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‘If political change was easy, it would have been achieved a long time ago. Stick there for the long haul.’




 





Walter Hain, to his son Peter in 1965

























PREFACE





This is the story of an ‘outsider’ turned ‘insider’: anti-apartheid militant to Cabinet Minister, serving twelve years in Labour’s government between May 1997 and May 2010.


I first found myself in the public eye in 1965 aged fifteen unexpectedly delivering the reading at the funeral of an anti-apartheid friend who had been hanged in Pretoria. Then in Britain, from the age of nineteen, political notoriety led to two extraordinary Old Bailey trials and being sent a letter bomb. Thirty years later I was sworn in as a Privy Counsellor by the Queen.


This is intended as a readable rather than erudite book, from struggle and protest in the 1960s and 1970s to negotiating the 2007 Northern Ireland settlement. Hopefully the reader will enjoy the fun as well as the sadness, the highs and the lows, the achievements and the setbacks of an unusual political life. My aim has also been a book that has durable interest, giving a sense of what the noble calling of politics can be like, and an insight into modern government based upon contemporaneous notes and dictated recordings – an independent account of Labour in power from neither a ‘Blairite’ nor a ‘Brownite’ perspective.


I am very grateful to my wife Elizabeth Haywood for her dedicated, detailed and frank comments on the drafts, and to my parents Walter and Adelaine Hain for their observations, their courage in the anti-apartheid struggle and a lifetime’s support. My wonderful sister Sally Hain painstakingly downloaded and transcribed the majority of recordings, with assistance from Cari Morgans and Matt Ward. My former government political advisers Phil Taylor and David Taylor commented expertly on the whole draft; Frank Baker, Sarah Lyons, Glynne Jones, Andre Odendaal, John Underwood and Phil Wyatt advised on parts. My agent Caroline Michel gave invaluable advice throughout, as at its conception did Gail Rebuck. My thanks to them all.


Hopefully, when they are old enough to read it, Harry, Seren, Holly and Tesni Hain will discover their unusual hinterland and perhaps also be inspired to make a difference as their Grandad always strove to do.




 





Peter Hain


Ynysygerwn, Neath, July 2012






















CHAPTER ONE


FREEDOM STRUGGLE





‘Ah, Peter, return of the prodigal son!’ Nelson Mandela beamed, welcoming me to his Johannesburg home in February 2000.


Although on an official government visit, in a sense I was also being welcomed to my ‘home’ – to South Africa, the panoramic, sunshine country of my childhood, as the first ever British Minister for Africa to be born on that continent.


Ten years earlier, with Mandela still in prison I remained banned from entering South Africa – a legacy of my anti-apartheid campaigning – and I wasn’t an MP then, still less a government minister. And ten years before that, I had never even considered being an MP: I was more steeped in extra-parliamentary protest and activism, the roots of which lay earlier in my South African-born parents’ brave anti-apartheid work when I was a boy.


As I settled onto his sitting room sofa for our discussions, my Foreign Office officials taking notes, all of us enjoying the thrill of being in the great man’s presence, I was barely three years into a ministerial life in the Labour governments of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown; it would last a further nine years, seven as a member of the Cabinet.


Although we had met a number of times before, it was always special to be in his presence. A humble icon without an ounce of self-importance or arrogance, he had a unique aura: a sense of deep tranquillity and gentleness with everyone, yet also a worldly shrewdness that made you feel simultaneously at ease and in awe.


A twinkle in his eye, Mandela – or Madiba (his clan name), used by those close to him – courteously poked fun at the elegant British High Commissioner, Dame Maeve Fort, who had arranged the meeting; he was especially taken with English ladies – the Queen included. But soon we moved on to talk about African policies, including his efforts as a mediator in the civil conflict in Burundi. Then, the meeting over, we walked out together in the bright summer’s day to a battery of television cameras, photographers and journalists gathered under the trees in his front garden, his hand resting on my shoulders, in part affectionately, in part because (now aged eighty-one) he found walking increasingly difficult.


Even ten years after his release from prison, and having meanwhile served as President for five years and then stepped down, Mandela’s saintliness remained. ‘I wanted to welcome my friend Peter Hain,’ he said, generous to a fault. ‘He was a noted supporter of our freedom struggle and we thank him for that. Except for people like Peter, who was a leader of the anti-apartheid movement, I might not be standing here, a free man today, and our people would not be free.’


It was a proud and almost magical moment for me, standing alongside the global giant who inspired such universal affection and admiration. He had been imprisoned on Robben Island under the old apartheid regime when, as a teenager in England, I was first denounced in South Africa as ‘Public Enemy Number One’. My crime was leading successful campaigns to stop all-white South African sports tours from 1969.


Now aged fifty, I was feted as a returning VIP, not just from the days of the freedom struggle, but representing the government of the old colonial power, the United Kingdom – which in past decades I had vigorously attacked for its complicity in sustaining apartheid, denouncing as weasels its Africa Ministers.


But the journey to become a British Cabinet Minister started a long time before my years as a militant anti-apartheid protester. My transition from outsider to insider began as a son of Africa.
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My life as a young boy in South Africa effectively ended with a close family friend being hanged by the apartheid government.


And the beginning of that end really began, I suppose, when the Security Police took my mother and father away in the middle of the night. Although I was aged eleven, unusual things had been happening to our family for a while, and my anti-apartheid parents had warned me that this might happen, making plans for my Gran (who lived nearby) and our black maid Eva Matjeka to look after us. I was their eldest child, used to taking responsibility and to looking after my younger brother Tom, then aged nine, and my two small sisters Jo-anne and Sally, aged six and four.


Still, when a hand shook me awake in our Pretoria home in May 1961, I couldn’t help being frightened. As my eyes opened there was a familiar friend, Nan van Reenen, a kindly middle-aged lady, anxious in the gloom: ‘Peter, your parents have been put in jail,’ she said gently, holding my hand.


I was drowsy, confused: what was happening? Where were they? They might never come back – what on earth would I do? Then: mustn’t panic, mustn’t let my parents down, stay calm, carry on.


Nan told me how, with fellow Liberal Party activists Maritz van den Berg and her son Colyn, they had been putting up posters in support of the ‘Stay-at-home’ protest called by Nelson Mandela when the Security Police turned up and detained them.


We checked to see that the others were still sleeping, she tucked up on our living room sofa, and I went back to bed and tried to close my eyes, worrying and wondering what lay ahead of us and how my even younger brother and sisters would react when they awoke.


Before she left in the morning Nan and I told them what had happened. The girls were wide eyed, and Tom very quiet. They did not cry but all of us knew that tears were being held back. Although I had no idea what was coming next, I felt I had to look after them somehow. I didn’t think of myself as the young boy I was, just that I needed to do what had to be done.


Gran soon came over and moved in – though not Grandad, who (I later learnt) took a dim view of it all. Eva quietly took charge and ensured everything went as smoothly as possible, and one of my parents’ activist friends, Anita Cohen, brought a huge meringue cake round to cheer us up.


It seemed almost normal to me that they had been detained, because we had become used to our telephone being tapped, to Special Branch surveillance of our house in the Pretoria suburb of Hatfield, and to police suddenly raiding and searching our house.


Our family was close knit and somehow my parents had managed to keep up a caring family life amidst all the trauma of their increasing participation in the resistance to apartheid. Despite being on the receiving end of a police state where basic human rights had virtually disappeared, I remember a blend of the ordinary and the extraordinary in our day-to-day lives, a mixture of excitement, stress, shock, and yet lots of family fun and togetherness too.


Dad took time to teach his boys about cricket, to come and watch us play in school teams, and take us to club football matches and motor races. He made space to help with my homework and to discuss my emerging interest in what they were doing in politics. Amidst all the persistent political pressure and crises she faced, Mom, incredibly, was also always there for us and looked after the family home. She was the fulcrum of both their political activism and our family life, somehow balancing both. I never recall feeling that their activism came ahead of their children. In fact I still feel privileged to have had the best parents in the world.


Very little was made of their arrests by our teachers or our friends, as we were well looked after, and life went on. These sort of things happened, and Mom and Dad would be out soon, we were reassuringly told. But it still seemed an age before they were released, and my mother kept the letter I wrote to her. ‘Gran and Eva are looking after us well but we are missing you a lot,’ it said in clear, careful writing.


I must have blanked out my worries and emotions – doubtless a characteristic that was to stand me in good stead later on – because I do not recall it being a terrible episode. But six-year-old Jo-anne was in retrospect reaching for comfort in wanting to feel her mother near her when she modified a petticoat she had always loved Mom wearing. It had layers of stiff net which made her skirts stick out, rather like a modern day crinoline. There was a thin nylon section, from waist to hip before the netting and Jo-anne cut holes in this, so that she could wear the petticoat with her arms through the holes. We all yelled at her that she would get into ‘big trouble’ when Mom and Dad got back. But we were wrong – of course she didn’t.


They had been the first people to be detained without charge under a new Twelve-Day Law aimed at rising political dissent, which allowed for detention without trial. My father and his two male comrades Colyn and Maritz were taken off to share a cell in Pretoria Local jail where conditions were not bad. But he was concerned throughout about my mother with whom he had no contact until they were released – an anxiety increased when he almost immediately received a letter in prison from his municipal employer sacking him.


Mom had been locked up alone in a large echoing hall in Pretoria Central Prison, in which white women detainees had been held during the 1960 Emergency. Reverberating up the stairwell, she could hear the screams of black women prisoners being assaulted. She also found the wardresses flesh-creeping and intimidating, especially when they deliberately came to watch her having a bath; so much so that she decided to wash in a hand basin where it was more private. Although comforted that our Gran would be caring for us with Eva, she nevertheless worried continuously about her children – though she never revealed her real predicament and fears until many years later.


Before the twelve days kicked in, they had been held for the maximum two days while the police searched in vain for evidence to bring charges. Mom had secretly chewed up and spat out the one piece of incriminating evidence that could have led to charges – a leaflet urging people to go on strike and stay at home – quickly managing to do this just as the Special Branch first turned up. Told about this later, I was rather taken with her ingenuity, having recently seen my first James Bond film, From Russia with Love.


Much as they tried, the Special Branch could not find anything to bring a prosecution, and after the fourteen days were completed my parents had to be released. I hadn’t known about the exact timing, and so it was a great relief to walk home from school with my brother Tom and sister Jo-anne and unexpectedly see my Dad strolling along to meet us with my little sister Sally in her favourite perch on his shoulders. Four-year-old Sally had been frightened when she first saw him because he had grown an unfamiliar beard in prison. But Jo-anne, especially close to her father, looked up from chatting to a school friend, had a rush of happiness and ran across the road to be scooped up for a huge hug.


The immense joy of family reunion was, however, tempered by my father’s forced unemployment. Losing his job was a big financial blow. Yet somehow we struggled through financially with the help of a donation from an anonymous Liberal Party member. Until he was offered a temporary post by a Party member two months later, we had to survive living on account at local shops. I remember the understanding of shopkeepers as I signed for essential items in the chemist or grocery store – an experience which made me even more determined than before. I was not going to be beaten down by anyone, ever – and certainly not by our enemies.


But soon my parents were in action again – and life settled back to its abnormal normality.
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None of my white cousins or school friends experienced anything like this, for they were conventional English-speaking white South Africans. And, intriguingly, so by origin were my parents. My mother Adelaine was descended from the English 1820 Settlers and my father Walter from Scottish immigrants who had left Glasgow after the 1914–18 World War. As a nineteen-year-old, he had been wounded in action fighting with the Allies in Italy in 1944. I was actually born a British subject (and remained so) in 1950 in Nairobi, Kenya, where my father had been working on his first job after graduating from Witwatersrand University in Johannesburg as an architect.


Our stay there didn’t last long because my Dad was offered a new job back in South Africa. When I was aged about fifteen months my parents daringly drove an old car several thousand miles down the African continent, home to South Africa; deliberately, they hadn’t informed their own parents, expecting disapproval. But they were delighted that I learnt to walk on the way, though occasionally envious as I munched my food, sometimes when they had run out of money to feed themselves. Well into the four-week journey I was apparently reluctant to leave the car since it had become ‘home’. I slept on the back seat and Mom and Dad slumped on the front seats at night. Amidst numerous tyre punctures, breakdowns and mishaps in the African bush, they had throughout friendly help from inquisitive locals amazed at seeing white people out on their own in the heart of Africa.


