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ONE OF 1H£ WELCOME by-products of the heroic struggle being
waged in South Africa against the hated. racist, apartheid policy
is a flood of mostly informed Iiteratur~ about that country. Almost
every week sees another book on this subject.

Most of these. while touching on the wider implications of the
policies of Verwoerd's government. concentrate, in the main, on
describing the conditions. problems. tensions and conflicts in South
Africa itself arising from its whole history. and. especially. from
the aparthei4 policy.

A new book-unfortunately as yet in German only-Achse ZUni
Kap (Axis 10 the Cape) by Eberhard Czaya, (Dietz Verlag, Berlin.
1964), puts the problem in a wider. more international setting.

In the very first chapter the author outlines the essential political.
economic and social features of South Africa today. Basing himself
on the analysis made in the Programme of the South African
Communist Party-The Road to South A/r;CQ.1J Freedom-he
develops in detail one of the key ideas in that document. This i"
that Black South Africa is a colony of White South Africa. that
apartheid constitutes a new type of colonialism '... one in which
the oppressing White nation occupied the same territory as the
oppressed peoples themselves and lived side by side with them'
eProgramme: Section 3).

This chapter contains most useful background material. It out·
lines the history of the South African state. It traces the economic
development of the country from the original position where the
British cornered mining and finance and worked politically through
the United Party, while the 'Boers cOncentrated on grabbing the..



land, to the present situation where British monopolies collaborate
with international monopblies including American groupings which
play a very important role in the economy·, and White South
African monopoly capitaiism is -begjnning to emerge and to extend
its field of operations.

Thus the author cites the Volkskas Bank and the financial group.
SanJam/Santam -with a paid-up capital of 125 million Rand.
'Volkskas has more than 180 branches in South and South·West
Africa and controls at least 25 per ~nt of the South African
economy'. ~Czaya•. p.12).

The operations-and huge profits----of British. Gennan, American
and Boer monopoly capital are all 'based on the inhuman exploita
tion. social degradation. denial of the most elementary social,
political and human rights to the black and coloured majority, the
details of which are fully enumerated.

As the author says-;
Tho main essence of the racialist policy practised in South Africa
is to ensure the domination of the monopolies and of the white
land-owners, to provide them \Yith cheap labour and high profits.
(ibid. p. 16).
This _chapter serves as the essential basis for the author's main

theme. This is the wider menace which Verwoerd's regime con·
stitutes firstly to the other African States. especially to those which
have won political independence from imperialism and secondly,
to the peoples of the whole world. F<Jr today the apartheid govern
ment must be -considered not in itself and by itself. but as a partner
ot' Bonn. that is, of resurgent monopoly capitalism in Western
Germany. which aims to 'make good' the defeat of its plans for
world domination hrought about by the outcome of the second
world war.

The whole book in fact. is devo:ted to outlining in the greatest
detail how each of these 'two reactionary governments supports

• ' ... real power is in the bands of the monopolists who own and
control the mines, the banks and finance houses and most of the farms
and major industries. The gold and diamond mines are owned by seven
minin,.fina.ncial corporations and controlled by a handful of ~werful
finanCiers. These seven corporations are closely linked with Bntish and
American imperialist interests. • . . They are linked with the main
banks . . . they own vast tracts of arabIc land and mining rights ·in
almost every part of the country. In agriculture too, monopoly domi
nates. Four per cent of the farms make up an area amounting to almost
4jlOths of the total White-owned farmland, thus, in mining, industry,
commerce. and farming, monopOlists dominate the country's
ecOnomy.... These monopolists are the real power in South Africa.'
(programme: Section 3).



and complements the other and of the great importance attached
to South Africa by Western Germany today. This, although the
aims and interests of· the two countries are by no -means identical
and the world, the contineQt of Africa especially, is not quite the
same place as it was in 1914 or 1939; which makes it difficult to
carry out the old. policies' in the old ways. Further, the two powers
are ,by no means equal in size, power, or importance. Bonn is by
far the bigger and, on a world scale, the most dangerous fish'.

Hence the partnership between Bonn and Pretoria needs to be
seen in the context of Bonn's whole policy of ieva.nchism, of most
intractable opposition to any real fundamentaJ step on the road to
lessening world tension and to disarmament, of its claim to the
restoration of Germany's .1939 frontiers, its effort to. get its finger
on the nuclear trigger, etc.

