suffer.  We had that experience because we worked in Inanda, I 

went to African homes, I sat with them, I even lived there in African, 

you know, wood and iron houses at times when, you know, we had to 

go, so we slept in those houses, and that is what activism means, that 

you know exactly what people are suffering and that is the reason why 

we fought against the tri-cameral system because it was dividing us, it 

wasn’t uniting the community and the result of that is the fact that the 

people voted for the National Party, that’s my, you know, what does 

one say, assessment of the situation, and the way people elect, ya.  

And it’s moving, slowly people are beginning to realize that this is not 

the right way. 

VR: So at that stage, tell me, how did you banning orders affect you 

activism? 

EG: Well I moved in, because I was a social worker, and I went in the child 

welfare car, so I was able to go many places which other people 

wouldn’t have been able to go to.  As a social worker, I visited the rural 
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areas of Inanda and so on.  I worked there, I changed, you know, at 

that time social work was also segregated but at Verulam Child 

Welfare, where I was working and I had a lot of co-operation from the 

Child Welfare itself as well.  I was able to reach out to the African 

community to work in Amoutana, in Amouti, I visited the places, I 

worked with the people there, and we reached out from the Child 

Welfare and did work there, you know, so we said that this is not an 

Indian child welfare.  In those days, so we laid the foundation for 

transformation unlike other agencies, you know, so I think I had that, 

you know, experience.  So the banning orders in themselves didn’t 

prevent me from going there. Fortunately, my banning was in the 

district of Inanda and Inanda had a large African population and a large 

Indian population, so I was able to work in those areas.  When the 

Indian people were moved from Springfield flats to Phoenix,  I was the 

first social worker in that area and I worked with all those people there. 

VR: So inadvertently they did you a favour, didn’t they? 

EG: No, they didn’t do me a favour (laughs), because if they hadn’t banned 

me I would have been able to go throughout the country which would 

have been better because then I would have been able to do more 

work. 

VR: You made the transition from the overt work you were doing to 

underground work, and were you involved in the underground? 

EG: Well, no I wasn’t involved directly in the underground, in the sense that 

I didn’t actually distribute anything, get anything or contact people 

outside or anything like that, but I worked closely with people who were 

in the underground so I would, you know, simple things like, there were 

a whole lot of people who had come into the country and looking for 

accommodation, just for the night.  I put them up at home and then they 

went, you know, in those days we didn’t ask names or anything 

because it was safer not to know, but they came, they stayed, and then 

they went on their way.  Little things like that, you know, we used to get 

a lot of leaflets from overseas, we used to get the Sechaba and 

documents and so on, we read them, we passed them on and those 

kinds of things. 



 

Page 14 of 34 

VR: How did all this impact on your family life and the children? 

EG: Earlier you asked me if they did us a favour by banning us, the one 

thing that did happen, is that you know a lot of people spend a lot of 

time socializing, we had no social life whatsoever, so we spent all our 

time in politics or in organising in activism and so my children grew in 

that, they participated, for them there was no social life besides the life 

that we had in the political activism.  We used to run camps, as you 

may remember yourself, you were one of those who came to our work 

camps at Phoenix,  where we sat and we discussed various issues, 

Black Consciousness, amongst other things, the Freedom Charter and 

our education system and many other very important topics, we had 

discussions on those, but at the same time we also worked.  There was 

a flood, I am not sure whether you were there at that time, in the 

neighbouring community and we helped people rebuild their houses 

and that gave us an opportunity of, you know, interacting with the 

neighboring communities in Phoenix and my children were a part of it 

all.  They also associated with the students, played with them, 

everyone came in, they had meals together and so on. So the children 

became politicized, became activists, themselves.  My daughter, when 

the schools went out, my daughter was in primary school; and it was 

the only primary school that also went out with all the high schools in 

the area.  She went around from class to class and told the children 

why it was important for them to come out of the classrooms, so at an 

early age she had already learnt about, you know, what was happening 

in the country, what actions were being taken, why they were being 

taken.  But during the time when we were banned, what we missed out 

on were the activist forums, we had a lot of activist forums where 

people came and had discussions, they would go out, they would visit 

communities, they would do a little survey on how people felt about the 

move from Springfield Flats to Phoenix, for instance, or if there was a 

rent hike or something, how did they feel about it, they would do a 

survey of that and then they would all meet together and analyse and 

discuss, what do you think, you know, how do you think we could take 

this forward, what action would you feel would be justified, would be 
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supported by the people and would get, you know, the reaction from 

the authorities and so on and what gains would we make on a political 

level?  So these were discussions that were held after the surveys 

were taken and they were very important discussions because you  

then begin to analyse, actually learn politics in that way, how to apply 

political principles to these real issues you know of the people, and that 

we missed out on, because we couldn’t attend many of those activist 

forums, but people came and reported back to us you know and that 

was a really good thing because we really valued the fact that people 

came and the fact that people discussed the issues with us, they didn’t 

leave us out of things.  We didn’t, we never felt isolated because of 

that. 

VR: At that time, and after that, who were your role models in terms of the 

struggle against apartheid? 