As I grew up, first in Natal for a few years, and then mainly in Pretoria from 1954, our lifestyle, at least to begin with, was a conventional one in the 1950s and 1960s for a white family of moderate means. My father worked, my mother ran the home. We were not well off, but we were able to live in a comfortable, rented detached house set in ample grounds. A black maid lived separately in a room with toilet and shower next to the garage – the usual servant’s accommodation.


Until I was about eight, my parents’ social circle was typical. We would visit relatives and friends and they would visit us. It was a happy, carefree and secure childhood, with the weather and the space for outdoor activities. Pretoria in those days was easy going and my brother and I were able to roam without restriction with our friends on bicycles and in soap box cars we built ourselves. And, every December, the two rear bench seats of our Volkswagen minibus were turned into a bed for the 700-mile overnight trip to my maternal grandparents’ home on the banks of the Kowie River, at the pretty little seaside town of Port Alfred in the Eastern Cape. There we spent our Christmas holidays, fishing off the jetty or spending long lazy days on the broad sandy beaches and swimming freely in the warm waters of the Indian Ocean.
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The process of making South Africa such a very pleasant place in which a white boy could grow up had begun some 300 years earlier, when the first permanent settlers from Europe landed at what became Cape Town in 1652. In the centuries that followed, their descendants and followers remorselessly colonised the rest of the land to the east and north, pushing the indigenous black tribes into remote and less hospitable areas.


British settlement increased after Britain in 1806 annexed the strategically important Cape, later triggering conflicts with the Afrikaans-speaking whites descended from early Dutch, German and French Huguenot settlers. Two bloody ‘Boer Wars’ occurred, during which 26,000 Afrikaner women and children died in British concentration camps. All this spawned a fierce nationalism in Afrikaners, deeply resentful of their English-speaking compatriots. Eventually South Africa was granted independence in 1910.


Throughout this period and afterwards, racist, white dominance increased until the hated system of apartheid (meaning ‘separateness’) was instituted from 1948 when the Afrikaner National Party came to power for the first time. Pro-Nazi during the Second World War, the ‘Nats’ (my parents called them) quickly ushered in probably the worst racist tyranny the world has ever witnessed.


Apartheid affected everything. I had to go to a whites-only school, travel on a whites-only bus, play sport with and against whites alone, live in a whites-only area, sit on a whites-only park bench and observe my parents voting in whites-only elections.


As a teenager I remember vividly my Dad showing me the legislation which statutorily defined ‘whiteness’ in terms which for me perfectly captured the Orwellian character of apartheid:


A white person means a person who –




(a) in appearance is obviously a white person and who is not generally accepted as a Coloured person; or


(b) is generally accepted as a white person and is not in appearance obviously not a white person.
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My mother had lived until aged nineteen on the outskirts of Port Alfred, close to a Coloured* family and with Africans of the Xhosa tribe passing her door en route to the town. Two of her school teachers – one apparently a communist – had commented in different ways to her that everyone should be treated equally, and she remembered being struck that, instead of being inferior, Paul Robeson, the black American singer-actor, was hugely impressive in one of his Hollywood films when she saw it at the local cinema. Her father was prominent in the Eastern Cape branch of the mainly English-speaking United Party, which was led by the wartime hero and Prime Minister Jan Smuts, and she sometimes accompanied him to public meetings.


On one occasion she was to startle her father by challenging the visiting United Party MP about something he had said at a meeting when he stopped by later at their home for a meal. She had also worked for the town’s community newssheet (to which her Dad, active on local issues, contributed). She typed it and staffed the office. So she was the more politically aware when, aged twenty-one, she married my father in Pretoria in 1948. Although he had been brought up to question everything and was vigorously anti-establishment by temperament, his parents had never talked politics to him. Despite the fact that they had both been Labour Party members in their youth in Glasgow, they shunned the politics of their adopted country; like most British immigrants they turned a blind eye to the racism and went along with the status quo.


The vast majority of white South Africans continued to live a life thriving off apartheid but curiously insulated from its terrible consequences. Current affairs  was not taught in schools, and my parents had little knowledge of the mesh of repressive laws that stultified black life. They were barely aware of the African National Congress (ANC) nor of its new emerging leaders in the late 1940s, including of course Nelson Mandela. But, unusually for whites, they did share a respect for blacks. Their eyes had been opened by the more relaxed racial structure they found in Kenya, and also by the warm, friendly face of the Africans they had encountered on their eventful drive back home in 1951.


So a South African friend from Kenya was on fertile ground when he recommended two years later that they be invited to join the newly formed non-racial Liberal Party. They formed a branch with a student, Annette Cockburn, in Ladysmith where we lived at the time and where Tom had been born. There was nowhere else to have the inaugural meeting except in our house, and it was addressed by Alan Paton, author of the renowned Cry, the Beloved Country. Elliot Mngadi, later National Treasurer of the Party, remarked: ‘This is the first time I’ve ever come through the front door of a white man’s house.’ (Blacks acting as servants or gardeners might be allowed in the back door.)


From a young age, I became used to blacks being in our home – not only as servants but as equals and friends. Years later, well after we had moved to Pretoria, where Jo-anne was born, we would visit Party colleagues in one of the black townships that ringed the towns and cities throughout the country. Under apartheid’s rigid segregation, town centres were reserved for white residents. It would have been unheard of for any of my white school friends or relatives to do this, just as they would never have considered having blacks as friends rather than servants.


My free-spirited parents, having always wanted to visit Britain, decided they had better do so before their three children were old enough to incur substantial travel costs. Our car was sold to pay for the ocean liner fare, my father arranged for a job in London, and we embarked at Cape Town at the beginning of 1956. Apart from being embarrassingly seasick – once all over a corridor floor while running for a basin – I found it all rather exciting.


But I remember how cold and grey London felt arriving in mid-winter. It seemed so strange, so different. No wide open spaces, no barefoot sunshine any more. Shoes and socks, thick clothes, coats, huddling inside the house to get warm, heavy traffic, big city – and so many people: walking, talking, buzzing, thronging the pavements, everywhere and anywhere I looked.


We lived first in the west London suburb Ealing, where I began school. Then, because the rent was much less, we moved to a tiny cowman’s cottage on a farm in Ruckinge overlooking Romney Marsh in Kent. My sister Sally was born there that Christmas, and I recall playing happily on the farm and helping the hay making amidst the excitement of combine harvesters and tractors. In one spell of very hot weather, we all took our bedding and slept out on the front lawn – that seemed a real adventure – especially when the milk woman surprised us in the early morning.


Soon after they had arrived my parents discovered the liberal newspapers, the Guardian and the Observer, through which they gained a much better understanding of world affairs than was possible from the parochial and conservative South African media. Great events occurred in 1956: Suez, when the British, French and Israelis attacked Egypt, and the Soviet invasion of Hungary. These made a big impact upon them and they joined progressive British opinion in strongly opposing both.


They also read of tumult in their home country. In August 1956 10,000 women of all races gathered at the seat of government, the Union Buildings in Pretoria, in protest against the extension to women of the hated Pass Laws, which controlled every movement of blacks, who were required to carry an identity document (or ‘pass’) at all times. That December 156 people – including Nelson Mandela and the entire leadership of the ANC – were arrested for high treason, the following ‘Treason Trial’ lasting two years before they were acquitted.


Meanwhile apartheid laws such as the Immorality Act (outlawing sexual intercourse between whites and members of any other racial group) were introduced, provoking increasing protests and boycotts by blacks. My parents followed all these events avidly, and became concerned and restive. Late in 1957 when my father’s old architectural firm in Pretoria telephoned and asked him to return, they decided to do so, and he flew out alone early in December. We had no car and Mom was left to pack up and travel with four small children, first by bus and train up to London, and then down to Southampton to board an ocean liner.


A fortnight later there was a hum of excited anticipation as the ship pulled into Port Elizabeth docks in the hot summer sunshine. For a seven-year-old boy it seemed an enormous drop from the deck to the quay below where my Dad, whom we had not seen for six long weeks, waited with both sets of grandparents. Holding onto the railings, three-year-old Jo-anne sang over and over again a little song ‘Hello, My Daddy’. But I distinctly remember glimpsing ugly hammerhead sharks circling the hull: a menacing shiver clouded my joy, but I didn’t know why.
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The city of my childhood, Pretoria, holds strong memories, some fond, some unhappy. With wide streets lined with jacaranda trees, majestically purple in flower, it had white suburbs with detached homes and large gardens kept nicely manicured by black gardeners. The old capital of Afrikanerdom and a bastion of apartheid, it held few progressive instincts. Yet a branch of the Liberal Party had become active by the time we returned there early in 1958, and my parents quickly rejoined.


Their introduction was dramatic. A peaceful women’s demonstration against being forced to carry passes in the nearby township of Lady Selborne was broken up by baton-wielding police. Many were injured and when their men folk returned from work feelings ran high. The township was soon in uproar. The local Liberal Party chairman John Brink had driven in to try to restrain the police and, when he failed to return, I remember the drama of my Dad driving out to look for him and being worried as we all waited anxiously for his return. To my relief, he came back soon. But this was because he had met John returning from the township, bloodied, in a windowless car which had been stoned by residents venting their fury at a white intruder, not knowing he was on their side. He only managed to escape when the local ANC organiser Peter Magano recognised him and jumped onto the car bonnet in protection. The blood and shattered glass were terrible, I thought; he could easily have been killed – and Dad too, trying to rescue him. What was happening to us, I wondered?


Then aged eight, the only other time I had been frightened and shocked by the sight of a bloodied face and clothes was when a black boy called Tatius, in his early teens, and allowed to stay in our servant’s quarters as a favour, had been set upon by white youths as he walked along a nearby pavement. Apparently they took exception to him penny-whistling, and beat him up ‘to teach him a lesson’. He arrived home crying, billowing bloody bruises on his face, his legs and arms raw. It was all too sadly typical of the random, savage cruelty blacks might face. Protests by my Dad to the local police station were greeted with barely hidden contempt, and he angrily wrote a letter to the Pretoria News. On publication, his name was duly noted by the Special Branch as somebody new to keep an eye on.


Lady Selborne was unusual in being a mixed-race township with an old British colonial heritage, which meant the normal restrictions on whites visiting did not apply, and my parents were later to become well known there. During the day my mother visited regularly, accompanied by my youngest sister Sally, who was under school age and who would usually be left at the local Tumelong English Mission in a black crèche (unthinkable for a white child) while Mom went about her Party business. The English women running the Mission, Hannah Stanton and Cecily Paget, were Liberal Party members.


From aged eight onward, I occasionally went along too at weekends, sometimes with my brother and two younger sisters as we were too young to be left alone at home. The more we did so the less novel it became, driving through the dusty or muddy tracks and peering at the houses, some ramshackle, others more solid, but all so starkly different from the comfortable white communities in which we and our school mates lived. I remember staring in wonderment then – as I have ever since – at seeing African women hanging out clothing to dry, pristine despite the primitive conditions for washing and the dust swirling around.


My parents were both soon on the Pretoria Liberals’ Committee. My mother later became branch secretary, a position she held until she was banned from doing so in 1963. Our rented houses, first in Hilda Street and then in Arcadia Street, saw regular visitors and callers from Liberal members and others, black as well as white. Despite the continuous buzz of activity, my parents ensured that our friends could come around to play, and that we could go to their houses. My brother and I later organised bicycle races through our yard and out via the garage entrance onto the pavement, then back in through the front gate; these sometimes went on for several hours with school friends teaming up in pairs and sharing the cycling as my Mom and Dad acted as race controllers and my small sisters cheered us on. We were also taken regularly to watch motor racing at the Kyalami circuit some thirty miles away on the road to Johannesburg. The nine-hour all-night race was a special treat as I watched my favourite, the British driver David Piper, win every time in his green Ferrari.