And it is the very real merit of this book. that the policy of Bonn
in South Africa today is shown to ~ the continuation of that of
Hitler and of Kaiser Wilhelm before him. The aim, however, is not
simply to secure a revival of German power in South Africa, but
to use South Africa as a base for wider expansion throughout the,
African Continent as a whole and, as a result, to strengthen the'
position of West Gennan monopoly capitalism on a 'world scale..

The partnership poticy is. fraught with contradictions and there
is a big element of Bonn using Verwoerd and vice versa. Bef.ore.
the war, the extremist Boer nationalists looked to Hitler fascism to
help them to destroy British domination and to acquire their own
unrestricted rule over South Africa. In their turn. the Nazis Jook.ed 
to the most reactionary Boer organizations, especially to the 'Osscwa
Brandwag' as their Fifth Column to help them win the whole of
Africa.

Similarly, today, West German.long-tenn aims with regard to
strengthening' its position in the newly liberated countries of Africa,
participating in 'collective nec-colonialism' through the European
Common Market are, as ,the author shows in the last chapter,
inconsistent with the policy of exclusive and open partnership wit)l
Verwoerd. Nevertheless, these wider considerations are, at the
moment, being subordinated to the immediate policy of far-r~ching

partnership .which is <being developed further day by day.
Verwoerd needs ,Bonn not only as a source for supplying capital,

manufactured goods. arms and military equipment, technologists,
administrators, etc., as well as immigrants of 'the right sort'. (lbe
aim here is not simply to swell the White minority but to secure
the immigration of people steeped in the Nazi, racist ideology to
whom the practice of apartheid will come as second nature.) He..



needs it as one of the 'bigger' powers. a powerful State, economic
ally and militarily, one occupying a leading position in the Western
'alliances' and groupings-NATO. the Common Market-on which
he can lean. He needs its support in face of the growing political
and economic boycott. the increasing isolation of South Africa. the
almost universal execration to which the apartheid policy has given
Cise.

This is borne out by a statement made ,by Diedrichs, South
African Minister for Economic Affairs. in discussions with Dr.

. Adenauer and Professor Erhard in Bonn in October 1960:
'... closer economic collaboration with the European Common

Market will become extraordinarily important should South Africa
leave the Commonwealth .. .' (ibid. p. 107).

White South African Expansionism
He also needs it to further the expansionist aims of the White
South African ruling class. throughout the whole of ,the African
continent. These ar~e esta:blishment of a 'greater White South
Africa' involving the annexation of other African States. The
'author indicates what these aims are in ,detail by quoting ,from an
issue of Afrika Woche (Africa Week) (October 1951), a journal
representing the seCtion of the Gennan minority in South Africa
which'looks to Bonn:

What South Africa demands is only too natural. It demands, namCly.
the unibtion, of all the countries of Africa up to the Sahara. and
that under the leadership of the White South African race ... the
leadership of South Mrica in the heartland of .Africa must be
recognized as nClce'5ery by all the White peoples of t4e world. (p. 59).
Bonn needs and uses Verwoerd in order to pursue the old.

tJ:aditional German coloni.al policy, Le. the extension of its
economic, political and military hegemony over South Africa and
through South Africa over the African continent as a whole. It
a1s'0 needs Verwoerd's South Africa as a most profita'ble base for
the export of capital, for extending its commercial and industrial
ascendancy there. especially vis-a-vis its old antagonist.....j))ritish
imperialism. Hence its special interest a.nd activity in 'the Cape'.

It is this conjunction of momentary interests (ccmcealing
ultimately conflicting ones) which 'is the basis of itie 'Bonn
Verwoerd partnership'.

And this Partnership--as the author shows so well-is buttressed
on the close ties which already existed before the first world war
between reactionary Boer nationalism .and the Gennans who held
what is now·South-West Africa as a colony. on the still closer ties
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of reactionary fascist outlook which existed between the Nazis and
the White South African racialists between the wars and which
(along with the factors mentioned· above) sustain it today.

The partnership is also facilitated by the fact that most of the
leaders of the present Government and the National Party were
educated in Germany, many of them in Hitler's time and 'were
active as members of Hitler's Fifth Column in South Africa during
the war'. 'Bonn's envoys and diplomats in South Africa are ex
Nazis almost to a man' (p. 63). Detailed accounts of the careers of
a number of these diplomats are given which confirm this statement
to the full.

