
THE GREAT PROTEST CONVOY 
f H E WOMEN'S P R O T E S T against the Senate Act in 1955 had the effect of bringing together 

groups of women from all parts of South Africa, women who were later to form the nu
cleus of the Black Sash. At that time, they were comparatively unknown to one another, but 
weeks of clo*e association, culminating in the 48-hour sleep-out at the Union Buildings, laid t h e 
foundation for the warm comradeship that inspires the women of the Black Sash to-day. 

The great adventure of the Convoy to Cape Town in February, 1956. built up the initial 
feeling** of friendship and respect into something much greater and more enduring. Many more 
women were drawn into the venture, those whose hard work in the early stages enabled the Con
voy to take place: those who took part, and those who remained behind in the different centres 
lo "hold the fort"* while their comrades set off on their crusade: those who sped the travellers 
on their way in the intervening town$ and villages; and those women of the Western Cape who 
gathered theni in and helped to bring the demonstration to a spectacular climax. 

Our activities and objectives have changed and broadened. Many women have fallen by the 
wayside, many others have joined u s ; but the spirit of friendship and mutual respect, of dedi
cation to a common purpose* that was consolidated at that time* remains the inspiration of the 
women of the Black Sash. 

The following account, given at a rcoprt-back meeting after the Convoy, will give some idea 
of the magnitude of the undretaking and the organization that it entailed. 

For those of us who were able to join the Con
voy to Cape Town, it was an unforgettable experi
ence, moving in the extreme, and I wish I could 
convey to you who were left behind a fraction 
of what we felt and saw during that momentous 
week. 

We set off early on the morning of the 9th Feb
ruary from Baragwanath, where cars from the 
Northern Transvaal, Pretoria, Johannesburg- and 
the Reef had assembled- The convoy was divided 
into four sections, each of which, by the time we 
reached Stellenbosch, was made up of more than 
20 cars from the Transvaal, the Free State and 
Natal. Each section was provided with a care
fully worked-out time schedule, to which we ad
hered as closely as possible, and a schedule of 
stopping places, vigils to be performed, etc* At 
various points along the route, each section was 
joined by cars from other centres, until the full 
complement was made up. Each driver was given 
instructions to keep the car behind in sight, to 
make sure that nobody fell by the wayside. From 
the first, the organization was superb — every
thing dove-tailed, nothing went wrong. 

Bloemfontein 

The first section, led by the National President, 
Mrs, Ruth Foley, left Baragwanath a t 7.30 a.m., 
followed at intervals of half an-hour by the other 
three sections. A silent vigil of fifteen minutes 
was mounted by one or other of the sections at 
each of the towns we passed through, and as 
most of these vigils were performed by the two 
sections consisting of the larger and faster cars, 
the order and spacing of the sections was more 

or less maintained. After passing through Kroon-
stad, the whole convoy assembled for lunch at a 
picnic spot beside the river. It was a delightful 
spot, the more so when compared with the places 
we lunched at on the two succeeding days! 

After lunch, we went on our way, again in 
sections at intervals. We arrived in Bloemfon
tein at 5 p.m., and, after tea a t a motel, where 
we were met by a contingent of Bloemfontein 
women, we drove in convoy through the city. 
We parked the cars at the Railway Parking 
ground, and then marched to the centre of the 
city, where we stood vigil for fifteen minutes at 
the Von Brandis Statue. Then we marched back 
to the cars. After the long day's travelling, it 
was extremely exhausting, and we were glad to 
be placed in our billets for the night, mostly 
with private families. 

Enormous ants ! 
The second day proceeded smoothly in the same 

way. The weather was luckily dull and cool, and 
we passed through the Karroo without too much 
discomfort. We lunched just outside Colesberg 
on a dry, bare piece of ground thickly inhabited 
by enormous ants, and arrived late that evening 
in Beaufort West, where accommodation had been 
arranged for us in hotels. 