Not all of my boyhood was entirely innocent, however. Aged about ten we stole the odd tin of condensed milk from boxes in our house bound for a black township. We occasionally went around at night throwing small stones on the mostly corrugated iron roofs of white homes and then scampered away. We got old clothes, winding them up to look like snakes, then crouched behind our garden hedge and pulled them in the gloom across the pavement so that passing pedestrians – invariably blacks – jumped in fear as we screeched in delight. But one of these pranks rebounded terribly as I remember to this day in shame. With friends we would put a balloon in a plastic bag and leave it lying on the road for one of many cyclists, enjoying from our vantage point on the garage roof how they were startled when it burst as they rode over it. Then we placed a large stone inside an empty-looking bag, and I watched horrified as an old black man crashed against it, all his precious shopping – food and provisions – spewing out over the street. I rushed out of my hiding place to help him gather it up, seeing him weeping and feeling terrible, not least because I knew he was poor. I never did anything like that again.
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Mom and Dad had first met and talked in August 1958 to Nelson Mandela, his close comrade Walter Sisulu and other defendants during what became known as the ‘Treason Trial’. Held in the Old Synagogue courtroom in Pretoria, many of the accused went outside during the lunch break for food provided in turn by the local Indian community, Liberals and other sympathisers. The charismatic Mandela, my parents told me, was ‘a large, imposing, smiling man’. Increasingly their activities crossed over with the ANC, whose Pretoria leader, Peter Magano, became a friend and key contact.


Also in 1958 the Liberal Party launched a weekly news and comment magazine, Contact, covering the anti-apartheid struggle. My parents subscribed and Mom later became its Pretoria correspondent. Telling us to ‘keep quiet and go and play’, she would clatter away on her small Olivetti typewriter, covering Nelson Mandela’s trial and other trials until she was banned from doing so. She was a self-trained ‘journalist’ – but, unlike my Dad, not university educated, having gone to work straight from school as an office clerk. At this time in her early thirties, small, dark haired and pretty in an unaffected way, she cut a diminutive dash as she scurried about organising and harrying the authorities, especially in courts and police stations where blacks were treated worst.


Other political organisations at the time represented the different racial groups – Mandela’s ANC for example was mainly for Africans and the Congress of Democrats mainly for whites. The Liberal Party’s appeal was based on membership open to all racial groups on an equal basis. Committed to universal franchise, it contained a range of political opinion from socialists to free market liberals; but both its unity and its radicalism sprang from an uncompromising support for human rights and a fierce anti-racism, the principles which above all inspired my parents and became increasingly imbibed by their children.


Many whites in Pretoria remained bitterly opposed to the very existence of the Liberal Party, seeing it as in some respects even worse than the ANC because it contained whites like them. Students at Pretoria University, an Afrikaans-speaking institution, were militantly pro-apartheid and would line up outside Party meetings, shouting slogans and abuse. I remember vividly their noisy, intimidating barracking outside a Party colleague’s home as we remained inside and feeling fearful, wondering if they might burst in at any moment, until they finally went away.


By contrast my parents became close friends with many blacks. David Rathswaffo, for example, was a particular family favourite who would call by and take time to swap greetings and stories with me. He had some great one-liners where syntax and grammar got horribly jumbled, to hilarity all round; he would always say ‘can I see you in camera?’ if he had some confidential information. He also never quite came to terms with telephone tapping. One day, needing to give my mother an urgent message about helping a black comrade who had escaped from the court, David lowered his voice and whispered ‘please come, Jimmy has escaped’ – as if the whisper might fool those listening in.


David was also a clerk at the Supreme Court in Pretoria, where all the major political trials took place. Until, that was, in 1959 when the government decided that blacks should not carry out such ‘responsible tasks’, which should be reserved for whites. David was replaced by a white man – whom he had to train for the job – and made redundant.


It was incidents and events like this, part of the staple diet of our daily lives, which meant that from a young age I became politically conscious without being myself politically involved. My Dad used to spend time with me explaining some of the absurdities of reserving better jobs for whites under apartheid: that black decorators could paint the undercoat but not the final coat, that they could pass bricks to white builders but not lay these themselves.


By this time the new Nationalist Prime Minister Hendrik Verwoerd was well into his stride. A more intellectual leader than his predecessors with a total belief in the ideology of apartheid, he had earlier complained that the pre-apartheid system of schooling had misled blacks by showing them ‘the green pastures of white society in which they are not allowed to graze’. Soon he would end the attendance of what had been a handful of blacks at the white universities.


In 1959 a prominent Pretoria Liberal and local doctor, Colin Lang, contested the Pretoria East by-election to the Provincial Council as the Nationalists’ only opponent. He turned in a creditable performance, with twenty-four per cent of the vote, saving his deposit. Our home was the campaign headquarters. This was my parents’ first experience of electioneering and canvassing for a non-racial party amongst the overwhelmingly racist white electorate. I remember, aged nine, helping to leaflet in the tree-lined white suburbs, and finding it fun. Party members came across from Johannesburg to help. One of them, Ernie Wentzel, was a young white lawyer who subsequently became a great family friend. He addressed open-air public meetings from the back of a flatbed lorry, silencing the bitterly hostile audience’s shouts of ‘Would you like your sister to marry a Kaffir?’ with the response (in a heavy Afrikaans accent): ‘Christ man, you should see my sister!’ I thought this hilarious and used to enjoy my Dad recounting the tale to friends.


The by-election raised the profile of the Pretoria branch and brought my parents and other key activists to the attention of the authorities. Mom and Dad were soon helping to produce a monthly newsletter called Libertas. It was typed by Mom and printed on a noisy and dilapidated old Gestetner duplicator which stood in a corner of our dining room, its black ink frequently dripping where it shouldn’t, and its wax stencils hung up for reuse if needed. I would get roped in to collate the sheets for stapling and helped with pushing it through doors as it was distributed by a team transported in our Volkswagen minibus – all rather exciting, I felt.
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In February 1960, just as I turned ten, the British Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, addressed the South African Parliament, speaking of the ‘winds of change’ blowing through the African continent, and greatly embarrassing the apartheid government, who had good reason to expect the usual platitudes of complicity from Britain my parents had warned me to expect. They were delighted at this international shot-in-the-arm for anti-apartheid forces who felt increasingly alone and isolated in what was by now a full-blown police state.


The speech engendered hope amongst blacks burdened by anger, poverty and frustration, and the ANC called for an economic boycott in protest against the ‘passes’ blacks had to carry all the time. These identity documents were designed to restrict and control the movement of blacks about the country and, if a black person was outside a designated rural area, they had to be in order and signed by a white employer. On one occasion Mom illicitly signed many passes for men fearing arrest in Lady Selborne.


Then on 21 March 1960, at Sharpeville township south of Johannesburg, policemen sitting in armoured vehicles suddenly opened fire on peaceful protesters, using over 700 rounds and killing sixty-nine men, women and children and wounding over 180 others. Most were shot in the back while running away.


For days afterwards the police laid siege to Sharpeville: food was running short and, explaining the horror of the massacre, my mother told us she had to go and help. I was worried something might happen to her – maybe the police would open fire on her too? So it was a relief when she returned, buoyed up, explaining that, after filling up our minibus with provisions donated through the Liberals, she had stopped for petrol at a service station and asked for the tyre pressures to be checked because ‘we are heavily loaded with food for Sharpeville’. The van was instantly surrounded by the black attendants, checking the tyres, cleaning the windscreen and then escorting the vehicle onto the highway, with encouraging shouts and whistles.


A state of emergency was declared as riots swept the country and the killings reverberated around the world. The Treason Trial was proceeding in Pretoria and the ANC President, Chief Albert Luthuli, was staying at the house of the Pretoria Liberal Chairman, John Brink, while giving evidence. He publicly burnt his pass on 26 March 1960 and called on others to follow suit. His action coincided with the Government’s suspension of the Pass Laws, which my parents heard with great excitement. But Luthuli was arrested, tried and later fined. My Mom had the privilege of being sent to pay the fine and transport him back to the Brinks’ home where I remember meeting him. He seemed a grandfatherly figure, silver grey hair and austere but friendly towards a boy who knew little about the detail except that his treatment by the police was plain wrong. Although still only ten, I was by now very conscious that the police were our enemies.


The relaxation of the Pass Laws gave false hope that they were to be abolished. For a short period there was a feeling throughout the country that apartheid was teetering and my parents were excited by the prospect, though my Dad, always a hard-nosed realist, told me that it was a mistake to raise expectations. He was proved right. The Pass Laws were reinstated on 7 April and, worse, the next day the ANC and its break-away, the Pan African Congress (PAC), were banned as unlawful organisations. This was a heavy blow, particularly to the ANC, which for nearly half a century had struggled non-violently against harsh discriminatory laws that in Europe would long before have led to bloody insurrection. Mandela and his colleagues decided they had no alternative but to reorganise the ANC to enable it to function underground, and the PAC adopted the same course.


This period in 1960 was a tense time for our family. Along with some 2,000 anti-apartheid activists, many prominent Liberals were detained and I found it chilling that they included many whom I knew on first-name terms and who had visited our home. Now there was the uncomfortable sense that a bright light was shining on everything we did as a family. For the first time our phone was tapped, our mail intercepted and our house regularly observed by the Security Police. I got used to knowing that harmless phone calls to friends were no longer private. But, with Special Branch cars parked up outside the house, for my brother Tom and me there was also a sense of ‘cops and robbers’, eerie yet exhilirating.


Then in June Mom was advised that her name had been seen on a list of people to be arrested, that she should leave immediately, and meanwhile go quickly to a home of friends unconnected with the Liberals. We arrived home from school to be told we were going on holiday right away. Although it was a nice surprise, when I (as the oldest) was told the real reason, my mood turned quickly to worry that we might be caught. In Mom’s absence I had to ensure clothes and toys were properly packed – though apparently she opened her case later to find far too many underclothes and very little else of use.


My Dad came home from work and we loaded the vehicle, checking there were no Special Branch around, before we drove to collect Mom. She took the wheel and we waved goodbye to him for the fourteen-hour overnight drive to our grandparents’ home in Port Alfred. I repeatedly looked back at the road behind and it was a real relief to see that we were not being followed. The tension receded and, on arrival, we quickly settled into the routine of a break by the seaside, albeit (unlike our normal sun-baked holidays) this time in the middle of the South African winter.


My Dad later joined us. It was a criminal offence under the State of Emergency to divulge information on detainees and there was difficulty communicating between areas, so he had been asked to check on the state of the Party in the Eastern Cape Province and Natal. We drove there before returning to Pretoria and I remember Alan Paton’s house, The Long View, high up overlooking the hills north of Durban. He was kindly, though a little gruff, to a ten-year-old barely aware of his growing international reputation.


But something he told me made a big impact: ‘I’m not an all-or-nothing person, Peter. I’m an all-or-something person.’ This was to become a watchword for my subsequent political activity in which strong principles had not so much to be compromised as to be blended with hard-edged practicalities: the aim achieving concrete goals, not basking in the luxury of purity.


Moustached and fit, Dad was informal and friendly, though strict and severe to any of his children if we ever strayed. Self-discipline and hard work were ethics he instilled in me. ‘The things that are really worth achieving are usually difficult to do’ was one of his sayings. Another was: ‘if it was easy to change apartheid, it would have been done a long time ago; you have to be prepared to stay the course for the long term’. However he also encouraged us to enjoy ourselves and both my parents were popular amongst my friends. Affectionate and close to each other, they became renowned for selflessly looking after others. Unwilling to give up on a challenge until all avenues were exhausted, they were always practical and impatient with the petty personality tensions or starry-eyed idealism present in left-wing politics. I was proud of them and these values and attitudes were to become important guides for me in my own political life much later.
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We returned from our unscheduled holiday after the country-wide State of Emergency was lifted at the end of August 1960 and the remaining detainees were released. But soon afterwards our home was raided by the Security Police for the first time and statements by people wounded at Sharpeville taken secretly the day after the shootings were seized, never to be seen again. We returned home from school to be told in a matter-of-fact way what had happened. Although I took it in my stride, the house seemed ‘dirty’ somehow, as if burglars had been through all our stuff.


Whites in the local Liberal Party contributed food parcels for the families of ANC or PAC detainees and I sometimes helped my parents deliver these in our minibus to Pretoria’s townships of Lady Selborne, Atteridgeville and Eastwood. Although there was always a certain tension about these missions, I remember also a sense of purposeful enjoyment and accomplishment.


Meanwhile Mom had become known in Pretoria as the person for non-whites to contact whenever anyone fell foul of the police. On one occasion she helped bail a group of women from Soweto, including the mother of Nelson Mandela’s close leadership comrade, Walter Sisulu. With the ANC and PAC now illegal, black membership in the Pretoria branch of the Liberal Party – by this time the only legal anti-apartheid group in the city – boomed. There seemed a constant flow of people in and out of the house. Branch meetings were held in our living room with my father and others collecting black and Asian members from their segregated townships and taking them home afterwards.