Verwoerd's ·Government has made the most strenuous efforts to
ease the path of German ·economic and political penetration of 
South Africa. In June 1962 the Government of South Africa
decided to return all German property confiscated in South and
South-West Africa during the. second world war. This meant pro
viding German' firms with a vast sum of capital for the purpose of
investment, buyil)g up concerns, developing existing ones, etc.

10 September, 1962 the South African Government granted a
concession to a consortium of oil companies under West German
leadership for oil prospecting in an area covering roughly 770,000
square kilometres, embracing the whole southern and eastern part
of the Cape 'Province, almost the whole of the Orange Free State
and the western part of Natal. (p. 6.)

Leading Ministers and industrialists have made visits to Germany
urging closer economic relations between the two countries, the
opening up of branches in South Africa and boosting the rich
pickings which can be expected.

And Bonn, for its part, needed no urging. After all, South Mrica
has been a key place for German economic penetration since the
earliest days of German colonialism. The German banks especially,
have been foremost in ·furthering this policy. And one of the most
important features of this book is the way it reveals this role of
German finance capital in furthering German' economic and
political penetration in South Africa in the time of Wilhelm, in that
of Hitler, and today. A West German-South African Chamber of
Commerce was established in Johannesburg as far back as February
1949. The initiative for both economic penetration ·and political
partnership was assumed by the finance group associated with the
Deutsche Bank. From the beginning of 1962 West German
economic penetration began to develop Qn a massive scale. For
amongst many other benefits-the social-economic relations in South
Africa hold out the promise of colonial super-profit on a big scale..



to the monopolists. The Dusseldorf Handelsblalt (December 18th,
1962) spotlighted what "Would interest its readers most of all. It
wrote 'the annual dividends paid out by South African under
takings are, as a rUle, twice as high as, those in the Federal
Republic'. (p. 81).

In May 1962 the Deutsche Bank granted a credit of 40 million
marks to the South African· government. In J.uly 1963 the state
controlled West German Kredit Anstalt granted the Palabora
Mining Co. of Johannesburg a credit of 107! million 'marks in
connection with the opening up of copper deposits in the Transvaal.

All this was ",ccompanied by ~ big extension of West German
direct private investment in Africa which, according to statistics
published by the West German Ministry of Economic Mairs,
amounted to' 316.9 million marks in the period 1952-62 or 6.3 per
cent of total foreign investment. 'Of this amount, 88.5 million marks
went to·Bouth Africa which occupies first place amongst all the
countries of the continent for investment by West German mono
poly capital.' (p. 93.)
. The results are to be seen firstly in the trade figures. West
German, imports from South Africa which had been increasing
annually, roSe by 15 per cent in 1962 compared with 1961. They
rose by a' further 13 per cent in 1963. By 1957, West German
exports to South Africa had already reached the level attained by
Hitler Germany in 1938, Le. 8.1 per cent of total German exports.
By 1961 this had risen to 10.1 per cent. Western Germany had a
favourable trade balance of 267.6 million marks with South Africa
in 1963, (statistical tables p. 268). And secondly, all this has been at
the expense of other imperialist monopoly groupings, especially
British. Cars are a case in point. . 'Britain has been driven from
first place in car sales by Western Germany. In 196037 per cent of
imported cars were West German and only 35 per cent were
British' (p. 107).

A Military Partnership
But Bonn is not only interested in economic penetration. The
author reveals an even more sinister aspect of the partnership,
namely the military one.

Leading Gennan military experts have for -a long time supported
South African plans for the establishment of a colonial fascist
military alliance called S.A.T.O. (SQutb Atlantic Treaty Organisation,
or South Atlantic !Pact) which will be the military variant of lite
"Greater White South Africa'. It is'to be co-ordinated most closely
with NATO and SEATO and is to embrace those areas which the White..