EG: In the early days Chief Luthuli was a very strong role model for me; he 

was, and of course, my grandfather Gandhi was a strong role model as 

well. Also, you know Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu, Govan Mbeki, 

were strong role models.  My father himself was a model for me, a role 

model.  Monty Naicker, Yusaf Dadoo. 

VR: What was the atmosphere like then?  Was there a sense of hope?  

How did you feel at that time, in those very dark years? 

EG: The really dark years when we felt complete disillusionment were the 

60’s,  soon after the bannings, you know.  The bannings took place in 

63, the arrests took place within 3 years, they had, you know, 

uncovered this, and there was a deep sort of gloom and unhappiness. 

There was a lot of fear in the community, people, people you know sort 

of began to be afraid of people like for instance Ismail Meer, or you 

know Dr Randeree and other people, MD Naidoo because they felt that  

you know there was this whole scare for communism and it was a very 

orchestrated thing from the government , so you found this you know 

fear in the community that, you know, we will be implicated, we won’t 

be allowed to continue to study, we wouldn’t, as other people were for 

banning orders because, you see, why people were so afraid was 

because they never gave reasons.  They could detain you without any 
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reason, they could ban you without any reason, so people were afraid, 

they didn’t know what was legal and what was illegal but that fear of 

being banned or  being arrested was there because of the uncertainty 

and so there was a lot of gloom in those days, until I think the student 

movement started you know and I remember that there were meetings 

at… 

VR: This was when, Ela? 

EG: This was in the ‘60’s, late sixties, ‘68, ‘69, period ’70, when the students 

decided, there was this breakaway between NUSAS and the South 

African Students Organisation.  The NUSAS students were active in 

their own way.  The South African Students Organisation was active in 

its own way, and those were the meetings that were active you know, 

that brought some spirit into the people, that there was something 

going on.  In the community you didn’t see that, you know there was 

fear in the community, there was apathy in the community, our old 

leaders were all listed or house arrested or in detention, so they didn’t 

come out and we were like a community without leaders, until you 

know the revival of NIC, the revival of the Black Consciousness 

Movement, BC, BPC, I think it was and that brought people back into 

the organisation, the release Mandela committees, but even then, you 

know, the action wasn’t and then the trade union work, you know, that 

people were doing. There were little bits of things, pockets of work 

carrying on all over the show, but nothing co-ordinated until the UDF, 

you know. The UDF brought all these bodies together, and that was 

really a show of what we really were you know, because we had our 

organisations all over and they were able to come together so quickly, 

within the UDF.  If we didn’t have those little organisations we wouldn’t 

have been able to mobilize UDF. 

VR: By this time the ANC had begun the armed struggle, had it not? 

EG: The ANC had already started in the 60’s after …….. 

VR: That’s right. Given you background, and the family so on, how did you 

reconcile the armed struggle with, for instance, Gandhi’s passive 

resistance? 
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EG: Well, I have read Gandhi’s passive resistance and about his 

movement, the history of the congress movement in India and Gandhi 

himself and in the congress movement you had Subbash Chandra 

Bose, he was a congress man but he believed in the armed struggle, 

and he then broke away and formed an army.  You had Jayaprakash 

Narayan, and these people who were in the congress movement,  but 

they were underground and they continued with their underground work 

and so on.  Gandhiji never threw them out, they used to still maintain 

contact with him.  He maintained that they have a different perspective 

to political action, I have a different perspective to political action and 

we carry on, in our own way, and we are not enemies, we are on the 

same side in the end, so for me there wasn’t a contradiction, it was 

interweaving, just 2 different ways of doing the same thing. 

VR: Trying to achieve the same goal 

EG: Achieve the same goal, and you could work side-by-side, you know, it 

wasn’t conflicting work.  They weren’t our enemies, we wouldn’t throw 

them out of the house, we wouldn’t fight with them, you know.  We had 

to keep our perspective right. Our enemy was Pretoria, and that 

perspective had to be maintained all along.  There were the four legs of 

the struggle, we have always maintained that there were the people 

outside, the anti-apartheid movement which comprised of a number of 

people from all different countries who boycotted and called for 

boycotts of apartheid and so on and did a lot to help us.  There was the 

army, Mkonto Wesizwe, the underground movement within the country 

and there was the mass democratic non-violent struggle.  So these 

were the 4 legs and we were in the mass democratic struggle and we 

continually maintained that each one has its own role to play, and we 

have our role to play, so we played our role, 

VR: Ela, what would you say was the most defining moment in your life, if 

you were to look back now? 

EG: Do you mean what was the most difficult to take?  Trying? 

VR: Which defined your life? 