Amidst the increasing political turmoil surrounding us I was enjoying school life at Hatfield Primary School, where I became Head Prefect. Strict discipline, doing homework conscientiously on time and playing sport virtually every afternoon were the watchwords. Certain teachers, aware of the Hains’ growing notoriety, were quietly supportive, as were some of my friends and their parents.


In March 1960 the Treason Trial ended with the acquittal of all defendants. The ANC President, Oliver Tambo, immediately left the country to ensure that the organisation survived outside South Africa. Nelson Mandela went underground before he could be rearrested, and became leader of the ANC armed wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe (Spear of the Nation), which he said would perform sabotage with strict instructions not to kill. I recall intense discussions with my father, who was totally opposed to violence. But he did not attack the ANC, and acknowledged to me that the longer apartheid continued the more violence there would inevitably be; that’s why we had to persuade apartheid’s rulers to change before it was too late.


One morning I woke before dawn, shivering in shock to discover strangers in the bedroom shared with my brother Tom. Who were they? What on earth were they doing? What were they stealing? Were we going to be hurt? Then Mom and Dad realised we had woken and gave us a hug, explaining they were Security Policemen and not to worry. The episode soon turned more incongruous than threatening. I was keen on cars and motor sport, and the men had my scrapbooks culled from my father’s weekly car magazines – they were searching in vain for ‘incriminating evidence’. Then Jo-anne and Sally called out from bed next door that the cupboard drawer for their panties was being searched – which embarrassed the officers. But they also knocked over the cage of my pet white mouse which escaped only to be pounced on and killed by our cat, which upset us all. I found my mood switching during the search from initial fear to amusement and then outrage.


A few months later, and while still underground, Nelson Mandela called for a three day ‘stay-at-home’ at the end of May 1961 to protest against all racial laws – in which my parents participated, leading to their arrest. The stay-at-home was a great success on the first day, but it soon fizzled out after massive police intimidation and raids (some 10,000 were detained). The last disciplined, mass non-violent demonstration to be held in the old South Africa was over.
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By this time contacts with our relatives had become increasingly strained. Although our wider family was quite close, none of them was at all politically involved. My uncle Hugh was by then the millionaire owner of a construction company and did not want his business affected. When we were holidaying in Port Alfred, we would be invited out on their speedboats and on one occasion I attempted water skiing. We had also been regular visitors to his house to play with our five cousins who were similarly aged, and to swim in their pool. But these invitations suddenly stopped. Mom and Dad tried to explain to us why, shielding how upset they were, especially from my sisters Jo-anne and Sally, who (aged six and four) were far too young to understand why they would no longer be seeing their close cousins, Anne and Liz.


My mother, brought up as a Christian Scientist, now felt estranged: what was Christianity about, she felt, if not to give support and understanding in times of difficulty? Her brother Hugh and sister-in-law were devout Christian Scientists, as were most of her wider family. How could the admirable principles of Christianity be reconciled with apartheid? And how could the sometimes fundamentalist Christians in the Dutch Reformed Church who ran the apartheid government possibly justify the human misery they deliberately inflicted?


I and the younger children used to go to the nearby Christian Science Sunday School and my crunch moment came while my parents were in prison. When I realised that the person teaching us was a police officer, I decided that we were not going any more. I later started to discuss religion with my Dad, always an atheist, gradually coming to the conclusion that I was possibly an atheist too, but probably more of an agnostic.


My aunt Marie Hain meanwhile ran a travel agency in Pretoria and felt obliged to place an advert in the Pretoria News saying that her company had no relationship with the Mrs Hain of the Liberal Party – who just happened to be her sister-in-law. Despite the absence of any personal hostility between us, a barrier grew as we moved in different worlds. When life later became extremely difficult and my father was out of a job, our well-off relatives could have helped but chose not to. They remained in all other respects friendly and (within the white framework) decent, caring family folk. It was simply that they were not ‘political’, we were a gross embarrassment, and they feared it would be risky to be too closely associated – upsetting and difficult to understand, especially for my younger brother and sisters.


Then, in December 1961 Umkhonto began a campaign of placing incendiary bombs in government offices, post offices and electrical sub-stations, carrying out 200 attacks in the following eighteen months. When I asked them anxiously about this, my parents were amazed that the ANC were able to place some of these bombs in Pretoria offices, where all government workers, down to the cleaners, were white – until Peter Magano said: ‘Don’t forget the messenger boys are still black!’


The term ‘boy’ was patronisingly applied by whites to all black men and, from an early age, I remember castigating friends when they called out to their black gardeners in this way. The spectacle of bumptious white kids casually talking down to greying black grandfathers tending their gardens epitomised for me the daily indignity of apartheid. On one occasion my best friend Dave knocked off the hat of an elderly man and I remember having a real go at him and insisting he picked it up and gave it back – which he sheepishly did.


By 1962 my father, now working in a private architectural practice, had taken over as Chairman of the Pretoria Liberals and so my parents occupied what were effectively the two top positions in the city’s only legal anti-apartheid force. As such they became even more prominent targets in this citadel of Afrikanerdom. They seemed to be permanently in the Pretoria News and, late in 1962, my father began to write frequent leader page articles for the Rand Daily Mail, the country’s main liberal newspaper, which made me even more proud.


He also helped me with my essays on current affairs at Pretoria Boys High School. My favourite teacher, Terence Ashton, remarked that my writing ‘seemed remarkably similar to that of W. V. Hain in the Rand Daily Mail’. Ashton taught us English and, trying to explain the phrase persona non grata to our class said: ‘Hain’s parents are persona non grata with the government because they think.’ The school had some liberally minded teachers, increasingly aware of my parents’ growing role. While they never referred to it, some were quietly sympathetic, my reputation as a hard worker and enthusiastic sportsman perhaps standing me in good stead. The only time I was picked upon was when some boys started calling me ‘a communist’; despite being upset, I was determined to ignore them, staring fixedly ahead as if I hadn’t heard.
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On 5 August 1962, having been seventeen months on the run, Nelson Mandela was finally captured near Howick Falls in Natal, after an informer tipped off the police. Mostly disguised as a chauffeur, he had evaded the authorities and travelled throughout the country organising the ANC underground, with the media dubbing him the ‘Black Pimpernel’.*


His trial opened at the Old Synagogue in Pretoria on 22 October and my mother covered it for the Liberal magazine Contact. She was often the only one in the white section of the public gallery when Mandela entered each day; after raising his fist in the traditional ANC Amandla! salute to the packed black section he would turn and do the same to her, an acknowledgement she found very moving. Nearly thirty years later when she and I met him in the House of Commons in May 1991 she said: ‘I don’t suppose you remember me.’ To which he replied, giving her a great hug: ‘How could I forget!’


It was around this trial that I first became properly aware of Nelson Mandela’s importance. His beautiful wife Winnie attended the trial each day, often magnificent in tribal dress. Once, when my sisters went with Mom, Winnie bent down and kissed the two little blonde girls, to the evident outrage of the onlooking white policemen repulsed at the spectacle. But, although Mandela’s magnetic personality dominated the courtroom, it did not prevent him being sentenced to five years hard labour on Robben Island.


By now the world was beginning to mobilise against apartheid. On 6 November 1962 the General Assembly of the United Nations voted for sanctions against South Africa, and my parents had become friendly with two sympathetic officials in the Netherlands and West German Embassies. We got to know them too as our families mixed, and they both mentioned the difficulty of meeting non-whites socially and suggested that the Liberal Party host gatherings to remedy this. These were held in our house, what became known as our ‘diplomatic parties’, for me exciting occasions as I took to spotting the different models amongst the dozens of cars pulled up on our front drive.


Then our lives took a turn for the worse. In January 1963 my mother was summoned before the Chief Magistrate of Pretoria and warned to desist from engaging in activities ‘calculated to further the aims of communism’. He was unable to specify which of her activities fell within this definition and advised her to write to John Vorster, Minister of Justice, for clarification. The reply from his office merely repeated the phrase and then stated: ‘Should you so wish, you are of course at liberty to ignore the warning and, if as a result thereof, it is found necessary to take further action against you, you will only have yourself to blame.’ Aged thirteen, I remember very clearly a daily newspaper cartoon which had Vorster saying: ‘Go and find Adelaine Hain, see what she is doing and tell her she mustn’t.’


She was by now spending hours haunting the courts – sometimes dashing from building to building when ‘grapevine’ information told of yet another group of black detainees. She would find out their names, inform the parents and get legal representation if necessary. Many had been assaulted and tortured. I remember being distressed when she told me how one young man had been inflicted with electric shock torture and went completely out of his mind, staring vacantly into space.


Meanwhile my parents had been excited by John Kennedy winning the American Presidency and his sympathy for the civil rights movement led by the charismatic black preacher Martin Luther King. ‘There’s the answer to white South African prejudice,’ my Dad used to say, ‘how can anybody deny King is a highly intelligent man?’ Yet when confronted with this question, whites used to reply – ‘Yes, but he is not like our blacks: they really are inferior.’ You could not win with such prejudiced ignorance. (When Kennedy was assassinated on 22 November 1963, I can still remember the moment I saw the shocking news on billboards in Pretoria; a piece of hope in me died too.)


With Liberal activists like my parents proving increasingly troublesome to both the Security Police and Ministers, the government set about the systematic destruction of the Party. In Parliament the Minister of Justice, John Vorster (detained during the war for his pro-Nazi activities), accused Liberals of being communists in disguise and tantamount to terrorists. Government ministers stated in Parliament: ‘We will have to restrict the Liberal Party.’ A cartoon in the Pretoria News of 11 March 1963, titled ‘the Scapegoat’, had a goat marked ‘Liberal Party’ being dragged by a knife-wielding Vorster up a hill towards a sacrificial pyre at the summit, with Prime Minister Verwoerd and other government luminaries forming an applauding procession behind him.


During 1963 many prominent Liberals throughout the country were banned and the fear of repression increased almost daily. My parents warned me that life was going to get much more difficult as the government extended its police state by introducing the notorious law which increased to ninety days the twelve days for which people could be held without charge (and under which my parents were held in 1961). There was nothing we could do about this because it never occurred to me that they should give up their ideals for a more comfortable life.


Instead I remember clearly the front pages of the main newspapers luridly headlining the ‘Rivonia plot’, with pictures of all those caught on 12 July. Mandela’s close comrades, Walter Sisulu and eight others based underground at Lilliesleaf farm in the Rivonia district just outside Johannesburg, were arrested and charged, and a mood of retribution swept through white communities.


Nelson Mandela was brought back from Robben Island and what was to become known as the Rivonia Trial commenced in Pretoria. Labelled Accused No 1, Mandela concluded his statement with the now famous words: ‘During my lifetime I have dedicated myself to this struggle of the African people. I have fought against white domination, and I have fought against black domination. I have cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in which all persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities. It is an ideal which I hope to live for and to achieve. But if needs be it is an ideal for which I am prepared to die.’


I read these powerful words aged fourteen, trying to take in their full significance, and aware they were a great inspiration to my parents and all involved in the struggle, for all those found guilty faced the death penalty. In fact, after worldwide pleas for clemency, they were all sentenced to life imprisonment, and in July 1964 Mandela returned to Robben Island, not to be seen or heard in public again for nearly twenty-six years.
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The year before, in July 1963, we had moved from Hatfield out to a smallholding at The Willows, to the east of Pretoria. The rented house consisted of two large thatched rondavels (circular dwellings) on a terrace well back from the road and at the foot of a kopje (small hill). With a small, leaky swimming pool and plenty of space to play, it was wonderful for children. I laid a makeshift cricket pitch which I used to water every evening, and Tom and I used to play football against each other until it was too dark to see the ball.


Our move to The Willows took the Security Police by surprise. It was some weeks before they traced us, during which we escaped their attention for the first time for years. Our telephone had not yet been connected and they were unable to trace us that way. Then one day our maid Eva answered the door to a man who asked her the name of her ‘baas’. Eva did her ‘dumb Kaffir’ routine (with white strangers she always pretended to know nothing and understand less) and he was turning away when my mother went to see what was happening. He saw her, turned back and said that he was looking for a house that he’d heard was for sale. Eva was furious with my Mom for showing herself. ‘He is Special Branch’, she hissed. ‘Now they’ll know where we live.’ She was right. Thereafter we had the usual Security Police cars parked on the road outside, our phone was speedily connected and tapping resumed.