The third day was pretty much the same, ex
cept that it got extremely hot by midday. We 
lunched this day at the roadside outside Touws 
River, miles away from any bush or shrub. The 
ants were with us again, supported by an army 
of flies. But the worst of our trip was over, and 
after that we passed through the beautiful scen
ery of the Western Cape. We arrived ahead of 
schedule at Stellenbosch, where we were received 
with the kindest hospitality by the Stellenbosch 
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Black Sash, who had laid on a wonderful tea for 
us . There, too, we were joined by a convoy from 
the Eas te rn Cape, which brought the total con
voy strength up to well over 100 cars . 

Superb organization 

At Stellenbosch, the organization was taken 
over by the Cape members of the Black Sash, so 
this is a fitting point to stop and comment on 
the journey so far. The organization throughout 
was beyond praise — no detail was overlooked, 
nothing: left to chance. The women of Bloemfon-
tein and Stellenbosch were wonderful, and in both 
cases the hospitality was worked out to the 
smallest detail. A fine spiri t of friendship and 
co-operation developed among the women from 
the s t a r t , and was maintained throughout. Along 
the road, most passing cars greeted us with 
friendly waves and encouraging signals, although 
the occupants of some ignored us, of course, while 
others jeered. On the whole, however, we felt 
t ha t we got our two-thirds majori ty! 

There were some exciting moments, such as 
the occasion when our section had completed a 
vigil in one of the towns, and returned to the 
main road jus t in time to see the next section 
of the convoy go by. What a thrill it was to 
see those placarded cars sweep by, filled with our 
waving colleagues! And what a thrill i t was 
some time af terwards to arr ive at an appointed 
rendezvous just as the Nata l convoy rolled in, 
r igh t on schedule! 

Spectacular demonstration 

We spent the Sunday at Stellenbosch, and 
early on the morning of Monday the 13th the 
real business began. The whole convoy assemb
led at Bergzicht, and then, guided by about 20 
Cape Town cars, drove down to Cape Town. 
Again the organization was superb, and every
thing went like clockwork. We followed our 
guides to the foreshore below Adderley Street, 
where we were joined by more Cape Town cars, 
and then the whole convoy drove slowly up and 
down Adderley Street, in what we were after
wards told was a most spectacular demonstra
tion.. 

Cape Town people turned out in crowds to see 
us, Driving in the procession, we found it diffi
cult to estimate the extent of our welcome, but 
a Cape Town friend told us she thought there 
were more people in the street than had turned 
out to welcome Koyalty; and she added: "If Cape 
Town people t u r n out a t all, i t ' s pret ty good; if 
they clap, i t 's wonderful; and if they cheer — 
well, i t ' s unheard of!" Tha t day, they clapped 
aiid cheered the Black Sash! We were all deeply 
moved, and many of us, and many of the spec
ta tors , were in t ea rs . 
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After the drive through Cape Town, we were 
taken to lunch, then to the accommodation t ha t 
had been arranged for each of us. At 5.30 p.m. 
we all returned to Cape Town for a meeting on 
the Parade, where a large crowd had assembled. 
Mrs. Foley and Mrs. Sinclair addressed the meet
ing in English, and Mrs. Alison Pirie of Por t 
Elizabeth spoke in Afrikaans. All were most 
enthusiastically received. 

Lunch-hour meeting 

Tha t day saw the beginning of the 48-hour 
vigil outside Parliament, Cape Town members 
being responsible for the first 24 hours, and up-
country members for the second. We Johannes
burg women were to perform an all-night vigil 
on the Tuesday, so we went home early t ha t 
Monday night to have a good rest. 

On Tuesday there was a lunch-hour meeting 
in the Drill Hall, addressed by Mrs. Catherine 
Taylor, M.P.C., and Mrs, Margare t Ballinger, 
M.P. Time and space will not allow me to say 
much of those two speeches, but they were t ruly 
inspiring. Mrs. Foley recounted the story of 

The convoy moves slowly up and down 
Adderley Street, 
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Mrs, Jessie Power of Cape Town, dr iv ing a small green car carrying the "Book of the 

Const i tu t ion" , leads the procession up and down Adder ley Street. 

the black roses, of which you will have heard, 
and we all went off to buy ourselves black roses. 

