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A tribute to two South African 
women who have paid a higher 
price than most. 

janet cherry 
Gavin Evans 

On 30 July, Janet Cherry was released after 342 
days in detention. That simple fact bears testimony 
to the price she and hundreds of others have paid 
for their political commitment. 

J anet Cherry, 26, Port Elizabeth Black 
Sash member. Eastern Cape Adult 

Learning Project co-ordinator and End 
Conscription Campaign leader, spent most of 
the past year in detention. 

Janet comes from a family committed to 
social justice. Both her father, Robin, who is 
the Dean of Science at the University of Cape 
Town, and her mother. Helen, have played an 
active role in opposing apartheid. While at 
school at Rustcnburg Girls* High in 
Rondebosch, Janet first became aware of the 
injustices in South Africa and was a strong 
supporter of the PFP. 

After matriculating with distinction in 1979 
Janet began a degree in Economic History 
and Industrial Sociology at UCT. Through 
her concern for the need for a living wage 
she joined and later co-ordinated the Wages 
Commission. She also served as a voluntary 
worker for the General Workers* Union and 
assisted with its worker advice office. She 
played a central role on the support 
committees of the 1980 Meat Workers* strike 
and the 1981 Wilson Rowntrees strike. 

In 1980 she began working as a volunteer 
literacy teacher for the Adult Learning 
Project. Through this work, most of it 
involving evening classes in Crossroads, she 
not only learnt to speak Xhosa fluently but 
also had first-hand experience of the needs 
and desires of black workers. 

Janet has always believed in the importance 
of working for change within her own 
community and of winning over as many 
whites as possible to the cause of democracy. 
For this reason she became actively involved 
in student politics. In 1980 she was elected to 
the Arts Students" Council and in 1981 was 
one of the poll-toppers in the SRC election. 
She served as SRC Media Officer, and 
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She has 
received 
numerous 
death 
threats and 
has been 
assaulted 
by white 
thugs. 

through this work developed contacts with 
youth and civic groups throughout the 
Western Cape. After graduating in 1982 she 
was elected Secretary-General of the National 
Union of South African Students and worked 
full-time for NUSAS in 1983. 

Rather than returning to the relatively 
secure environment of Cape Town, Janet 
took upthc challenge of moving to Port Eliza
beth, where there was a pressing need for her 
skills as a literacy teacher. In 1984 she set up 
the Eastern Cape Adult Learning Project, and 
began her work teaching literacy skills to 
trade union members. 

In 1986. when the repression in the area 
made it difficult for her to fulfil her role as a 
literacy co-ordinator, she transformed her 
offices into a community and detentions 
advice centre. A prime focus of her work was 
always on training others to impart skills. 
This has meant that her work has been able io 
continue despite her detention. 

In 1984 Janet joined the Black Sash and has 
played an active role in the organisation ever 
since. She developed a close friendship with 
Molly Blackburn, and together they worked 
tirelessly in showing the white community the 
realities of life under apartheid. 

One of Janet's first efforts in winning 
support lor the democratic movement within 
ihe white community was in setting up ihe 
Million Signatures Campaign in 1984. Over 
1 000 signatures were collected from Port 
Elizabeth's white suburbs, and in August 1984 
the Walmer town hall was packed for the 
launch of the Port Elizabeth UDF Area Com
mittee. Janet was elected its first chairperson. 

In July 1985 all meetings of the UDF PE 
Area Committee were banned, and the ban 
has since been renewed. During this period 
Janet also served on the UDF regional and 
national General Councils and on several 
UDF subcommittees. 

In December 1984 Janet and Molly 
Blackburn formed the Port Elizabeth branch 
of the End Conscription Campaign and Janet 
was elected its chairperson. She has also 
served on the ECC National Committee, has 
addressed ECC meetings throughout the 
country and has represented the ECC 
overseas. 

In addition to her political involvement 
Janet has maintained her academic interest 
and is currently completing an honours 
degree in Economic History. She is a keen 
tennis player, an accomplished artist and 
singer and a former champion show jumper. 

Over the past four yars, she has faced 
constant repression and harassment from the 
security police and from 'right wing'clements. 
In 1981 she was detained for a day after taking 
part in a protest for the rights of meat 
workers. In August 1984 she was again briefly 
detained on the eve of the coloured and 

Indian elections. In July 1985 she was 
detained under Section 29 of the Internal 
Security Act and held in solitary confinement 
for three weeks without charge, and last year 
she was detained for the fourth time. In all she 
has spent over a year of her life in detention 
without having been charged with any 
offence. 

In March last year Janet, a fluent French 
speaker, was chosen to represent the ECC at 
an SOS Racisme conference in France. Hours 
before her departure she was arrested on a 
'drugs' charge despite never having touched 
drugs in her life. After two days she was 
released when police could find no evidence 
against her. She immediately left for France 
and was able to address the conference. 

Since arriving in Port Elizabeth she has 
faced a series of mysterious attacks which 
appear to have had the purpose of 
intimidating her to leave Port Elizabeth. On 
at least ten occasions her car tyres have been 
slashed. One tyre was dangerously over-
inflated while her car was parked outside her 
house. Hor car has twice been firebombed 
while parked outside her house or office. In 
July 1984 she was hospitalised after a rock 
was thrown through her windscreen while she 
was driving. She has received numerousdeath 
threats and has been assaulted by white 
thugs. 

Janet's home and office have also 
frequently been raided by the security police. 
In June last year her office was broken into 
and all her literacy files were removed. 

On 22 August last year Janet was detained 
by the security police while visiting Cape 
Town. She was transferred to Port Elizabeth 
and was held in the North End Prison there. 
She was held in solitary confinement for over 
two months, but later shared a cell with Sue 
Lund, the Grahamstown Rural Committee 
co-ordinator. who was detained on 22 
November. 

The only visitors Janet was allowed were 
her family, who all live in Cape Town and 
found it difficult to travel to Port Elizabeth 
regularly. She was allowed no letters other 
than those from her family. 

During her detention Janet received 
significant local and international support. In 
November last year she was adopted as 
Prisoner of the Month by Amnesty 
International. The ECC has also received 
over 500 overseas letters of support for Janet 
from church groups, peace organisatons and 
individuals from four continents. Senator 
Edward Kennedy, Bishop John Walker of 
Washington DC, Bishop Paul Moore of New 
York and numerous other prominent 
individuals and groups wrote to President 
Botha calling for her release. 

An application for Janet's release was 
rejected by the Port Elizabeth Supreme Court 
in June. a 