In September 1963 there was a knock at the door which I answered, quickly joined by my Mom. We were confronted by the same two large Security Police Officers who had arrested my parents in 1961 – Sergeants Viktor and van Zyl (the latter referred to as ‘banana fingers’ because of his huge hands). I distinctly remember their burly figures framing the door and trying to seem calm and not intimidated even though I felt anything but.


They handed Mom an envelope containing her banning order which ran for five years and limited her to being in the company of not more than one person at a time; restricted her movements to the Pretoria magisterial district; and prohibited her from entering certain specified places such as factories, non-white communities, school or university areas and courts of law. It also required her to report to a police station five miles away every Wednesday. The ban effectively ended her work as Secretary of the Pretoria Liberal Party and stopped any overt political activity whatsoever. It was also unique: for the first time in any banning order she was prohibited entrance to courts. The conclusion was that her practice of haunting the courts to gain representation for political prisoners was the main reason for her ban.


It was hardly unexpected; we had all discussed the possibility for months. But it was still a weird existence, and left her feeling angry and frustrated. She effectively ceased to be a public person and could not be quoted by the media. The restriction on meeting more than one person at a time was near fatal politically. I was dismayed that she could no longer continue with all her good work helping so many stricken people.


She was not even allowed to come into our schools and discuss our progress with teachers – that could only be done standing outside on the pavement, which was just about feasible for the primary school, but not for my high school, standing as it did in the middle of large grounds. It was a blow because she had always taken a very close and active interest in our progress and was well known by our teachers. We had become used to my parents being targeted, but why should our schooling be so affected, why did we have to be picked on this way? It made me feel even more angry about the growing state restrictions on our freedom as a family.


Gradually however, she adjusted and worked out ways of acting as a contact for political prisoners whose relatives continued to approach her for assistance when they had problems. She seemed to me to be just as active. Although she could no longer participate openly in the life of the Liberal Party, she was kept in touch daily with events by David Rathswaffo, who took over as secretary. He would make a coded telephone call from a call box near the Party office and she would then drive in to a pre-arranged rendezvous.


We began holding our ‘diplomatic’ parties again, with the Security Police loitering around the gate taking down the registration numbers. Party luminaries such as Alan Paton and Peter Brown attended in addition to Pretoria members. My Mom’s ban meant she had to sit in the kitchen and be visited by the guests one at a time; I enjoyed escorting them through for her. It made me feel I was helping her political fight. My younger brother Tom and I also had fun serving drinks under the guidance of a Coloured member, Alban Thumbran, who had been a waiter, while my young sisters Jo-anne and Sally helped with the snacks.


On one occasion I heard a noise just outside. Peering through the window in the dark I was startled to catch a glimpse of someone lurking there, and called out to my Dad ‘Special Branch, Special Branch’. As we ran out there was a commotion and a figure began charging noisily up through the bushes and rocks of the dark kopje. My Dad, running after his quarry, shouted: ‘Peter - bring the gun!’ Although I knew this was a ruse as we had no gun, the man ahead must have panicked. Before making off into the night, he picked up a stone and threw it, glancing off a tree right in front of Dad’s face. By now the party-goers had spilled out and it all seemed like a bit of a thrill. But the next morning we went up to have a look and found a large gash on the branch, forcibly bringing home to me that what had seemed like an exciting incident could have ended in a terrible family tragedy.
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Two friends, Fabian Ribeiro, a black doctor from Mamelodi, and his wife Florence, a sister-in-law of the PAC leader Robert Sobukwe, used to drop in regularly at The Willows. Sometimes their young children came and we would play with them. Unusually for blacks, they were financially very well off, but apartheid drastically restricted the way they could spend their money. They explained to me that they could not own a house in their township, send their children to the school of their choice, or take their family on holiday since there were no resorts for blacks. So they drove a Mercedes and, being a car enthusiast, I would inspect it carefully as we couldn’t afford anything like it. They also dressed very well, Florence at the height of fashion. In those days non-whites were not permitted to try on clothes before purchasing, so Florence told me that absurd special arrangements had to be made for her to go into Hamiltons, Pretoria’s top clothes shop, after hours so that she could try on her choices without upsetting white customers. (Tragically the Ribeiros were both victims of state-sponsored assassinations: murdered by gunmen outside their home on 1 December 1986, as the Truth and Reconciliation Commission confirmed ten years later.)


Meanwhile, because of his political activities, my father’s work opportunities had been restricted to a limited number of private employers who would take him on. We found increasing difficulty in making ends meet. Reluctantly we decided we could no longer afford our maid, Eva Matjeka. So, to everyone’s regret, Eva, who had become one of the family, had to leave.


However, her departure had one positive effect: the servant’s room was vacant when my mother received a fraught telephone call from David Rathswaffo. Jimmy Makoejane, my parents’ PAC friend from Lady Selborne, had escaped from court and come to him for help. Aware that our phone was tapped, she cut him short by saying she would come into town right away, and asked me to look after the other children.


Jimmy had been involved in the 1963 campaign by the PAC underground group, POQO, and had managed to flee. But he had been kidnapped from a train on the Rhodesian border by the Security Police and returned for trial before managing to escape again during a lunch recess; astonishingly he had just walked straight out undetected. Jimmy was dropped off late that night near our house and Dad carefully walked through the surrounding bush, secretly collected him away from the prying eyes of the Special Branch parked at the front gate, and installed him in Eva’s empty room. Although I was intrigued to glimpse a black stranger in our kitchen being fed dinner late by my mother and wondered how he had got there, I had learnt not to ask too many questions (and only heard the full story long afterwards in London).


The next day, with Jimmy lying down on the back seat of a friend’s car and covered by a rug, Dad drove him out to a nearby train station, attracting no interest from the Security Police who were watching at the gate for our cars. Jimmy got clean away, eventually ending up in Tanzania. But when the Security Police played back their phone tap-tapes, they arrested David, who said that Jimmy had told him he’d been acquitted, had ‘borrowed ten bob’ and disappeared. They held David for a few days, taking away his epilepsy pills. Fortunately, he told them nothing about my parents’ involvement or they would have faced immediate arrest and prosecution.
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Enthusiastic about sport, I learnt at first hand the extent to which apartheid infected it. We used to swim regularly at Pretoria’s international-standard swimming pool for whites. In 1962 South Africa was involved in lucrative trade deals with Japan and visiting Japanese businessmen were granted ‘honorary white’ status, allowing them to stay in hotels and enjoy privileges usually confined to whites alone. But this caused consternation when a Japanese visitor was mistaken for a local Chinese and ejected from a bus for whites. A Japanese water polo team came over too and, after initially refusing it access to the pool, Pretoria City Council relented: business before racism. But the decision caused such public uproar that the pool was drained after the team departed so that white customers could have ‘fresh’ water.


Attending a white state school (it would have been illegal to do otherwise) I had to play in whites-only school or club sports teams, and could not play against black teams. Sport was legally segregated from school right up to national representative level. We also used to watch our home football team, Arcadia, at the Caledonian stadium. (I played in its youth sides.) Partitioned off on the other side of the stadium from whites were non-white spectators, some personal friends. We used to mingle before the match and then separate. As with other sports events, we could not stand together or use the same entrances, toilets or facilities.


Although Arcadia was an all-white team playing in an all-white league, black spectators were amongst the noisiest and most partisan supporters. Then the government introduced proclamations banning non-whites from such major sports events, and our friends could no longer attend. The carnival atmosphere at Arcadia’s home matches disappeared. But crowds of blacks still gathered outside, listening to the match. Some of the keenest shinned up to watch from trees adjoining the ground. But this so angered white neighbours that, as I watched in horror and frustration, police dogs were used to drive them from these vantage points, pulling them down bloodied and screaming.




[image: ]





Difficult though life had become for us, it was about to get a great deal more so. Over five days in July 1964 many members of the African Resistance Movement (ARM) were arrested. Some were friends in the Liberal Party who felt that non-violent means had reached the end of the road and that the sabotage of installations such as power pylons was the only way forward. Others were mostly young white idealists frustrated by the denial of legal and peaceful channels for change. Still others were from the ANC Youth League.


The ARM’s first act of sabotage had taken place nearly three years earlier and my parents had themselves been sounded out. But, quite apart from the serious moral questions raised by violence, they considered such action naive and counter-productive, believing it would simply invite even greater police state repression without achieving anything tangible. To protect themselves, those undertaking the sabotage did not resign from the Liberal Party as its rules obliged them to do, and this occasioned considerable acrimony when their activities were eventually revealed. My parents had fraught discussions with close friends and I often talked to my father about his views, which made a big impression on me. He had witnessed the horror of the Second World War at first hand – the German shelling that had wounded him in 1944 in Italy had killed his close friend right next to him in their Apennine trench. The trouble with violence, he insisted vehemently, was that it tended to develop a life of its own. Whatever the intention, once started, it spread automatically. Also there was no way of containing it: even blowing up a remote pylon risked killing an innocent person who might be passing by.


The round-up of ARM members came after the police discovered incriminating documents at the Cape Town flat of the national organiser, Adrian Leftwich, a prominent Liberal. Incredibly, he had kept a record of the entire cell structure of the ARM. Turning state witness, he was later paraded around the country giving evidence against his former comrades. Amongst those arrested was Liberal activist Hugh Lewin, a good friend of ours.


Although we had always managed to live something akin to a normal life, we were now beginning to feel severely hemmed in. Then on 24 July 1964 a bomb exploded on the whites-only concourse of Johannesburg railway station, mortally injuring an elderly lady and severely wounding her young granddaughter.


I remember hearing the news on my bedroom radio and rushing to seek reassurance from my parents, not really thinking that they would be involved but needing to hear them say so. They were both very upset, my father sounding off against the ‘idiots who did that sort of mindless thing’. Whoever was responsible had better not come to him for help, he told me grimly.


A few days later, Ann Harris and her six-week-old son David turned up unexpectedly at our home in The Willows, telling us that her husband John had been arrested and was being held in Pretoria Local prison. My parents had met John and Ann a few years earlier when they were new Johannesburg Liberal Party members. Both were teachers. John shared my Dad’s interest in sport, cars and motor racing (rather uncommon interests amongst the politically involved). So they got on especially well, as did Ann and my Mom. They visited us in Pretoria, we went to their home, and John went with us to several motor races. We used to go regularly to Grand Prix and major sports car races at Kyalami, near Johannesburg, where our minibus would be parked in Clubhouse Corner and the whole family would watch from its roof.


I always had great fun with John. Once he drove fast around corners with my brother and me in his new car as we shrieked with delighted excitement. I regarded him as my friend too, and not simply one of my parents’ adult circle. He was a real enthusiast for whatever happened to be the current one of his many interests. And he was very competitive too, hating to be beaten when we played table tennis. He had a position on just about everything and loved an argument, disagreeing passionately with anybody who wanted to engage in an opposing point of view. Yet he bore no grudges, and when the argument was over, he would be joking and laughing again.


My father later told me of a fierce argument between them on a long drive back to Pretoria after a Party meeting in the Cape. John was insistent that, although an act of violence might cause casualties in the short term, in the long term it could save lives if it hastened the end of the violence of apartheid. Like Mandela’s ANC had already become, he was deeply frustrated by the inability of young white radicals like him to accomplish anything against a police state that remorselessly crushed all peaceful opposition. He with other Liberal friends was attracted to the African Resistance Movement, and was disappointed that my Dad would have none of it.


When she arrived suddenly at our home, Ann was distraught, explaining how she had been refused permission to see John in Pretoria Local prison. But she had been told that she could bring food for him each day and collect his laundry. Could my parents put him on their list for food parcels? However, as she could not drive and was dependent upon others bringing her the forty miles from Johannesburg for prison visits, Mom and Dad suggested she stayed with us until his release. They assumed that John, who had been under police surveillance after his banning in January that year, could not possibly have been involved in the station bombing and would be released in a week or so.