South African extremists would like to brm". under 'white' domina
tion-60uth and South-West Mrica. Bec:huanaJand, Swaziland.
Basuloland, Northern and Southern Rhodesia, Nyasaland, as well as
the Portuguese colonies of Angola and Mozambique. One of the most
active protagonis:ts\ of this project is Friedrich Wilhelm von
MeHenthin, a former Major-General in Hitler's Wermacht, who has
stated that these Statell and areas are 'the only dependable allies on
which the West can rely in case of emergency. South Africa, with
its rich mineral resources, its rapidly devolopina indwtry and its
agriculture. is an irreplaceable rear supply area; it offen the West
splendid naval bases and barboun for-the maintenance and protcc
bon of the sea route between the At1antic and lDdian Oceans.
Contequcntly the West should not farld that the South African
area ..• a1&o in peace-time, n~~ds not only understandin. with regard
to its speci_1 situation. but likeWise die fuJI .moral and material
support of lhe West' (pp. 70·71).
Support for 'SATO' has also been expressed by the West-German

Generals Speidel and Heusinger who play a leading part in NATO.
A South African military mission visited Bonn: in 1961 to discuss

the purchase of arms in Western (Jermany, especially arms and
chemicals for use against the people fiP,lting to end the infamous
apartheid policy.

Gunther Pruss. one of Hitler's gas-warfare specialists, has
invented a pocket tear-gas cannister "which can be 'bought by any
white person for 8 Rand and is intended for use against Africans
in any civil war situation' ,(p. 77).

The author quotes Professor L. J. Ie Roux, Vice-p~identof the
South African Council of Research for Science and Industry, who
said ~ovember 6th, 1963):

. . . the South Mrican -Military Research Council no lon&cr reaards
chemical and biological warfare as impracticable. A special aroop
of scientiats has been atudyina such deadly p'es as Taboo, Soman
and Sarin which were developed in Nazi Germany.... These pses
can be delivered in large amountl by aircraft or by I rockets and can
have an dfect similar to the explosion of a 20 mcpton atom
bomb (p. 77).

Czaya points out that if experiments with these gases, which
were developed by I. G. Farben, are being carried out in South
Africa, then the Government must possess the patent rights-and
must be using them.

Even more alarming is the statement made by this same professor
about the establishment of a new Institute for Rocket Research Dear
Pretoria in the work of which West German experts are also par
ticipating. According to Neues Deutschland of October 29th. 1963
(the daily paper of the Socialist Unity Party):

Several -W... German firmI, amOIll them Bolltow 01 StoUprt. (wb;d,
apcci,lizes in the development of rockets and booften) have ~
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sending tcc:b.nicians and scientists to Pretoria for a considerable time
in order to assist in the development of South Mrican rockets. In
addition. talks about the use of suitable South African rurai areas
by Departments of the Bonn War -Ministry also took place (p. 75).
Thus the 'partnership' provides possibilities for West German

acquisition of 'know-how' and experiments in the development of
nuclear weapons.

The attitude of the South African Government to nuclear war is
expressed in the following government statement printed in the
South African Digest, (September 1963): (translated ·from the
original English by the author and re-translated again. J .C.) :

The eXistence of nuclear weapons and radio.act'ive contamination
resulting from the tests, dangerous though they may be for bwnanity,
do not constitute sueb a concrete and actual danger to- world peace,
international co-operation and prosperity, as the continuation of
Ideological confUcts • • . and interference in the internal affairs of
other countries in pursuit of ideoloKicaol. campaigns (p. 75).

No wonder that Bonn" does everything possible to foster 'German
South -African friendship' and 'joint cultural' enterprises and to act
as one of the main propaganda agencies for the South African
rulers. The author lists it whole series of organizations which have
been established in Western Germany and of South African
organizations, branches of ~hich operate in Western Germany. All
these are ted by old German colonialists or ex-Nazis, and carry out
the work. of justification and 'explanation' of apartheid. For
example, the 'German - South African Society' founded in Hitler's
time in November 1933 and re-formed after the war with the help
of a group of former Nazis and colonial propagandists in the
service of the monopolists. The 'Society of Friends of Africa'
founded in 1956. The South African Foundation, founded in
Johannesburg in 1959, has its own bureau in Western Germany
and issues its own prC$S service there. The 'Oerman-African Cultural
Association', founded in 1954 aims especially at strengthening the
links between the Germans living in South and South-West Mrica .
and Bonn. Its real 'cultural' character and aims can be discerned
from the fact that Hans van Rensburg, leader of the Fascist
Ossewa Brandwag was made its Honorary President. .