EG: I think the formation of the NIC helped me a lot in my own thinking 

because prior to the formation of the NIC, although we had a lot of 
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interaction with people and so on, we didn’t actually have political 

discussions, as such.  My own analysis, my perspectives, my views 

about society and how society should be created and how it should be 

developed were formed with the formation of the NIC, the discussions 

that we had prior to the formation of the NIC. There were some very 

good analytical discussions, and I’m not sure if you were involved in 

those days, but the fact that the day that the decision was taken, all the 

students came there to say – think black and not Indian, and all that 

sort of thing.  That inspired me a lot, it made me think what was 

practical what was, you know, what one did because it was easier to 

do, better to organize at mass level a route to take not because we 

approved of that route but perhaps it was the only way that one could 

get to the masses.  At that stage, for us, whilst in principle we agreed 

that we had to organize on a non-racial basis, but practically it was very 

difficult to organize on a non-racial basis.  But for me that was always 

an important thing, an important element, and it was those discussions 

that I had with Ric Turner, Barney Pityana, with Steve, Strini, Saths 

Cooper and others that actually helped me to define my own life and 

that was why when I was with child welfare, I wasn’t satisfied just 

working within the Indian community.  I felt that, you know, 

communities are people living together or within my magisterial district, 

the area within which child welfare was working.  Now why do we turn 

away some people, and we accept some, and we opened our doors, 

we had white people coming to our organization, as well, and that was 

in the early days, when we couldn’t record them, but we did work with 

them, we told them what, that we would counsel them but it wasn’t 

official work and it wouldn’t be recognized by the government.  Also if 

the government knew about it they might have clamped down on us but 

we carried on, and for me that was important because it defined my 

thinking and my way of work.  I never did work only in the Indian 

community, I have always worked in both Indian, African and Coloured 

and other communities. 

VR What would you say had been the defining moment for our country, for 

South Africa? 
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EG: In terms of getting freedom, do you think, I am not sure.  In our history, 

I think the UDF had brought all our communities together.  For me, 

maybe apart from the early days, like the Freedom Charter/Kliptown 

experience was an important milestone in the history of the congress 

movement.  I was fifteen years old then, and not really very conscious, 

although I had gone out with my parents and all that but for some 

reason I don’t really recall the Kliptown incident, my father was there, I 

don’t know if it was my memory or what, but it didn’t really hit me, as a 

person, as something that I would remember all my life.  I cannot say 

exactly why it didn’t hit me, it should have, my father was there, he 

wrote in the press, it was reported at United Nations, you know the 

report that he wrote in the Indian Opinion was then taken to the United 

Nations and it appeared in UN documents about the Kliptown 

experience and the Freedom Charter, so it should have actually 

materialized, and for some reason it hasn’t, and so for me the defining 

moment was UDF, when all the different groups, the religions, and for 

me a very important thing was, unity of religions.  For me, I grew up 

with that, I grew up in a home where we respected ourselves as Hindus 

but we didn’t observe Hinduism as going to the temple or going to the 

place of worship.  We prayed at home, we did our Hindu prayer and the 

Christian prayer and we did the Parsee and the Muslim, we recited all 

of them and we had no qualms about going to a mosque or going to a 

church or anywhere.  For us, religion was religion, but we knew our 

own religion and we wouldn’t convert because we were born in this 

religion and we were happy with our religion, why did we have to 

convert even if the other religion was very good and we accepted that 

all religions have a lot to offer, so we respected  them all and, I think, 

that today, that is a very important thing, especially if we look at what is 

happening in India, Palestine and maybe Palestine is not just about 

religion, it is about land but in India it is about religion.  It is about 

intolerance, that is the bottom line in India and although it is confined to 

a small group of people, it is not widespread, as it would appear. India 

has many millions of people and so comparatively, even though there 

are thousands of people affected, when you compare it in proportion to 
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its 1 billion population, then a couple of 1000’s is nothing for India.  But 

that is the number of people, it could be like 20 000 / 30 000 people 

who are affected by this violence and so for me even if one person is 

discriminated against, it is one too many.  That was an important thing 

in the UDF, where we brought all the religions, we brought all the 

civics, and we brought all the races together, and we could join 

together in one united front.  For me that was a really important 

moment and the launch of the UDF in Cape Town was really 

something.  We also brought all the different political organizations 

together there. 

VR: So, when the political organizations were unbanned in 1990, how did 

this impact on you, your family and your life? 

EG: It was really a wonderful moment for us.  I remember the release of 

Mandela was really something in the first place because we, as the 

UDF group, I was fortunate that I was chosen as one of the people who 

went with Mama Sisulu and all the leadership of UDF to see him in 

Pollsmoor the day before he was released, and so we got a real insight 

into the whole set up, why the release, what was happening, and so on, 

and all the problems with the unbanning of the organizations, the return 

of the exiles, there were lots of refugees. If you remember, the late 80’s 

period was a very violent period, and the early 90’s as well, so there 

were lots of refugees.  A lot of the atrocities that were reported in the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission were committed in that period 

between about ‘85 and ‘93, around ‘93.  For me, that period was 

tumultuous because of all the violence that was accompanied with the 

unbanning of the organizations.  It was difficult to explain to the people 

that this was good.  People felt that look what ANC was doing, bringing 

all this violence and that was the impression the government wanted to 

create in the minds of the people.  A lot of the gullible people, and 

those were mainly middle class people who said those things and we 

had to try and show them that this is not the case, and that there are 

reasons for this, and how we are being co-opted by the people.  I went 

to PIETERMARITZBURG and saw the refugees there, and it was 

heartbreaking, I must say.   The families that were broken, the homes 
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that were razed to the ground, the people that were murdered, children 

that were murdered, orphaned children.  There were lots of orphans.  