So my sisters Jo-anne and Sally gave up their bedroom for the adjoining playroom and Ann and baby David moved in. But instead of a short stay, they were to be with us for nearly eighteen months and became part of the family. Helping look after and play with David as he grew from baby to toddler, including changing his nappies, was a formative experience for a teenage boy, and was to help me as a father more than a decade later.


Life revolved around a daily visit to the gaol by my mother and Ann, taking food to John, Hugh Lewin, and others who were all held incommunicado under the ninety-day law. The extra housework occasioned by a tiny baby, coupled with the daily 25-mile round trip to the prison, transporting children to and from school and my father to and from work, meant that it became difficult to cope without help. Mom contacted Eva, who was without a job, and she took up residence again.
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Ann’s arrival at our house changed our lives forever. The station bomb had thrown the white community into a frenzy. Never before had whites been attacked in this way, and the security services were quick to exploit the resulting panic, giving us extra attention.


I was sure John would be out soon. But after a while, when all the other ARM detainees had been visited by relatives, and Ann still had heard nothing, my parents began to realise that there was something seriously amiss. Then, in John’s laundry, they noticed a blood stain on a shirt. After his lawyer made enquiries a menacing member of the Security Police turned up with a letter for Ann – frightening ten-year-old Jo-anne, who worried that her Mom was going to be arrested again and came running in, saying through her tears ‘I didn’t cry in front of him’.


The letter was the first direct communication Ann or the lawyers had received from John. He wanted to reassure her that he had cut himself shaving – and he joked that he was unused to wet shaving as he’d had to hand in his electric shaver. In reality, of course, he was still bleeding from horrendous beatings, including a broken jaw and damaged testicles. The letter somehow did not ring true for Ann, who suspected, rightly, that he had been forced to write it, and she was dreadfully stressed.


My mother meanwhile was ingeniously engaged in receiving and passing messages to her friends in detention. She regularly washed their clothes and noticed a dirty handkerchief with a large ‘C’ in ink on it. Racking her brains, she recalled that lemon juice could be used as invisible ink. So she ironed it and found a message. Thereafter she developed other methods: taking the pith out of an orange and gluing it back after inserting a message inside; or after cooking a whole onion sliding a note between the leaves to be covered as it cooled. These were never discovered and formed an invaluable communications route.


However, as John’s detention continued my mother began to suspect that he must have had some connection with the station bomb. Even by the standards of the security constraints we normally operated under (phone tapping and not knowing whether rooms in our home were bugged), it was a particularly awkward period for my parents to communicate. I was worried about my friend being in jail especially when it became evident he had been badly beaten, but remained unaware of the extent of John’s involvement.


Then, a month after the explosion, the old lady, Mrs Ethel Rhys, tragically died (her twelve-year-old granddaughter, Glynnis Burleigh, was maimed for life), and John was charged with murder. Ruth Hayman, a Liberal Party friend and John’s lawyer, was then able to see him for the first time, finding him in a terrible state; he had only been charged after his jaw, which had been wired up, had mended enough for him to be presentable in court.


By now Ann had admitted to my parents what she had known all along: that John was indeed responsible for the bombing and, once he was charged on 14 September, they told us. I could not believe it. How had he done this? It was shocking, and I felt numb – not so much betrayed as confused. I discussed it over and over again with my Dad.


He like my Mom was equally upset and I could sense their torn feelings. Although condemning without qualification what he had done, my parents remain convinced John never intended to harm anybody. He had meant it as a spectacular demonstration of resistance to tightening state oppression. Indeed he had telephoned a fifteen-minute warning to both the station police and two newspapers, urging that the station concourse be cleared. This was not done and the result was devastation on the station and the pretext for the government to enforce an even more oppressive regime.


My parents told me at the time that they strongly suspected ignoring John’s warning was deliberate, and this was confirmed years later. A former security informer, Gordon Winter, stated in his book Inside Boss that the decision not to use the station loudspeaker system to clear travellers from the concourse had gone up through the notorious head of the Security Police, H. J. van den Bergh, to the Justice Minister, John Vorster.


For my parents there was less a dilemma about where their duty lay – to their close friend John and his family – than a sombre realisation of the likely serious consequences for our family. ‘We have to stand by Ann and give what help we can to John in prison,’ they insisted. Aged fourteen I did not fully comprehend just how grave it would be for us. For me it seemed like another dark twist in a pattern of life which had got steadily tougher over the years.


Having long been targets for the local security forces my parents were now principal targets for the whole state and its compliant media. Instead of being one of many enemies, it was almost as if we were the enemy and I became only too aware that the white community of which we were part had now completely turned on us. The harassment became vitriolic. Our house was now under continuous surveillance, with Security Police cars parked on the road outside twenty-four hours a day. As we left we would be tailed – on one occasion even when Tom and I rode down to the nearest shops on our bikes. If I had thought too much about it, I would have been terrified, but I was determined to follow my parents in carrying on as normally as we could, trying not to be cowed.


Raids on our home also became more regular. Once I cycled the five miles home from school to find Security Police turning over the house and searching through my school books and papers. Mom looked understandably upset and I glared at them, determined not to be intimidated and to stand up for her. But then their menacing presence took a comic turn. A young officer had discovered a list of star names which constituted my own chosen ‘World XI’ cricket team. It included Gary Sobers, Wes Hall, Richie Benaud and even South Africa’s Graeme Pollock, like me a left-handed batsman and my idol. But the names were listed at random and I had attached numbers indicating positions in the batting order. The officer thought he’d found a coded list and rushed excitedly to show it to his captain, who, after a quick glance, told him not to be a damned fool. I felt like laughing out loud, but sensed their embarrassment and didn’t want to provoke any of them in the brittle atmosphere. One up to us: the kind of small victory which kept up spirits then, and later on whenever we recounted the story.


Meanwhile another Liberal friend, Maritz van den Berg, had been detained under the ninety-day law on 29 July and held in Pretoria Local prison for a month before being unconditionally released. It was soon obvious that he had spoken freely because others were immediately pulled in for questioning. One of them, Alban Thumbran, was released again almost at once and telephoned to warn us ‘Maritz is singing like a bird’. This was to be the signal for messages to be relayed, by various covert means, to as many people as my parents thought might need to know.


One party colleague, Derek Cohen, was only contacted after Mom had thrown off pursuing Security Police vehicles in an exciting manoeuvre with all of us children in the car providing cover for her as if on a routine family outing. She pulled up at traffic lights in the lane indicating left, then suddenly jumped the lights and tore rightward, leaving the tailing vehicle blocked by oncoming traffic from following her. We drove straight to our friend’s house, and he immediately left on the next plane for London. Shortly afterwards the Security Police called round looking in vain for him.


In September 1964, my father was visited at his office and handed a banning order with a special clause inserted. The same day I opened our front door to a burly Security Police figure who handed my mother an addendum to her ban, personally signed by the Minister of Justice, John Vorster. It contained a similar new clause giving them special permission to communicate with each other. This was exceptional: as a married couple they had to be given an Orwellian exemption from the normal stipulation that banned persons were not allowed to communicate in any way.


His banning was clearly a reprisal for providing support to the hated John Harris and his family. It meant that my parents had no flexibility any more for their political activity. My mother could not act behind the scenes for my Dad because he too was barred from doing anything.


So they coopted me as something of a surrogate. From then on, aged fourteen, I became increasingly active in a liaison role, taking and passing messages to individuals with whom they were prevented from communicating, such as journalists and other banned people, so helping them to continue much of their political work behind the scenes. It was something I enjoyed because I was helping them and believed in their cause even if I was not up to scratch on all the detail. It was also quite exciting – and sometimes scary, as I worried that, if this subterfuge were to be discovered, they might be arrested for breaking their bans. I idolised my parents. Although they never once pressured me to assist them, I felt it the natural thing to do so. Stereotypical adolescence – resentment of and rebellion against parents apparent in friends and school mates – somehow passed me by.


Another consequence was that my father – who had often come to see me playing cricket or rugby on school fields on his way home from work – was now barred from doing so, except when a game was near enough to the school fence and he could pull up on the road and look over. Seeing him there always gave me a boost, although I had trouble trying to explain to my uncomprehending team mates why he couldn’t come over, as they had never even heard of a banning order.
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Their bans meant that neither of my parents was able to attend John Harris’s trial in Pretoria, which began on 21 September 1964 – though they gave as much support as they could from the outside. To their shock, Harris’s co-conspirator, John Lloyd, another friend and Liberal Party member, was to be the main prosecution witness, and it became vital to get news to Lloyd that if he gave evidence John Harris would be sentenced to death. Mom, who knew Lloyd’s girlfriend, was able to smuggle such a message in to him and establish from her that he had received it.


Now the emotional stress became increasingly nightmarish, for Lloyd ignored this warning. At the trial he did not merely give evidence in corroboration of John’s own confession (which would have carried a life sentence for manslaughter), but damningly went much further. My parents were aghast as Lloyd insisted that John’s act was pre-meditated murder. John consistently denied this and police testimony in court confirmed that he had indeed telephoned a warning to the railway police and urged them to clear the concourse, in order to avoid injuring anyone.


Nevertheless it became obvious that the judge accepted Lloyd’s version with fatal consequences for John. My parents were distraught as they described the savage turn of events. I arrived back after school to find Ann increasingly tearful and Mom trying to console her while herself feeling much the same. They were all desperate and I did not know what to do – nothing at all, it seemed could be done. We were being sucked inexorably towards an horrendous end.


From the outset Lloyd was kept away from the others. When they were all transferred to Pretoria Local gaol at the end of July, he was housed on his own at a Pretoria police station, allowed frequent visits from his mother and given proper bedding with sheets. Evidence at the trial showed that Harris and Lloyd had been the only ones in their ARM cell still at liberty after the main arrests. The two had discussed a number of projects to ‘make a big splash’ to show that their ARM organisation had not been destroyed as the Justice Minister, John Vorster, had boasted on the radio. Amongst these were the bomb at Johannesburg station, a bomb in an underground car park and bombs in the private post boxes at Pretoria Post Office, all to be carried out on 24 July. John Harris was to carry out the first and Lloyd the other two.


However, Lloyd (the flatmate of fellow ARM member Hugh Lewin, who had been arrested on 9 July) was himself detained on 23 July, the day before John carried out his part of their project. It was not established whether the security services thereby had advance notice of the station bomb, but Lloyd’s initial statement to the police mentioning John Harris, and his proposal to plant a bomb at a station, was made at 12.45 p.m. on 24 July, nearly four hours before the explosion. It may therefore have been that the security services had even greater forewarning than John himself gave. But, like the decision to ignore the latter, it suited their purposes to allow the bomb to explode as an excuse for the clampdown which then followed.


When it came to his judgment, the judge stated that Lloyd’s evidence incontrovertibly proved that John indeed had ‘an intention to kill’ and so was guilty of murder. There was no other evidence of the character necessary to sustain a capital offence and John’s wife Ann, who had been present in court throughout, was now faced with the hideous inevitability of her husband facing the gallows. Although brave, she was inconsolable at home that night, as we all waited for sentence to be passed. My younger brother and sisters had been shielded from just how desperate John’s predicament was, but my parents had kept me fully apprised throughout, so I recall being numb, trying all the time to imagine some escape route for John and us all. Tormented, I couldn’t think of one.


The Judge reconvened the court on 6 November 1964, my Mom waiting for Ann outside, parked on her own so that she did not break the terms of her banning order and find herself mixing with more than another person. In the waiting crowd – quite extraordinarily, his young son with him – was the hangman, there to bear witness as he ghoulishly sized up his promised victim. The executioner was not disappointed as John was formally sentenced to death by hanging – the first white in the struggle – an outcome cheered by the government-controlled media.


Mom, deeply upset and shaking, came home as quickly as possible to speak to us ahead of anyone else, Ann blankly staring ahead, and going straight to her bedroom. My twelve-year-old brother Tom (who like me was a great fan of John’s) went completely white with shock, and my still younger sisters (seven and nine) could hardly take it in. I was stunned: although I had been conditioned to expect it, now the dreadful reality sank in. But, surely, somehow, we could do something, I wondered frantically?
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During the next five months the shadow of the noose hovered over us. Mom and Dad were involved in frantic efforts to save John’s life. When his legal appeal on 1 March 1965 failed – because no additional evidence was forthcoming – they rushed about helping organise clemency appeals. Ann and John’s father flew down to Cape Town for an interview with the Minister of Justice, John Vorster, which proved predictably pointless. Petitions from a range of public figures were presented and the matter was even raised in the British Parliament.