These organizations seek to secure 'understanding' for Verwoerd's
South Africa by plugging the line that apartheid is saving South
Africa ,and the African continent from ~Bolshevism'. Anti·
Communist propaganda is utilized to the utmost to justify the
brutal terror regime which exists in South Africa today and is
linked by Bonn wi.th cold·war propaganda in ~ts most extreme form.

Holenbusch, one of the leaders of the German-African Society
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wrote an article entitled 'Mistaken Views about Apartheid' in which
he said:· .

Apartheid creates order. Renunciation of this policy will signify
catastrophe for South Africa and thereby for the whole continent.
Its consequence would be the expulsion of the white man, in whose
footsteps the red flood of Communism would overwhelm the whole
of AfTica.... (p. 130).
The 'German-Afrikaans Cultural Association' prints 'Open

Letters' ,in vast quantities and sends them all over Europe. The
recipients are asked to help to see that 'South and South·West
Africa remain bulwarks of .the West'. One of these letters contain
the following;-

Certain circles, ·likewise in your couolly, are assisting in the Bolshevik
incitement against South Africa. In so doing they are overlooking the
fact that South Africa, along with South-West Africa, arc the only
real dependable allies of the West in the whole of Africa. Ali other
African States have less firm ties with the West, are openly purchas
able, or are already pro-Bolshevik. Only White South Africa and
South-West Africa can never be bought by the Bolsheviks (p. 144).

Goebbelsiall Masterpiece
Some insight into the methods used by and the purposes of,
German - South African cultural exchanges, is revealed by the
following. In June 1960 a group of 'German Folk Artists' toured
South Africa. One of the leaders of this group, a man Darned Stahl,
issued a 'press statement' on his return, which was sent to editors
of newspapers in Western Germany and in South Africa. It was
headed-'A German's Observations on a Visit to South Africa'.
This statement contained such masterpieces of Goebbelsian inven
tion as 'The coloured people are happy under the present regime'.
The demonstrations in Sharpeville and other places took place 'on
the orders of Moscow' and if anyone was hurt or killed it was
really their own fault.

On our visit to Sharpeville we met amy friendly and hapPY natives.
Their houses contained valuable furniture and were eqUlJ?ped with
modern conveniences. We encountered no bitter. feeling agamst white
people. Expensive American cars were to be seen everywhere. No
wonder that people are so happy here. Many Europeans can only
envy them their fine houses and possessions (p. 186). (This quotation
from. the press statement is taken by the author from the West
Gennan SoeiaHst paper Vorwarts of July 15th, 1960.)
These organizations, the propaganda and, 'culture' which they

dispense, together with all kinds of other clubs-German-Boer
clubs and associations, organizations of Germans living in South
Africa, plus the activity of ex·Nazis and all kinds of representatives
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of industrial firms, are not only key propaganda weapons for
'white South Africa'. They are the main avenues for the political
and economic penetration of South Africa by present-day German
imperialism.

The book. also contains a most interesting chapter dealing with
the efforts made to use even the churches and religion for these
purposes.

The last chapter is entitled The Dilemma of German Colonial
Policy'. This is the one referred to earlier, namely the contradiction
between open 'partnership' with Verwoerd and the attempt to
secure greater influence amongst the newly developing African
States. Or, put another way, the contradiction between a policy of
'going it alone' in alliance with the South Mrican 'Ultras', or
pursuing a more subtle policy of 'collective neo-colonialism' along
with the American, French and British monopolies. Signs are not
lacking that there are some in such circles who fear the con
sequences of the present brutal policy although of course they are
absolutely in favour of white domination. They would prefer a
more accommodating sort of rule, maybe some slight concessions
to the majodty. Further, the author shows that amongst Germans
living in South Africa, especially those living in South-West Afdca,
there is a similar development. "signs of opposition to the Verwoerd
policy are to be seen there, expressed in the formatjon in 1961 of
the South-West ·Party, a party of 'Liberal' opposition, led by a
former National Party M.P., Japie Basson.

In the District elections in South-West Africa in March 1961, a
group of Gennan farmers issued an open call for a new policy
on the racial question. This stated (amongst other things)-'Many
of us have put our faith in the National Party for twelve years. If
we now seek to draw a balance regarding all questions concerning
our future then we can see that we are faced with chaos.... We
arc an area which has an international character and the extreme
apartheid policy of the National Party has shaken us internally
and externally. Today we Whites stand in serious danger and those
of a different colour feel themselves kept down. Consequently trade
and industry are being retarded. Fear is hindering capital invest
ment. Our'development is coming to a stop. It js extraordinarHy
important that there is a stronger opposition in the coming District
Council than there has been in the past' (p. 232).

