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WHAT has happened to Allister Sparks is a 
personal tragedy. Beeld, I think it was, 

pointed out that he had been cut off in his prime. 
How sadly ironic, yet I believe disquietingly signi
ficant, that he should have been struck down not 
by the Government which so profoundly resents 
his newspaper and all it has stood for, but by his 
own board. One can almost hear him saying as tha 
blow fell: 'Et tu. Brute?' 

The Mail an institution 
However, I do not wish to dwell on that aspect 

of it. What is at stake is not the fate of a single 
editor, but the future of an institution, the Rand 
Daily Mail, a paper which since 1957, when 
Laurence Gandar took over, has played a uniquely 
important role in this country. That it has played 
it with honour and distinction is a fact that has 
been widely recognised internationally and put it 
in the very front rank of the world's great news
papers. 

I think it was Mr Justice Oscar Galgut, chairman 
of the Press Council, who once said: 'Press free
dom doesn't belong to journalists, it belongs to the 
public.' I understood him to mean by that, that what 
is at stake is not simply the right of newspapers to 
publish free of restriction, but the right of the people 
to obtain as wide a range of news and opinion about 
their society as possible. To my mind, this is an 
essential part of the democratic process in any 
country, and a particularly important part in a 
country like ours, where democratic rights are 
available to only a minority of the population, and 
even then have been drastically curtailed over the 
years by ever-increasing restrictions on freedom 
of speech and association. 

I wonder how well this point is really apprecia
ted; the intellectual integrity, the political clear
sightedness, the spiritual courage, and the heavy 
and lonely emotional burden that is involved in 
running a newspaper so fundamentally at odds 
with some of the most basic official norms and 
values of the society in which it operates? I lived 
in England for three years, and still regularly read 
a range of British newspapers, but I have yet to 
come across a single major British paper that so 
consistently challenges the very nature of its 
political and social milieu. Let us take an example 
from the history of one of the world's great papers, 
The Times, and the rdle it played in the British 
policy of appeasement in the 1930s, one of the 
great issues of that era. The Times failed on two 
counts. On the intellectual level it failed to see 
what kind of people the Nazis were. Secondly, on 

the level of political courage, it failed to challenge 
the disastrous appeasement policies of the Cham
berlain Government. 

Contrast that ignoble chapter in the history of 
The Times with the unblemished record of the Mail 
under three editors that I have known, and I think 
one can begin to appreciate the uniquely honour
able part that it has played and the enormous 
courage that it has taken for it to stay on course 
ever since Gandar took the great symbolic decision 
to stop calling Africans 'Natives'! 

I think one can cite another, more recent, ex
ample to illustrate the supreme quality of the Mail. 
The Washington Post, deservedly, won international 
acclaim for its expose of the Watergate scandal. 
The Mail, of course, passed its 'Watergate' test 
with flying colours in exposing a scandal in our 
own society every bit as great. But to expose 
corruption in high places is one thing, however 
great the courage it takes to do so. How much 
greater the bravery involved in seeking con
sistently, as the Mail has done, to fight for and 
uphold democratic values in a society rapidly losing 
faith in them. It is much, much more difficult to 
uphold these values in a society like South Africa, 
whose ruling minority does not believe in them, 
than in democratic countries like the United States. 
To fight this battle requires a maturity of inner 
conviction and an integrity of purpose that few men 
achieve, and it is these kinds of qualities that I 
have in mind when I say I believe the Mail has been 
one of the really great newspapers in the world. 

Newspapers, of course, belong in a strict legal 
and technical sense to their shareholders and 
newspaper boards of directors have to lock after 
the interests of their shareholders. In that sense 
they are part of what is now called 'the system.' 
But in another sense, newspapers also belong to 
the community — and none more so than the Rand 
Daily Mail. The role they play in the community is 
not easily identifiable beyond the purveying of 
news, opinion, and advertisements, out it is never
theless unmistakable. To the extent that there is 
any kind of democratic process in South Africa, the 
Mail has been it — for one single reason: it brought 
Black people into it. Not formally via the franchise, 
of course, but through the next best thing: ensuring 
on a consistent basis that their opinions and 
aspirations were brought into White homes and 
businesses, and also into the White Parliament, 
and therefore into the currency of political thought 
and political debate. I do not, of course, mean in 
a paternalistic sense, but in providing a vital forum 
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in which Blacks could themselves speak, a forum 
which became steadily more important as Black 
political parties like the ANC and PAG were banned. 
This rdle was not diminished when vigorous Black 
newspapers came into existence in more recent 
years, for the simple reason that the Mail has still 
been the only paper, through which Blacks have 
been able to speak to significant numbers of 