Today’s AIDS orphans are nothing compared to that period, between 

‘85 and ‘93, the violence that took place then.  So, whilst we had joy on 

the one hand, and we were trying to negotiate and all that, and I was 

part of that as well, the process of negotiations, the NIC sent me as a 

representative to that.  I was in the Transitional Executive Council, 

before the elections took place in 1994.  It was in  ‘93 that my son was 

shot and we just didn’t know, that was real experience for me, and I 

could empathize even more with the mothers that I saw in 

PIETERMARITZBURG with children who were killed, children whose 

parents were killed.  It was really terrible those days. 

VR: It was a bad time for all of us. 

EG: It was a bad time, and during the time that I was in the Transitional 

Executive Council, this march took place on Luthuli House and a lot of 

people came and reported.  The march is something that has been 

reported in the press, everyone knows about it, but people don’t know 

the fact that from that morning there were raids in houses, people were 

killed in the townships, more people were killed out there in the 

townships than on the road, than the people who marched to Luthuli 

House and what happened in the aftermath of that.  I’m not trying to 

justify the actions of the ANC there, although personally, I think they 

tried their level best to get the police to come and help.  The police just 

refused.  Had they not been there, had they not perhaps used their 

guns, they would have been stormed, the whole office might have been 

stormed, and people might have been killed.  There were lots of people 

who were killed in the townships, so those are really bitter moments. 

VR: Bittersweet some of them. 

EG: Ya, but then you can also thank God and thank our leaders that when 

you compare it to other countries which have struggled for freedom and 

the amount of bloodshed; Palestine, Ireland, you know, many other 

countries. I think we had the transition relatively easily and our people 

are the most forgiving people in the world, I think, so we should be 
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thankful for a race, the South African race.  It’s really with pride that we 

can call ourselves South Africans. 

VR: Ela, what do you think prompted the NATS to agree to a negotiated 

settlement 

EG: Things were all building up against them. Apart from the fact that they 

had been negotiating with President Mandela, there were boycotts, 

major boycotts.  The economy was going down, we took over a state 

that was about to collapse and they saw that the writing was on the 

wall, they couldn’t exist, the entire Africa was freed, and we were the 

last post.  Namibia got its freedom and then I mean the whole of Africa 

would have come to SA.  There was no way apartheid could have 

survived in South Africa.  The difference between other colonial powers 

and SOUTH AFRICA was the fact that SOUTH AFRICA,  the people in 

SOUTH AFRICA, this was their only home, Afrikaaners are, you know, 

not from outside. This was their home.  If this was destroyed they had 

nowhere else to go, they don’t have anywhere else to go and so they 

had to find a way to negotiate and so, you know, stay in this country 

and I think people like De Klerk and them felt negotiations with a 

person like Nelson Mandela – and it gave them an opportunity to get to 

know, you know, because for too long they were isolated, they didn’t 

know how African people think, or how people of colour think.  I think 

by negotiating with Mandela and other people they began to 

understand but not really, I think it was a shock for them when ANC 

came in with such big numbers.  It was really a shock for them because 

they thought that all these homelands are going to, you know, when the 

Mangope thing went down and we uncovered them so quickly and 

dealt with them, you know.  The massive support that ANC had, I don’t 

think the apartheid government realised that the support was there for 

the ANC, they thought that they would be able to come out another 

way. 

VR: Did you think you would see the end of Apartheid in your lifetime? 

EG: In my lifetime, I always hoped and prayed for it, in fact 10 years prior to 

that there was a Japanese person, a reporter who had come to see us 

and I said to him I am going to see apartheid destroyed in my lifetime 
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and I would like to see Nelson Mandela  see it in his lifetime, as well, 

and true to fact, I didn’t know then that it would take 10 years to do that 

but it did.  Within 10 years we did get………… 

VR: What were your hopes for the country in 1990 

EG: My hope was - you see, apartheid was just not about race only, it was 

also about access to resources and, you know, about equality between 

the races in terms of economic, you know, position of people.  I have 

always believed in an egalitarian way of life and egalitarian society.  

For me, that is why when I worked with workers and I saw the huge 

gap between those who earned the least and those who earned the 

highest wages, it really made me feel absolutely miserable that this sort 

of thing could happen in the country and so now, for me, you know, if I 

were ever to achieve something, I would say I would really like to 

reduce that gap which I am not able to do, unfortunately.  Even today 

that is not happening.  There is such a huge gap between the poor and 

the rich and for as long as that continues, you know, you can’t have 

people who are happy, people who are proud of their country, people 

who are happy about democracy because you don’t speak democracy 

to a person who is hungry and who is dying of AIDS. 

VR: Would you say that the hopes that you had then, how far have they 

come today? 