These contradictions are a sign of the times and of the effective·
ness of the struggle being waged by the opponents of apartheid in
South Mrica", above all by the non-white majprity.

As far as Western Germany is concerned the opposed policies
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will have to be fought out by the different trends in the ruling
monopoly groupings. They cannot both be conducted simul
taneously over a long period. As far as South Africa is concerned.
no 'opposition' policy which seeks to retain White domination by
some concessions, some accommodation, more 'humane' methods!
can solve the problem.

As the programme oC the South African Communist Party
puts it:

Nor can it (the deep-rooted crisis in South Africa) be resolved by a
mere change of Government to another section of the White ruling
class which would make superficial concessions while leaving the
essence of the colonial system and monopoly control intact. The
crisis springs from the fundamental contradictions 'of South African
society...•
This crisis can only be resolved by a revolutionary change in the
social system whtch will overcome these conflicts by putting an end
to the colonial oppression of the African and other non-White
people (Proaramme: Section V). ,

A valuable and most informative table of statistics relating to
all aspects of South African life-population, numbers employed in
different branches of industry, wage rates, the distribution of the
national income, production in the di1ferent branches of industry,
statistics with regard to imports and exports, the foreign capital
investments----romp]etes a most useful book.

JACK COHEN

Ruth First's 117 Days

1/7 Da,.. by Ruth Fint
Penguin Books, london, 3s. 6d.

THE ENACTMENT of the ninety-day detention clause of the General
Laws Amendment Act in 1963 was deliberately intended by the
Minister of Justice, Mr. B. J. Vorster, to enable the Special Branch
of the ·Police to go in for the systematic mind·breaking of political
prisoners.

'It is not a very nice !thing to see a human being ·broken. I have
seen it. ... The man taking these powers must take the responsi
bility ·for them', said Vorster during the debate on the Bill in
Parliament.



Prisoners were held in solitary confinement, without access to
family, friends or lawyerS, unable to write or receive letters,
~prived of any access to the courts. For some, such as Beyleveld
and -Leftwich, a short period of solitary confinement was enough
to produce demoralization and defeat. They poured out their hearts
to .the police and gave evidence in court, helping to send their
former comrades to jail for long periods of imprisonment. Others
were subjected to barbaric tortures - electric shock treatment,
suffocation with plastic bags, .beatings and kickings, the notorious
'statue' torture. Three detainees ·were either murdered or driven to
suicide during their detention. Many others lost their reason and
had to be treated in mental hospitals.

For all these bestial crimes, Vorster will bear responsibility at
the bar of history. He knew what he was doing when he passed·
the ninety·day law, he knew what was being done to prisoners
while the law was in force, yet he never expressed a moment's
hesitation or regret. In his eyes White SUpremacy was at stake, and
no means were to be spared to ensure its survival.

Altogether 1,095 people were detained under the ninety-day clause
during tbe eighteen months it ,was in operation. according to
information supplied to Parliament by Vorster on January 29th.
1965 (the law had been suspended on January 15th). Of this number
only 575 were, eventually brought to trial. the majority charged
with sabotage or furthering the aims of a banned organisation. Less
than half of the accused. 272. were convicted. 210 were discharged
and ninety-three were sti1I on trial or awaiting trial at the time
Vonter made his statement. A total of 241 detainees gave evidence
for the State in criminal proceedings.

Commenting on' the value of ninety·day detention. the Commis
sioner of Police, Lt.-Gen. Keevy, told the Press: 'Ninety-day deten
tion was'the only effective weapon the police had to avert a state
of 'revolution in South Africa.... It was devised as a last resort
because of the severe'restrictions placed on the police by Judges'
Rules and the Criritinal Procedure Act. We asked lor these powers
because we were handicapped in our metho.ds of investigation....
I have no doubt in my mind that the ninety-day clause was the
only solution to a very sticky problem:

The insidious effects of ninety-day detention, even where-no
physical torture was employed, .are graphica1ly described by Ruth
First in her book 117 Days recently published by Penguin Books.
Here is 'an account of the piocess of mind-rbreaking in operation
written by one who has endured and survived it, though not
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without suffering its most extreme torments and being brought to
the "brink. of despair. "

Ruth First was no pushover lik.~ Beyleveld or Leftwich. Tough
minded, self-controlled and determined, she sailed through the early
days of her incarceration with contempt for her captors and
supreme conviction in the justice of her cause. The mixture of
abuse. guile and persuasion used by her ~terrogators to get her
to make a statement was completely ineffective. She wasn't talking,
and she adapted herself to her solitary condition with stoic
fortitude.