A week after John’s sentence four more ARM members stood trial in Pretoria including Hugh Lewin, who was jailed for seven years. My mother used to stand behind the court building each day to catch a glimpse of Hugh being driven in, and they would exchange waves. Again – and although he had promised not to give evidence – the main prosecution witness in Hugh’s case was John Lloyd. (The best man at Hugh’s wedding, Adrian Leftwich, was also a state witness.)


Afterwards, Lloyd was released as part of an immunity deal by which he avoided being charged as an accomplice and soon afterwards left with his mother for Britain, where a job awaited him. Ensconced safely there, a friend, Jill Chisholm, flew over to ask him to assist in John Harris’s appeal by retracting his ‘intention to kill’ evidence. But he refused and instead threatened to tell the South African Security Police that she was ‘trying to get him to perjure himself’. Then John’s lawyer, Ruth Hayman, also well known to Lloyd as a fellow Liberal, flew over. Lloyd initially agreed to a draft affidavit retracting his evidence, promising to return in the morning to sign it. But he failed to do so. After a third similar encounter, with Randolph Vigne, another ARM member who had escaped to Britain, he eventually signed only a watered-down, anodyne statement which was forwarded to the State President – but it was too little and too late. Lloyd even ignored Ann’s final desperate cable – ‘I plead for John’s life with the conviction that he and your friends would have done it for you.’
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A grim sense of foreboding enveloped us all. However, for good secrecy reasons, I knew nothing about one episode while John Harris was being held on death row. He managed to convey a message to Ann that he had been approached by a warder who wanted to help him escape. At great personal risk, and from the outset highly suspicious of a set-up designed to trap them, my parents decided to help Ann. But, after weeks of tense and contorted dealings with the warder, including posting him over £1,000 (a huge amount then), with Mom insisting that Ann had elastoplast stuck discreetly over her fingertips so as to cover her prints, the plot collapsed. It had been a Security Police trap from the beginning.


There seemed nothing anybody could do, and after a date was set for the execution (1 April 1965), I had found myself imagining acquiring a helicopter, or summoning up a James Bond, to get John out somehow. I went to sleep the night before the execution still trying to think of something fresh to change what, deep down, I knew was unchangeable.


The grisly, medieval ritual of being hanged by the neck until dead weighed heavily. Some years before we ever imagined personally knowing somebody involved, I recalled vivid discussions with my father about his total opposition to capital punishment, and descriptions of the brutal violence of the act: a trap door opening underneath, the sudden jerk of the body, jack-knifing as the neck bore all the weight and broke, blood spouting. This was all about to happen to our friend – my friend.


John was due to be hanged at dawn, and I remember waking unusually early, as the moment arrived, finding Ann and my parents already up, waiting as still and silent as the darkness outside. Immediately our phone rang and the caller asked to speak to Ann. My mother refused, recognising the familiar voice of a Security Police officer who went on to say mockingly, ‘Your John is dead.’


My strong memory is of being overwhelmed by a sort of blank hopelessness and deep anger. Like my parents I hadn’t condoned what he had done; on the contrary we had bitterly condemned it both before and after we knew he was responsible. But, under any civilised system, he would have continued to devote his life to teaching children and never have been involved in the subversion which ended his life so grotesquely.


My father and our barrister friend, Ernie Wentzel, had previously asked permission from the Prison Kommandant for the body to be released for cremation. This was not a normal procedure and, to everyone’s surprise, it was granted and a service was arranged at Pretoria Crematorium for half past seven that same morning, just a few hours after his execution. (Ernie thought that the permission was given so the Security Police could monitor who would attend). As banned persons my parents required permission to go and this was duly given – again surprisingly.


But no sooner were their spirits raised than they were dashed. My father’s request to read the main address was refused at the last moment. That night it was too late to ask anyone else, and there would not have been many people willing or able to undertake a task that invited notoriety amidst a febrile white public and media mood which had been baying for blood. I remember coming across my parents who were consoling Ann crying in the garden as the sun set, not knowing what to do. When I saw her, I felt frustrated and deeply sorry. So I said somewhat lamely, ‘Can I help?’ I wasn’t quite sure how, but Ann turned, her face lighting up.


I was quickly shown a copy of the typed two-page funeral address my father had prepared according to Ann’s wishes, and reflecting John’s strong atheist convictions. Dignified yet uplifting, it began with a Shakespearean sonnet, and continued with John Donne’s








No Man is an Island, entire of itself. Every man


is a piece of the continent, a part of the main.


Any man’s death diminishes me,


Because I am involved in mankind.


And therefore send not to know for whom


the bell tolls – it tolls for thee.











From the Bible was Matthew’s ‘Blessed are they which are persecuted for righteousness sake’, and Ecclesiastes ‘To everything there is a season’, which was on a frequently played album of ours sung beautifully by Judy Collins. The songs were the Battle Hymn of the Republic, concluding with ‘We Shall Overcome’, immortalised at the time at American civil rights and peace demonstrations by Joan Baez. John’s last brave words – we learnt later from a prison priest in attendance – were to sing ‘We Shall Overcome’ as the noose was tightened around his neck, the trap door opened below his feet, and the last breath was torn from him.


Aged fifteen, dressed in my school blazer and tie, I found myself ushered up to the raised lectern before the assembled congregation, waiting as the coffin was carried through. I spotted a small boy in his school shorts, my twelve-year-old brother Tom, inserting himself amongst the bearers who in turn had grabbed hold of the coffin from prison warders and police. The number and variety of people, apart from relatives, who attended the funeral was deeply moving: the chapel was full, including non-whites unusually allowed in to attend a white funeral. But it was something of a blur for me as I glimpsed many friends – Liberal Party members from both Pretoria and Johannesburg, people from the townships and even members of the diplomatic corps. All knew that by attending their names would be diligently recorded by the Special Branch officers outside.


Although the ceremony had been carefully prepared, and I had only to read out the address distributed to all who attended, I had never spoken from any platform before and had always avoided school plays or performances, being quite a private, undemonstrative and rather shy boy. The occasion made me even more nervous. Grown white men were crying and our black maid Eva was sobbing heart-wrenchingly out loud. As I began, I trembled, my voice seeming not to want to come out. I had a stage fright moment wondering whether I could carry it off. But fortunately that passed immediately.


The proximity of the coffin a yard to my left, containing the body of a friend hanged only two hours earlier, made the ordeal especially unnerving. It had been explained to me how I needed to press a button to take the coffin away. But in the middle of the service I almost panicked, realising that I hadn’t been told when exactly to do it. The last thing I wanted was to get that wrong. But then, while singing the Freedom Rider’s song ‘We Shall Overcome’, I thought this must be it: what seemed a totally irrevocable step as the coffin moved eerily away out of sight, John’s body to be cremated.


I stepped down awkwardly to be surrounded by a tearful Ann and proud parents, my small brother and little sisters huddled together. Embarrassingly, people kept coming up and thanking me. I thought I was just doing what anybody would have done, and it all seemed over almost before it had begun. But I tried to glare at the Special Branch as we left to show I wouldn’t be intimidated by their presence and, an hour later, was back at school, having missed the first lesson. I slipped into the classroom, my favourite teacher Terry Ashton giving me a sympathetic but unobtrusive welcome. Although the school had been warned I would be late, none of my classmates knew the reason until a report with my photograph appeared in the papers the following day.
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The station bomb was a pivotal event. It was exploited both to increase repression and systematically to discredit and destroy the Liberal Party. In 1965 the period for which people could be held without charge was extended from 90 to 180 days; two years later it was to become indefinite. The Liberals’ magazine, Contact, closed after its fifth editor was banned and Alban Thumbran, the Coloured member to whom my parents were especially close, was also banned. Ruth Hayman, John Harris’s lawyer and my parents’ friend and legal mainstay, was banned and house-arrested. Our battered old Volkswagen minibus, for years effectively the Pretoria Liberals’ main transportation, was stolen in circumstances which pointed to Security Police responsibility; it was eventually found months later in Hartebeesport dam west of Pretoria after the water level had fallen drastically in a drought.


By now my father’s continued employment as an architect who specialised in hospital design was threatened. He had been out of work for two months after his arrest in 1961. Then he had a temporary job in Johannesburg before being taken on by a Pretoria firm which, amongst other commissions, carried out the design of hospitals for the Transvaal provincial government. But soon after his ban the firm was told that if they continued to employ him, they would no longer receive any government work. So he had to resign, and opened his own office. But local work dried up and, although he had a few commissions of his own for projects outside the Pretoria magisterial district (to which his ban confined him), permission for him to leave Pretoria to inspect and survey the sites was refused by the Minister of Justice. The word went out in the profession in Pretoria that private architectural firms would get no work if they employed him.


So, with great sadness and even greater reluctance, my parents, who had no private means, decided they had no alternative but to leave their country for one in which Dad could obtain work. He wrote to the firm in London that had employed him in 1956 and was immediately offered a job. He then accepted a friend’s generous offer of rented accommodation in a flat above his home in Putney, south west London.


It was a traumatic decision for all of us. My father, then aged forty-one, knew his already badly disrupted architectural career would be further undermined. Both my parents were leaving the country of their birth which they loved and for which they had sacrificed many of the comforts and privileges of white life. They were also leaving their parents, relatives and close friends. I, my brother and sisters were also leaving our friends for a future unknown. We didn’t want to do it, and resisted the idea until we were told it was inevitable.


One small consolation was that, on inspecting a map of London, my brother and I discovered that Chelsea’s football stadium, Stamford Bridge, was near our new home; the team was doing well at the time and we became fans. I was able to book cheap tickets for the World Cup football finals, so there was something exciting to look forward to. We also talked of seeing cricket at Lord’s and motor races at Silverstone and Brands Hatch – places of awe to a young ‘colonial’ boy like me.


Friends raised the finance for our passages on a Union Castle liner from Cape Town. Dad was eligible for a British passport because his father had been born in Glasgow and my mother was eligible as she had married him before 1951. I was British, having been born in Kenya, and my sister Sally had been born in Britain. This left Tom and Jo-anne, and the British Embassy helpfully registered them, so that we all had British documents.


However, the Security Police were unaware of all this and, when my parents applied for permission to leave the Pretoria area they were obstructive, until it was pointed out that we had British passports and had already been issued with departure permits. The latter were then withdrawn and replaced with one-way exit permits, which prohibited my parents from returning to South Africa and withdrew their citizenship. In the typically bloody-minded manner of the local bureaucracy, permission to leave Pretoria was then delayed until the last moment – at one point it looked as though we would have to delay our departure.


I went with my brother and sisters to a farewell party in the Liberal Party offices, representing our parents whose ban prevented them from being present. It was a sad yet joyous occasion and everyone there treated us as surrogates for the absent parents they held in such high and affectionate regard. My parents departed with heavy hearts. There was no glory going into exile: they felt intensely guilty at leaving friends and colleagues behind, though simultaneously relieved that the all-consuming pressure under which our family had been living for the previous three years would now be eased. They wrote a press release which had to be issued in my name and which I wrote out by hand (because their bans still prevented them from saying anything publicly themselves). It urged whites to change before it was too late.


On 14 March 1966, the tears flowed as many of our friends, together with my grandparents and Party stalwarts, came to Pretoria railway station to see us off on the first leg of our journey to Cape Town, a thousand miles away; the banned Alban Thumbran stood waving alone at the end of the platform. We would never see my grandfather or Alban again. Waiting on the platform at Johannesburg station as the train passed through were more Party members to say farewell and shower us with parting gifts. Although deeply upsetting, I with the other children found our departure also exciting: the train journey was novel and so was the waiting ship.


We were all just making the best of it, as we always had through the years of increasing adversity. Looking back, I must have been toughened by the various experiences thrust upon me. I had learnt to cope, and also perhaps to blank out the inevitable emotion of those experiences, to ‘move on’, telling myself nobody and no group would get the better of me. Although I was quietly angry about what had happened to us, I knew far, far worse had happened to others. But I didn’t feel a ‘victim’, and I didn’t feel damaged.