EG: Well, I am happy to see that a lot more people have access to houses, 

have access to jobs.  I’m happy to see the handful of people who are 

able to become pilots and do things that they never dreamt of doing in 

the past. which was totally inaccessible to them being part of 

institutions, like Danel, Armscor, you know, not producing arms, but at 

least working the computer, you know, those kind of technologies, hi-

tech work. and so on.  I am happy to say that people have been able to 

make it there, people of colour but I would like to see a lot more.  I 

would like to see poor people, you know, access better education, 

housing, food, medication, water, basic things, you know.  When I hear 

of the number of poor people 7 years going on 8 years just now, are 

still living in conditions where they don’t have access to these things, it 
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makes my heart break and I feel the utter futility, and I feel helpless, 

quite frankly. 

VR: How much of what the ANC promised, have they achieved now? 

EG: Well, they have achieved a lot, right. They have been able to 

democratize parliament, they have been able to achieve, we, we have 

been able to achieve a lot of new legislation which is positive of which 

we can be very proud because in the world, some of our legislation is 

the best.  You know,  I’ve seen lots of other legislation and so on.  So 

there's a lot that we can be proud of but, whilst I’m saying these things 

can’t happen overnight, I know things can’t change overnight and 

things can’t change only at government level, government alone can’t 

do, you know, can’t do miracles, you need the whole community to 

come to the party.  Business hasn’t come to the party, big business, 

lots of other people haven’t come, people who are in these high 

positions.  They are enjoying the high salaries over there, what are they 

doing for the people, you know?  Are they doing something for the 

poor? And when you see that, then you think we have joined the same 

rat race as the Americans and other people, and  that is what I don’t 

know, I just hope we are not going to go that route.  I, I’m going to try 

my best but mine is a small voice in a huge jungle, so I don’t know 

VR: Are you hopeful for our future?  South Africa’s future? 

EG: I think so, I think I have come to the conclusion that one way in that we 

can really make a difference is to empower communities and I am 

certainly going to put my energies there, to go out into the community, 

empower them, educate them.  Education in the sense that interpret 

things for them, give them information about what is going on.  What 

are their rights, what are the laws in the country?  Once they know their 

rights, how they can  exercise their rights and have people who are 

really concerned and I would like to mobilize as many people who are 

really concerned to come out and do the work with us, you know, in the 

community.  Outside party politics, go out there if you are a lawyer, 

teach them what their rights are; give them free assistance because 

they can’t afford it.  You know, in the 70’s, if bread went up by 1c, we 

would kick up such a dust, today bread is twice the price and nobody is 



 

Page 25 of 34 

saying anything, which shows poor organization, you know.  

Community is suffering but they are suffering in silence so now we 

need to give them a voice, we need to make them powerful so they are 

not, they can say, they can come out and say we say that, the Freedom 

Charter said, the people shall govern.  We have to make it possible for 

the people to govern and until that happens, the people are not going 

to govern, somebody else is going to govern them.   

VR: You know, you are talking about the work that came down in the 

community and so on, I just want to look at this issue of  the number of 

woman parliamentarians there are in the ANC ranks and how 

encouraging that is. 

EG: It is, you see the ANC for one, has sort of not only put in women in 

parliament but they have the gender commission, they have contacts 

with woman’s organizations on the ground, a lot of women have kept 

contact with rural woman, with other woman’s organizations which 

constantly come to parliament have empowered, our minister of 

housing, for instance, has empowered a lot of women’s groups by 

giving them skills, you know. They were able to build their shacks in the 

past, why can’t they build their houses today and they are.  They have 

become builders, they have been taught skills, they are building their 

homes, the subsidy that the government is giving them, they are now 

on their own being able to build 4 roomed  houses and people have 

shown this, you know, apart for those tiny little homes that RDP built by 

contractors, now the people are taking it into their own hands which is 

what we want to see. 

TAPE TWO 

VR: We were talking about women and the role they have played.  Do you 

think it has been given the value that it ought to have got? 

EG: Well, the fact that a lot of women are ministers now, it shows, like the 

minister of foreign affairs, which is a very senior post, you know. I think 

that women’s work is being valued, being valued by the government, in 

a big way.  You also find that in businesses and in other places, 

parastatals and so on, lots of women have been promoted into CEO 

positions and elsewhere.  But when you look at the fact that on the 
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ground violence against women has increased to such an alarming 

extent.  Not that SOUTH AFRICA is the world leader, as people say, 

we tend to sort of criticize ourselves quite a lot, which is good because 

then we can do something about it, but I want to qualify that by saying 

that in other countries, it is just as bad.  I have just been to the United 

States and I have been to a shelter and I can tell you I have seen 

horrific things happening there as in this country.  So we are not 

unique, it is happening all over the world.  I think that the old respect for 

women isn’t there at this stage.  Whilst there might be equality, there 

isn’t that respect that the old tradition, which says we need to be 

protected and the fact is, the physical reality is, that most women are 

weaker than men, most men, not all, right, but most women are 

weaker.  They are not able to defend themselves against males and so 

we have this violence against women escalating and that for me is 

quite a problem.  So we have started a domestic helpline in my 

constituency and what we feel that if neighborhoods can become self- 

reliant and change, transform then, you know, that can snowball into 

other neighborhoods.  So my concentration, rather than looking at huge 

organizations, glamorous organizations, I would rather look to small 

organizations that can make a difference to a life at grassroots level 

and so we, that is what we are doing.  We then came across women 

who were afraid to go and report because they were totally reliant on 

their men folk for support, for material support and so we worked on 

empowerment programmes, we provide skills training, we provide 

employment opportunities for women, train them to be able to open 

their own little businesses and so on, and empower them in that way.  