How was it, then, that before the 117 days were up she, too,
had started to mak.e a statement and been reduced to a state of
desperation in which she even attempted suicide? Miss First has
written her book almo~t as an act of confession to explain to
herself and to the world exactly what happened. She has bared
her soul for scrutiny, and her courag~ and honesty have combined
to produce a document which convinces by its sincerity. Some will
feel she has been too calm and detached in dealing with an experi·
enee which must have been shattering and traumatic; but perhaps
the very discipline and restraint of ber writing are the qualities
which have dispelled scepticism and won immediate acceptance of
her account from the critics.
. The viciousness of solitary confinement is that it turns the
prisoner into his own inquisitor. Confrontation with the enemy,
interrogation, the conflict and clash of argument, even torture, all
provide a point of orientation for the prisoner, a focus of attention
which enables the mind to rally and resist. It is mthe isolation of
the cell, withdrawn from all humin contact:, that the mind begins
to wander, the boundaries of consciousness become indistinct, the
real and the unreal begin to merge, the doubts and uncertainties
begin to creep in. As time passed, Ruth First found the strain
increasingly hard to bear. Wont of all was the uncertainty. Was
she going to be tried? What did they know about her? How much
had B. given away in his statement? What was happening outside,
to her children, to her comrades? How long couId she go on
living like this? Would she ever be released? One can adapt to the
known, however "bad it is; but how can one adapt to what is
always uncertain? "

The climax for Ruth First came on her release at the end of
her first period of ninety days and immediate re-arrest by" Special
Branch men on the pavement outside the jai1. After that, she writes,
'I could not stand the suspense any longer; I felt. an irresistible
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urge to act, to lose no more time, to make some move to for:ce a
counter-move from the Security Branch. I feIt that I would crumble
if I stayed still any longer. I had to make some exploratory move,
some searchings....• was still stubbornly uncontrite but now my
impatience was stretched to the point of snap.• could no longer
bear to sit and wait while events moved around me; I had to
provoke them. I wquld begin to show some interest in questioning.
To find out what they knew, I told myself. To offer them the
smallest crumb of useless information as a catalyst:

She star.ted to make a statement, telling them information which
they knew already, or which involved people either safely out of
the country or beyond saving because they had already been caught
and imprisoned and informed upon. 'The police knew quite a Jot
about me; I might placate them with some more information that
could not take them any further.'

She realized, once the first session of questioning had come to
an end, that she had made a mistake. that she had fallen into the
trap which ninety·day detention sets for every detainee. However
harmless her statement, it could help the Security Branch. They
could use it to undermine others in detention, saying 'Look, Ruth
First h~s made a statement, why not you?' As she mulled all this
over in her mind, she became increasingly unable to justify herself.
'I knew so clearly that I should make no statement. 1 could not
understand - and 1 was too desolate to try - how 1 had allowed
myself to think otherwise, even in a wild gamble for information
and relief from solitariness. That was all 1 thought the entire night:
literally two words "No Statement, No Statement" over and over
again in lOr mind.'
. She decided to say nothing more, but it didn't help. Her feeling
of guilt deepened. She could not sleep at nights and had to be
given pills. 'I had reeled back from a precipice of collapse but 1 felt
worse than ever. I was persecuted by the dishonour of having made
a statement, even the start of a statement .... they (the Special
pranch) would break me finally with some carefully introduced
indication that my friends had abandoned me because 1 had
betrayed them.... This abandonment I. would not be able to
face.. .. There was only one way out before I drove myself mad:
She tried to commit ·suicide by swallowing all the sleeping pills.
But foreseeing ,this possibility the doctor had given her less than a
fatal quantity. '

Ruth First eventually recovered her grip on herself. 'At last I
permitted myself my first scent of victory.·. determined to shake
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off the all-devouring sense of guilt at my lapse. I had been reeling
towards a precipice and I had stopped myself at the edge. It had
not been too late to beat them back. I had undermined my own
resistance, yet I had nbt after aU succumbed. In the depth of my
agony I had won.'