Whites. 
I am less concerned here with what the Mail 

might say in its editorial column than with possible 
shifts in the balance of news coverage. Less atten
tion to forced population removals, for instance, or 
less comprehensive coverage of the iniquities of 
influx control or developments in the labour field, 
would, in my view, be a serious dilution of the role 
that the paper has played until now. To the extent 
that a desire to win back White readers might mean 
printing fewer news stories about the effects of 
apartheid likely to cause them disquiet or anger, 
Blacks might begin to lose faith in the single most 
important channel through which they can express 
grievances or demands to Whites. One implication 
of this could be increasing racial polarisation. 

As Mr Sparks himself said, it has been a unique 
bridge between the racial ghettos into which our 
society is fragmented. 

Mentor to a generation 
The Mail has also played a vital part in shaping 

the intellectual, moral and political development 
of an entire generation of South Africans — my 
own generation. We have never known any rule 
other than that of the Nationalists and we were too 
young to be particularly aware of the ideals and 
activities of organisations like those in the Con
gress movement in the 1950s and early 1960s. 
Without the Mail, I wonder what kind ot people I 
and my contemporaries would have become. I re
member how proud I was that Laurence Gandar's 
son was at the same school as I. I remember how 
nauseated I was when I read Benjamin Pogrund's 
articles on prison conditions in June or July 
1965. I remember, too, how Sparks' articles 
about Nigeria and other parts of Africa in the 
middle and late 1960s gave me a basis on which 
to question some of the horror stories about de
colonisation that were so prevalent in this country 
at that time, and to wonder whether the conven
tional wisdom about Africa that all the other news
papers were purveying was the whole truth. Like 
most others of my generation, I grew up in my 
comfortable White ghetto, but through the Mail I 
learnt that other ghettos existed and I was able 
also to learn something about what was happening 
to the people in them. 

I believe that the Mail ensured for a whole 
generation of people like myself the political, moral 
and intellectual impossibility of thinking about the 
future of this country except in the context of 
getting rid of apartheid and constructing a non-
racial democracy founded on due process of law, 
guaranteed civil liberties, and social and economic 
justice. 

In that sense, the Mail has been one of the few 
institutions in this country and certainly the only 
one among newspapers, that belonged to both 
Black and White, in the same way that the Congress 
movement and the old Liberal Party did. 

Consistency 
What is vitally important in this context is con

sistency. It is not enough for a newspaper in a 
society like this to be a peripatetic gadfly, or to 
make an occasional sortie and afflict the comforted, 
as the saying goes. Most of our newspapers do that 
from time to time. The uniqueness of the Mail has 
been, firstly, that it has been a daring pacesetter 
and pioneer but, secondly, that it has done so with 
consistency. Under Gandar, Raymond Louw, Sparks 
and the many loyal and courageous members of 
their editorial teams, the Mail has not merely sallied 
forth with the occasional expose of injustice or 
maladministration or whatever. Other papers do 
that too. But what they lack is the consistency of 
the Mail's crusading spirit, its consistent adherence 
to certain ideals, its consistent challenge to com
placency, and its consistent voice of warning. 

It is the fear that this consistency might be lost 
that in my view is the biggest cause for grave dis
quiet at the change of editorial regime recently. 
Hence I think it is entirely legitimate to ask whether 
we have not perhaps come to the end of an era, 
and to wonder whether perhaps the Mail as we 
have known it, is not finished. 

Pertinent questions 
Mr Sparks himself said that he was told the 

reason for his dismissal was the Mail's trading loss 
and the company's hopes that a change of editorial 
leadership would improve the situation. But that 
really is not good enough. If the trading loss is 
associated in the minds of management with the 
paper's political thrust, why does the board say 
that no change of policy is contemplated? If on the 
other hand the trading loss is not associated with 
politics, why make a scapegoat of the editor rather 
than the people whose job it is to rake in advertise
ments or sell subscriptions? Is the Mail's adverse 
trading position a fault of the editor or of manage
ment itself? 