So material empowerment at grassroots level is still very very 

important.  You know, just as with black and white people you find a 

few people have been able to reach there and so on, with women as 

well, a few women have been able to make those achievements in life, 

as women.  But at grassroots level very little has changed in the lives of 

women and that is where we need to make an impact, on women. 

VR: Do you ever feel at all in your role, your identity as woman, and as a 

ANC comrade, do you ever feel sometimes as a bit of a target. 
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EG: Not necessarily because a lot of the things that ANC does, I would 

agree with. I feel that the whole ethos of being in this jungle, of being 

part of the ANC, the family life that ANC gives you at local level,  they 

greet you as a comrade,  they take you in.  Its very supportive, its 

warm, its nice to be in an organisation and so its not conflicting for me, 

except for some things where I disagree, and then I begin to feel 

sometimes, that there’s a bit of conflict here between what I believe in 

and what is happening. 

VR: What kind of things would you say those would be? 

EG: Well, maybe I am naïve but if I was in finance, if I was controlling, I 

would certainly put a halt on rising food, basic necessities of life, prices 

must be controlled for those.  That’s something that I feel very strongly 

about.  I know a lot of people have said its not possible, but a lot more 

people believe in what I believe in maintain that it is possible.  Why can 

we not impose certain controls?  Why do we always have to be afraid?  

Why do we always have to play the tune of the big global markets?  

Let's look after our own people here, let's make sure they can buy their 

bread and their food and their clothes.  When you look at the price of 

clothing and the price of bread and people who earn for instance, now 

they are saying basic income grant of R100 to people so there will be 

those people who will be reliant on R100 and you tell me how far does 

R100 go in society, in your life today?  For me, I think basic income 

grant makes a person reliant on the government, you don’t have that 

pride to say I have earned my R10 today and you are happy about it.  

Anything that you get for free like that, it is not your hard-earned thing 

and it doesn’t create that pride in you, it creates a dependency.  Loss of 

self image and self confidence, and that, and so for me the most 

important thing is make things available to people so that even if they 

had to buy the bread a the cheap cost, buy your food at that cost, buy 

your clothes, those things must be made available to people.  Jobs 

must be made available to people and we can if we are serious about 

buy South Africa, proudly South African then lets all of us forget about 

these imports that come into the country.  I myself am guilty of wearing 

imported clothes you know, but if we all decide we are going to you 



 

Page 28 of 34 

know make this our effort and let people locally produce these things, 

you know, and that’s what we will buy, that’s what we will eat even if it 

looks a little bit bad, you know, not high fashion or whatever it is but by 

wearing that you are giving jobs to people and that’s important.  I would 

really like to do those kinds of things if I had the power to make people, 

to get the community to begin to do those kinds of things, that is what I 

would like to do and one of these days maybe I will do that, I will be out 

of government and in the community, have more time to pass that 

message around and then I will have to get rid of my imported…. The 

only saving grace is that somebody is getting a job because these are 

all handmade things and maybe these are not South African,  but it is 

handmade stuff. 

VR: Looking at those things they look like they come from perhaps Indian or 

mostly poor countries.  Ela, tell us a little bit about your newspaper, 

please. 

EG: Well, I felt, you know, that I read a lot about Gandhiji firstly, and I saw 

that in his life he used the media and very few people realised how very 

cleverly he used the media, all types of media, public media as well as 

his own newspapers and he had many newspapers during his lifetime 

which were aimed at different groups and which did the work for him.  

Inspired by that, I decided that I think I would like to run a newspaper, 

which would be aimed largely to transform the community.  And, I felt 

that it was important for us, I had discussions with lots of people, media 

people, lots of people who are concerned in the community and so on 

and we felt that the important thing was to narrow our market at first, 

the target group.  Because if you have a very broad market, you don’t 

target anybody, you lose the actual focus completely and so we 

narrowed our market and said lets target the Indian community and lets 

see how we can transform the Indian community and with that idea in 

mind we started this newspaper, called Satyagaraha,  in pursuit of 

truth, to say that also to bring to the minds of the Indian people that 

Satyagaraha, is not an end.  We still have to continue until we really 

have the life that we wanted for everybody and so we still need to think 

about things.  The paper looks at basic issues that concern 
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communities and so on, issues that they wouldn’t read about in normal 