She was released after 117 days.
If there is a moral to her story, it is to repeat, as she did over

and over again: 'No statement, No statement.' It ~as not the police
who almost overcame her resista,nce; it was her own decision to
start making a statement. She stopped herself in time. Many of her
fellow victims did not stop, became more and more enmeshed in
the contradictions of their contrived st<?ries, were confronted by
the police with the statements of other detainees, felt themselves
driven into a comer, trapped, defenceless, and eventually abandoned
all subterfuge and told all they knew. Those who survived best
were the detainees who never lost their determination not to make
a statement, who made up their minds to hold out, come what
may, who never ceased to regard the Special Branch as enemies
with whom there could be no compromise, who resigned them
selves to accept whatever the conseQuences might be, even if it
were detention in solitary confinement for life, prosecution or, at
worst, death. For everyone, the Special Branch told Ruth First,
there is a cracking point. But it is also clear that those crack Jast
who concede least.

It is the more important for all political fighters in South Mrica
to learn these lessons b~use, though ninety-day detention was
lifted on January IS, 1965, it- was brought back again by an
amendment to the Criminal ProGedure Act pilssed during'the 1965
session of Parliament. Only this time it is 180 days. Detainees are
called 'State witnesses' in the new law, but otherwise the provisions
are much the same. If the Attorney-General is of the bpinion that
there is any danger of tampering with. or intimidation of, any
person likely to give material evidence for the State in any crimina.}
proceedings, or that any such person may abscon<:t. or whenever he
deems it to be in the interests of such person, or of the administra
tion of justice, he may issue a Warrant for the arrest and detention
of such person. Any person so arrested may be detained for the
duration of the criminal proceedings or for a periOd. of six months.
whichever is the shorter period. No person other than an officer in
the service of the State shall have access to a detained witness
excep~ with the consent of the Attomey-General. and no court..



shall have jurisdiction to order the release from custody of any
person so detained. .

Unlike the ninety-day 1&w, which had to be renewed annually,
this is now a perman~nt pcovision of South African law. Any
person who undertakes political resistance against the Nationalist
regime from now on must reckon on· the possibility of being
dragged (0 for 180 days. A close reading of Ruth Fint's book
cannot but help all freedom fighters to 'be more adequately armed
for the strpggle.

PETER MACKINTOSH

La Guma's Splendid Realism

And. Threefold Cord, by Alex La Gum.
Seven Seas Books. Berlin (3s. 6d. from Collet's, England)

IT IS IMPOSSIBLE to separate this book from the conditions of life
of its author, Alex La Guma, under twenty-four-hour house arrest
in Cape Town, prohibited from having any visitors, and under a
blank.et~ban of silence that prohibits anything he writes or says
from ~ing reproduced in any form in South Africa. He is one of
the very few peOple placed under such conditions of house arrest
who bas managed to work out for himself some way of living,
en.during, and keeping sanity. With only one or two exceptions,
those placed under such restrictions have fled South Africa, in most
eases because they could no longet earn a living, coupled with the
personal miseries of such a life.

How extraordinary, then, is the spirit that emergcs from this
book. Knowing Alex La Guma, it is almost like seeing him and
hearing him talk: an aware; but gay, human personality speaks
from the pages of the book.

The book is scarcely a novel. There is really no plot, and viewed
as a novel it is flimsy. without sufficient substance. It is more a
series of pen-sketches of. the life of the Coloured people of· the
Cape Flats. Alex La Guma has a good eye for the conditions he
knows so intimately, and an even better ear. J think Chapter 17,
only two and a half pages long is a perf~ gem of writing; the
conversation round the water-tap caught and recorded with a·bso-..



lute realism and humour, is also.. in so few' words, a- complete
revelation of the lives of the poor.

And A Threefold Cord is about the people of the- Cape, and
tbeir everyday lives; an old man dies; a frustrated youth knifes a
woman·; a baby is born during a police--raid; a shack. bwns with
its two small inmates. There is no smooth answer to peoples'
problems. and -no' rosily-hopeful future. Yet somehow there emerges
a ·feeling of· hope and optimIsm,· for the splendid realism of. the
writing captures and records tbe true spirit of man.

F. AZAD
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