Another question arises: was the Advowson 
Trust consulted about the change of editor? If so, 
what did they have to say about it? The Trust, you 
will recall, was set up after Louis Luyt tried to buy 
up SAAN, and when it was set up many of us got 
the impression that one of its purposes was to 
protect the SAAN group in general and its crusad
ing flagship in particular from right-wing takeovers? 

But probably the most vital question of all, 
especially in the light of the SAAN management 
statement that a change of policy is not contem
plated is: why didn't Mr Sparks's job go to either 
Pogrund or Rex Gibson? Both of them are men in 
the Gandar/Louw/Sparks tradition, and if either 
had been appointed, Mail staff would no doubt 
have been happy to accept the assurances about 
no changes in policy. Mr Gibson himself is a former 
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No 2 at the Mail and, as someone who already holds 
a SAAN editorial chair, he would have been the 
obvious — and incidentally, a highly popular — 
choice. But instead of appointing either of these 
men, two people who are known to be highly 
accomplished journalists, but who are nevertheless 
not part of the Mail tradition, have been brought in. 

The ultimate threat 
I find it difficult to avond the suspicion that the 

company's intention in effecting this editorial 
change is to make a clean breast of the Gandar/ 
Louw/Sparks tradition and bring about a profound 
change in the character and thrust of the Rand 
Daily Mail. It is a classic case of the Press 'getting 
its own house in order,' and that there is jubila
tion in Pretoria about it I have little doubt. That it 
should have occurred at a time when racial polari
sation in this country is increasing rapidly, as the 
ludicrous Republic Day 'festivities' demonstrated 
all too clearly, is little short of tragic. The loss of 

the Mail as we have known it is likely to diminish 
the chances of survival of liberal thought — and I 
mean liberalism in the widest political sense, not 
the kind of selfish individualism that masquerades 
as 'free enterprise.' The Mail has been the keystone 
of an arch bridging Allister Sparks's 'racial ghettos,' 
bringing together those people who believe in a 
truly common society. I do not believe for a second 
that the SAAN board intends to increase polarisa
tion, but I fear that that may well be the effect. In 
seeking, as I believe it is seeking, to align the Mail 
more closely with the conservative White milieu, 
the board to my mind is showing its own diminish
ing faith in a common society. 

The dismissal of Mr Allister Sparks is the most 
serious blow that has been dealt against the Press 
for many years, outweighing even the banning by 
the Government of Black newspapers and the 
seemingly never-ending spate of detentions and 
bannings of Black journalists. 

f t is not enough for o newspaper in a society like this to be 
peripatetic gadfly, or to make on occasional sortie 
and afflict the comforted. 
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'People want rights — freedom, in order that they 
may perform duties. The hardship of the wage-
earner is not simply that he has insufficient food 
and housing, but that he is deprived of the means 
of performing certain primary duties, care of 
home, wife and family, direction of the industry 
by which he lives, a share in the public life. Hence 
the way of freedom is also the way of duty.' 

— RH Towney's Commonplace Book, ed J M 
Winter and D M Jostin (CUP 1972) pp 
56-7. 

'Injustice is not exclusive to South Africa. It is 
common in all human societies. But injustice in 
South Africa has Us own special nature and in
tensity and it is our concern and our responsi
bility.' 

— Archbishop Hurley. 

On the arrested 'Coloured* pupils he said: 7 have 
two grandsons and I very much enjoy being with 
them. I have arrested people of all ages in a long 
career with the police.' 

— Brigadier Swanepoel (quoted in the 
Sunday Express, 14/6/81). 

African housing environments are not created for 
living, that is for family and communal life, but 
as spatial units where one may have a nightmare 
during the periodic break between work in the 
city and sleep in the 'location.' 

It may well be that the dignity of work is violated 
by the ecological pattern which surrounds it. 

— N Chabani Manganyi 

'The present facilities at the gallows make pro
vision for the simultaneous hanging of up to seven 
condemned prisoners.' 

— Prisons Department, 
quoted in The Star, 27/7/81. 
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