papers and these issues are generally interpreted for them so that they 

can understand, relate to things. You know, how does it affect you if I 

buy a car that is manufactured in Germany, what happens to the local 

organisations that build cars here in South Africa?  How are they 

affected?  Things like that, those things that can make people think, 

how I am affecting the economy through my own buying power and so 

on and so that’s my idea behind that newspaper.  It’s coming out. Its 

once a month.  We are tottering; we have problems in terms of funds 

and all that.  It’s just a broad sheet folded and it goes into the Post 

newspaper, you know.  The Post has got a wide Indian readership.  It 

also goes to African communities and they have also related to the 

paper quite a lot and they read it and have told me they like the articles 

that are in there.  Lots of other people read it.  The last issue, I had a 

telephone call from a white woman who was interested in environment 

and she read our article on environment and wanted to help with bio-

diversity and things like that.  So, it’s read by a lot of people and I am 

happy about that and I hope that it is going to transform the community.  

It is also placed at the UDW Documentation Centre. 

VR: It’s right there on the front desk.  I just want to move on to something 

else right now, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.  Did you 

testify before the TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION COMMISSION? 

EG: No, I didn’t; although I wrote letters about 2 things.  No 1, was my son.  

Up to today, we don’t know who was responsible.  I just received a 

letter from the TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION COMMISSION to say 

that they are satisfied that it was political, and that was it.  I don’t know 

who it is, I don’t know if a person has confessed. I wrote to ask but 

there was no response and I also wrote the TRUTH AND 

RECONCILIATION COMMISSION about the whole of Inanda and the 

destabilization that took place there. Because no proper inquiry was 

held into the incidents in Inanda.  There was research done by different 

people and different stories were told to different people, you know, 

about what happened there.  But there is no authentic proper research 

that was done and I thought that the TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION 
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COMMISSION could have helped towards healing the actual conflict 

that took place between the Indians and African there, because 

although a lot of African people were also affected, in the violence, 

basically the majority of the Indians had to leave, every Indian had to 

leave Inanda.  Some have gone back and started their businesses, but 

they don’t live there, it think there are one or two families still living, 

there but they live as if they were living in a prison. 

VR: Were you in support of the mandate of the Truth Commission and the 

work it did. 

RG: Very much so, actually the WCRP – the World Conference on Religion 

and Peace, to which I belong and I was a founder member of the 

organisation here in DBN.  We agreed with the whole idea, we came up 

with this idea of the TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION COMMISSION 

and we felt that we debated it fully and in terms of our religious beliefs 

we felt that that was the best way to go.  And our beliefs are informed 

by the fact that both religion and social work believe that people can 

change because if you don’t believe that people can change then you 

don’t believe in forgiveness, you don’t believe in doing work with 

people.  Psychologists do work with people and they know that people 

can heal and change, you know.  So the bottom line is that people can 

change and so even those people who through perhaps political 

indoctrination, through a lot of things, might have been misdirected at 

that time, to commit crimes.  They can become different kinds of 

human beings and play a role in society.  And for us, capital 

punishment was out of the question.  For us, that kind of retribution was 

not the actual way to go and so the other alternative was the TRUTH 

AND RECONCILIATION COMMISSION. 

VR: Do you feel it was successful right throughout South Africa? 

EG: To an extent, I am not sure how much of assistance the victims have 

been able to get.  I know there are pockets of people who are doing a 

lot of work with victims and families and so on and its helping. I know 

that a lot of people who have forgiven but there are lots of them who 

haven’t had the opportunity and who still feel there is need so in line 

with that on the 21 June this year there is going to be a huge prayer 
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meeting.  It’s the world peace prayer which is done worldwide by the 

Native American tribes, you know, and they have suffered a lot and 

they know what reconciliation and forgiveness is.  They are coming to 

South Africa; they are coming to Phoenix settlement.  We have 

mobilized both the Inanda communities and the Phoenix communities.  

People who were actually rehoused in Phoenix from Inanda, we are 

now mobilizing them, persuading them, come back, set foot on Inanda, 

which they never did in the last 15 years now, and come back to 

Phoenix and reconcile and we are going to have that ceremony there 

and we are going to march and there is going to be a 3 day peace 

prayer & reconciliation.  We are bringing all parties, all religious groups, 

all races together there but one of the major focuses will be the 

Phoenix / Inanda communities. 

VR: How do you feel about the fact that the government is backtracking on 

the reparations for the victims. 

EG: I really fail to understand why there is such a delay.  I don’t think they’re 

backtracking.  Every time we talk to them, they say, “No, there are 

reparations, people have been paid something, some people have 

been paid.”  Recently the whole story was that the TRUTH AND 

RECONCILIATION COMMISSION must deal with the payments and 

not the government directly.  The TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION 

COMMISSION has now closed and it is in the lap of the government.  I 

feel really hurt and embarrassed that an important thing like that, you 

know, because, if it wasn’t for the sacrifices of all those people who are 

now forgiving, you know, would we be where we are today, because 

they were prepared to give up their lives and their families were 

prepared to accept that terror.  Allow their children, allow their parents 

to go out and do what they did and if we fail to recognise them, then I 

think we really, the entire nation, that is a very hurtful thing. 