In the afternoon, we again drove out in convoy, 
this time around Sea Point. Once again, we 
received a wonderful reception. 

All-night vigil 

After the drive, we returned home for a few 
hours ' vest, in preparation for our all-night vigil. 
This was the crowning point of the whole adven
ture . I t was an utterly exhausting night, and 
we were all tired af terwards almost t o the point 
of tears , but it was an experience none of us 
would have missed. We stood in shifts, one hour 
on and two hours off, and dur ing our off periods 
we were entertained at a club placed at our dis
posal throughout the night by the owner, a Cape 
Town member. Tea, coffee and sandwiches were 
constantly supplied all night. We rested in 
chai rs o r on couches, o r sa t round tables and 
talked quietly, and only one** was there any show 

of real animation, and t ha t was -when Mrs. Sin
clair entered the room. All those present sprang 
to their feet to greet and acclaim her, for such 
was her concern for the women in her charge 
t ha t she had been on du ty almost constantly since 
the vigil began, refusing to take more than short 
rests. 

The vigi] itself was an unique and indescrib
able experience. There we stood, a large group 
of women, separate and individual, yet all imbued 
with the same spirit- There was a sense of lone
liness, ye t we knew our f r iends were a l l around 
us. After midnight the streets were silent, and 
there was no sound save for the passing of an 
occasional car, the faint rustle of the trees be
hind us, the plop of an acorn falling, the slow 
pacing of one of our Committee members, who 
walked by from time to time to see tha t all was 
well. And then towards morning the birds began 
to twit ter , the sky began to l ighten, and the long 
night ended. 
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DIE SRONDWET VERNIETIG — THE CONSTITUTION DESTROYED 

A demonstration on the steps of the Johannesburg City Hall, to coincide with th< 

mass protests in Cape Town by the Convoy members. 

The "relief" shift came on duty, and we went 
home to snatch a couple of hours' rest before 
starting off on our last duty, a drive in convoy 
to Muizenberg. All along the route, people stood 
in groups shouting and waving encouragement, 
and in spite of our exhaustion we thoroughly 
enjoyed it- There were many moving little inci
dents — once, when we stopped at a robot, an 
elderly Coloured woman came up to the car and 
said, with tears in her eyes, "God bless you, la
dies! You break my heart!' I FT 

"A fine bunch of people!" 
We arrived a t Muizenberg a t lunchtime, and 

attended a farewell banquet in the Pavilion. Mrs. 
Foley and Mrs* Sinclair addressed us, and were 
so overcome with emotion at the tremendous ova
tion they received that they could hardly speak. 

That was the end of our official duties, but most 
of us stood vigil at odd times during the next day 
or two, including a wonderful impromptu mass 
vigil on the Wednesday night. 
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We all returned home completely tired out, but 
with a sense of elation and achievement. For 
although we had not succeeded in persuading the 
Government to repeal the Senate Act, we had 
forged among us an amazing spirit of co-opera
tion and goodwill. It was truly remarkable that 
so large a group of women of all ages and types 
should have come together and done everything 
that was expected of them to make a great suc
cess of a tremendous undertaking. In the words 
of Mrs. Foley at the farewell luncheon at Mui
zenberg, "I think we're a very fine bunch of 
people!" 

FT IS the mark of a civilized society to aim 
at eliminating such inequalities as have 

their source not in individual differences, 
but in its own organization . . . 

Individual differences, which are a source 
of social energy, are more likely to ripen 
and find expression, if social inequalities 
are, as far as practicable, diminished. 

ft. H. Taamey — "Equality" 

32 Die Swart Serp, Augustus/Oktoberr 19$ 