VR: So how do you think this is going to affect the bonafides of the 

government and the credibility of the TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION 

COMMISSION in the eyes of the people? 

EG: Well, I think, large numbers of people in the townships have received 

things and have been, you know, they in some areas, people that I’ve 



 

Page 32 of 34 

spoken to say that you know they feel satisfied and they are, you know, 

they are happy but I think there are sections of people who are not 

happy and I know and I’ve met some of those people as well.  So while 

there is satisfaction, there is also dissatisfaction. Perhaps this is the 

symptom of having this federal structure that we’ve got, which is 

something which was forced down our throats and now we are living in 

it and it’s making its impact on the communities in different ways, and 

maybe not the most desirable ways.  You find education, you find 

welfare, you find all these things that are delegated to provinces having 

problems, you know.   So I am not sure whether that is the reason for 

the differences in how people feel in different areas or whether that is 

where the problem lies.  I am not sure, and I don’t know how 

widespread that problem is because you need people who feel that 

they’re ok and why is everybody making a noise about this, you are just 

flogging a dead horse now.  Its over, its finished, lets get on with life 

and they are waiting for the park to be built where everybody will be 

remembered and all that, and that might be a good thing.  That story 

about Baartman coming here, Saartjie Baartman, is a part of the 

process of healing.  There are other things like bodies were brought 

back and funerals were held and so on. Those were healing processes.  

So, in different parts of the country things are happening and so 

people, whilst you find on the one hand disillusioned people, on the 

other hand you find a lot of people who are satisfied and feel that 

enough has been done.  So to comment on that is difficult for me 

because I have seen both and I don’t know really how widespread the 

one is from the other.  Maybe there are a lot of people who are satisfied 

and a few who are dissatisfied or it could be the other way around that 

a lot of people are dissatisfied and a few people who are happy.  That 

you can only know if you are right there in the community, you can’t get 

the real picture, by third persons telling you 

VR: Okay, one last question Ela.  In retrospect, if there was one thing that 

you could change, what would that be? 

EG: The economy, very simple.  I would really like to change that.  I think 

we opened up our economy too quickly, we allowed people to take 
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money out too quickly, and bring in money too quickly, invest here, 

without real, you know, thinking behind it.  The more I think about it, the 

more I am convinced that if we had put a clamp down, we might have 

been able to change things in the country.  Say to the world, you stay 

where you are and we stay where we are and let us get our house in 

order, then we will open the doors and you can come in gladly, but let 

us put our house in order first.  But we didn’t do that.  That is what I 

would like to change.  We can still do it, it is not too late.  That’s the one 

thing. 

VR: Is there anything that we haven’t touched on, that you would like to 

comment about or tell us about.   

EG: I think two things, the one is that, you know, we didn’t talk much about 

the support groups.  There were many support groups that were 

formed by different religious communities, by people who did a lot of 

work quietly, not politically but as individuals.  You take the 

conscription, you know, there were lots of white young people who 

went to prison and they haven’t been recorded in history, they have 

virtually been forgotten that these people served long sentences in 

prison because they refused to be conscripted into apartheid armies.  

There were also many who supported the conscriptees and assisted 

them, you know, even when they go into the army to change things, 

and there were people who were in apartheid armies, who were not 

happy with the army, you know.  I think that those were valuable people 

and I feel sometimes history has done an injustice to them because 

nowhere in history do we hear about the support groups, the detainee 

support groups, the networks, the conscriptees and the huge End 

Conscription Campaign that they ran, and so on.  So that is the one 

area that I think that we really need to focus on and the second is just 

the whole history of this country.  I think that we haven’t moved fast 

enough.  Although we have so much material, like Sechaba printed a 

lot of things, we had powerful brains like the late Govan Mbeki, Pallo 

Jordan, Joel Netchitenze, I can’t pronounce the names, and people like 

that and, you know, we need them to analyse South African history and 

give us the true picture.  When we go to the children in schools, you 
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still find children who don’t know that there was ever apartheid in this 

country and what apartheid meant.  A lot of students are still learning 

about Jan Van Riebeeck and what he did and how he came into this 

country.  Fewer people know about what Nelson Mandela did or Walter 

Sisulu did, who he is, today is his 90th birthday.  Remember the amount 

of work he did and the sacrifices he made.  People don’t’ know about 

those things, and so for me, those two areas, and I think you are doing 

valuable work here, but I think we need to have things that can go into 

the history books of the students, as well.  Things that can teach young 

people about our history about why we should be proud of being South 

Africans.  What we have done?  What is ubuntu?  What do we mean by 

it? And ubuntu is something, I mean the TRUTH AND 

RECONCILIATION COMMISSION was based on ubuntu.  It’s a 

philosophy of life, which nowhere in the world, you know, is as great as 

it is here in this country.  People don’t know about it so they leave the 

country and go, and they don’t know what they are leaving behind. 

VR: A lot of them come back.  Ela, thank you for your time and on behalf of 

the Documentation Centre and the HSRC, we appreciate your 

contribution.  Thank you so much. 

EG: Thanks. 
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