Nevertheless, Mom and Dad later freely admitted being more worried about me than their other children, because I had been more exposed, and was at a critical moment in the final years of my high school career. In retrospect, Tom, Jo-anne and Sally variously found adjusting to their new life in England much more difficult than I did. And there was to be a shockingly salutary indictment of the psychological pressures people like us had been through. A friend, the same age as me, and whom I looked up to as an extremely bright school student and a very talented young cricketer to boot, abruptly committed suicide a year after coming into exile in London at the same time. Nobody who knew him could find an explanation except in the turmoil of his parents’ involvement in the struggle and their enforced departure from their homeland.
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After leaving the train at Cape Town docks, we were carefully watched by the Special Branch to ensure my parents complied strictly with the terms of their permission to leave by going straight onto the ship. Then we steamed out of the old docks into the heaving Cape rollers, and I could see Robben Island, grim behind the cold spray, trying to picture Nelson Mandela and his comrades incarcerated in their harsh isolation. Behind, we were leaving a South Africa in which the powers of darkness were very much in the ascendant. The principal liberation movement, the ANC, was outlawed and in disarray; its leaders were in gaol; its military wing Umkhonto seemingly crushed. Other resistance groups had similarly been banned or paralysed. The Liberal Party was badly damaged by the banning of its main activists (and two years later new legislation forced it to disband).


When asked later why they had – so unusually for whites – sacrificed a wonderful life for their beliefs, my parents would play down their role: ‘We only did what we felt we had to do.’ Others might say they were an ordinary couple who did extraordinary things.


Our departures had been marked by talk that we would be back one day to savour the freedom of a new South Africa. But these were only the ritual exchanges of close comradeship. We had no illusions. The apartheid state seemed immortal. We were going for good, my father always made clear.


As it transpired, however, we were destined to join others in exile in what was to become a decisive era of international struggle against apartheid. But I had not the faintest idea as our beloved South African coast disappeared from sight, that within three years I would find myself playing a significant role in that struggle.




* Mixed race, one of four racial groups, the others whites, Africans (blacks) and Asians.


* For his story see Peter Hain, Mandela (London, Spruce, 2010).






















CHAPTER TWO


DIRECT ACTION





‘It would be a mercy for humanity if this unpleasant little creep were to be dropped into a sewerage tank. Up to his ankles. Head first.’ So wrote the celebrated right-wing newspaper editor Sir John Junor, catching perfectly the sense of outrage provoked in certain quarters by my militant anti-apartheid protests and radical views from the late 1960s onward.


But the teenager arriving in England in April 1966 was oblivious to this future notoriety. Southampton docks loomed, chilly and misty in the early morning as the ship was piloted in to its berth. After our enjoyable two-week voyage, the weather was a dank contrast to the heat which had accompanied us most of the way, and which continued to envelope our sunny homeland.


Being served by a friendly Spanish waiter in the ship’s restaurant was a treat because eating out was not something our family had ever been able to afford. We had found ourselves on the same trip as our prosperous black doctor friend, Fabian Ribeiro, and his wife Florence. Both Catholics, they were on a pilgrimage to Lourdes, the only way as blacks they could get permission to take a holiday. Their presence on board was much to the astonishment of white passengers who had never encountered blacks doing that sort of thing before: holidays were what whites did. They were especially incredulous when, at a fancy-dress evening, my father and Florence went jauntily dressed in their pyjamas labelled ‘The Immorality Act’ (the apartheid law banning both mixed-race marriages and mixed-race sex). Fabian and our friend Ann Tobias, who was also on the trip, went as President Nkrumah of Ghana and his Egyptian wife. My parents always had a sense of fun and informality alongside their serious anti-apartheid activity.


We arrived the day after Labour’s huge general election victory and election posters were still on display. But, aged sixteen, I was more struck by watching television for the first time and going to see our favoured football club, Chelsea.


We concentrated upon building a fresh life on the assumption that we were never going back. As we were to discover, many South African exiles in Britain then lived a kind of limbo existence – waiting to return. That was their choice and their dream. But my parents were determined to put down roots, to get involved in the community, and to make a new future. We must not be outsiders: Britain was now our home, they made clear to me. Although they became active in the Anti-Apartheid Movement almost immediately, regularly meeting other exiles including old friends, it took a while before we were thrust into hyper-activism again.


On the curious advice of our English landlord, an ex-Communist Party member, Tom and I were recommended to enrol at what turned out to be the local state grammar school, Emanuel, in Battersea, and we arrived with my father for an interview. The head teacher, lugubrious and ruddy faced with whiskers, seemed rather a toff. ‘Would you like to write an essay, boy?’ he asked. ‘No thank you very much, Sir’, I replied, putting a literal interpretation on the very English phrase ‘would you like’, and not recognising it for the polite instruction it actually was.


The school’s culture was a world away from Pretoria Boys High. There seemed to be plenty of wasted time, the school day spreading out from nine in the morning until nearly four o’clock in the afternoon and what seemed to me too many free periods and an over-long lunch break. I was used to starting by eight, working hard, and then ending by one-thirty, either to travel home for lunch or to leave plenty of time for sport and homework. But I managed to escape joining the Combined Cadet Force by claiming (falsely I fear) that I had not done that sort of thing before.


Placed into ‘Lower 5 General’ – the bottom-performing class of the year – it was suggested I spend an additional year there catching up with the curriculum for the ‘O’ level exams the other boys my age were sitting in six weeks’ time. I baulked at losing a year like that and, against official school advice, resolved to enter the exams anyway, paying a special fee for late entrance. It was very hard work for a couple of months, because I was far behind the whole curriculum. But, using excellent revision and exam techniques successfully learnt in Pretoria, spotting likely questions and boning up intensively on areas of my strength in each subject, I was able to assemble sufficiently high marks across my areas of expertise in each exam to offset questions where I was either weak, or in some cases knew nothing whatsoever. My pass grades awarded in all ten ‘O’ levels entered – which included Afrikaans – were creditable though not as high as in my previous school.


Meanwhile the teacher who squeezed in careers advice between teaching history and supervising the Combined Cadet Force, asked me: ‘What do you want to do, boy?’


‘Don’t really know, Sir,’ I replied.


‘In that case you will be an engineer,’ he decided. My school future was planned: ‘A’ levels in physics, applied maths and pure maths, and catching up on curriculum gaps.


That summer Tom and I went to see the visiting West Indies cricket team play England in three test matches. It was awesome going to Lord’s, the venerable home of English cricket, and then to the Oval and Trent Bridge, and to watch English legends like Colin Cowdrey and Tom Graveney who had been figures of distant wonderment back in South Africa where I was a keen but second-rate left-handed batsman and spin bowler, noted for catches close up to batsmen. We were especially excited by West Indies players like Gary Sobers, Wes Hall and Lance Gibbs, never having seen these black legends perform before. Then there was the extraordinary sight of Basil D’Oliveira, a Cape Coloured, who was selected that year as an English Test player, having been barred from playing for his own South Africa because he wasn’t white. We were also able to go to Wembley with bargain World Cup football tickets we had purchased back in Pretoria, and I was lucky enough to win a ticket in the draw for the final between West Germany and England. Standing next to a Tottenham Hotspur fan at the so-called ‘Geoff Hurst’ end of Wembley, I cheered on my new country to an exciting and historic victory.


I settled down phlegmatically into my new existence, albeit missing my old one. But Tom found adjustment much more difficult, escaping from home and school until he was eventually discovered and experimenting with cannabis. My parents later freely admitted it was painful coping with the free-spirited behaviour and sexual mores of 1960s London youth, especially for their two girls Jo-anne and Sally – a far cry indeed from the semi-Calvinism of South African family life. Additionally, I had brought with me a naive colonial schoolboy image of England: all royals, pomp and ceremony with cricket on village greens. So it was startling to discover the extent of poverty and shabbiness that still pervaded so many parts of London. I read my Dad’s Guardian for the sport and increasingly the politics, and it was an eye opener watching leading politicians being questioned on television, and seeing top quality current affairs programmes like World in Action and Panorama – a stark contrast to the state-controlled propaganda of South African radio and the deference to the select group of favoured white apartheid politicians allowed on it.
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About a year after arriving, I decided to join the Anti-Apartheid Movement. It had been formed in 1959, in response to a call from then ANC President Albert Luthuli for an international boycott movement which gathered momentum after the 1960 massacre at Sharpeville.


By late 1967 and early 1968, when I was seventeen going on eighteen (and still at school in my final year doing my ‘A’ levels), I gradually became more politically involved, following current debates, and avidly discussing with my father topical issues like the Vietnam War, joining him in becoming hostile to American intervention. In Britain there had been huge anti-bomb marches in the late 1950s and early 1960s organised by the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, and direct action tactics were adopted by its militant offshoot, the Committee of 100. When we arrived, similar protests were growing against the Vietnam War, and Tom and I went on the big demonstration in Grosvenor Square in October 1968, witnessing violent clashes between police and protesters determined to storm the US Embassy. London had been eerily boarded up as we marched from Victoria Embankment to Mayfair. The fervour of the time resonated in its chants: ‘London, Paris and Berlin – we shall fight, we shall win!’ And ‘Hey, hey, LBJ, how many kids have you killed today?’ (LBJ, of course, being the US President Lyndon Baines Johnson, later to refuse to seek a second term, a man broken by the war.)


I also grew angry about the failure of Harold Wilson’s Labour government to deal firmly with the illegal rebellion by the white minority in Rhodesia. Their leader, Ian Smith, had made a Unilateral Declaration of Independence to maintain their racist rule. The campaign against UDI was being organised by the Anti-Apartheid Movement and I began to attend more of its meetings. Partly because of what I felt was the Labour government’s abject timidity on Rhodesia, partly because of our connection to the South African Liberal Party, and partly because the British Young Liberals were then a vibrant, irreverent force for radicalism, I decided to join the latter, aged seventeen.


But that wasn’t at all straightforward. Although my parents had joined the local Liberals in Putney where we lived, there was no youth branch. So, in order to join, I had to form one. It was daunting, but I warmed to the notion of setting up something myself rather than joining an established body as an outsider. Two others were recommended to me, Miranda, an attractive girl my age, and Mike, an older trainee accountant. We divided up the officer posts between us. I ended up as chairman, discovering a zest for organisation probably instilled by observing my parents, and the Young Liberals’ radical politics quickly took over my life.


It led me into an exciting culture of left-wing ideas. Young Liberal leaders, expert at attention grabbing, had appropriated for themselves the term ‘Red Guards’ from Mao’s recent ‘Cultural Revolution’ in China and called for a ‘cultural revolution’ in their senior Party and in Britain as a whole. The YL movement’s energy and flair for publicity, together with its continual pamphleteering and campaigning, provided an ideal crash course in political education. I started reading left-wing books and pamphlets voraciously, and was taught how to draft press releases, deal with the media and how to organise. We also supported militant, though non-violent, direct action where necessary, emulating the wave of protest and civil rights demonstrations in America, and university student sit-ins.


Aged eighteen going on nineteen, politics was already in my blood. But my belief in socialism really crystallised around 1968–9 – the years of the Paris uprising, of student agitation throughout Europe and the US, of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, and of anti-Vietnam War protests. A ‘new left’ had emerged, iconoclastic and just as opposed to capitalism as to Stalinism: ‘Neither Washington nor Moscow’ – our slogan was for a ‘bottom up’ socialism rather than a ‘top down’ one, popular participation not state bureaucracy, workers’ control not nationalisation: these were the watchwords, and the more radical Young Liberals like me called ourselves ‘libertarian socialists’. We were immersed in an exciting ferment of new and radical ideas shaped by the passionate debate in teach-ins, conferences, demonstrations and sit-ins.


But, by the ‘sex, drugs, rock and roll’ folklore of the late 1960s, I must have cut a rather boring figure. Girls interested me, but short-term relationships didn’t. I was deeply anti-drugs and never touched the stuff; in total frustration, a fellow Young Liberal once tried to stuff a cannabis spliff into my mouth. I wasn’t interested in drink and barely followed the pop charts, in stark contrast to Tom, who got caught up in the bohemian youth culture of the late-1960s.


Instead, an increasingly busy political activism dominated my life. However, I had been instilled with a hard-work ethic, both by my parents and at school, and so managed to get three good ‘A’ levels and to be accepted for a year’s engineering student apprenticeship that preceded a mechanical engineering degree course at London University’s prestigious Imperial College, starting in October 1969. This after turning down an opportunity to apply for Oxford, having frustratingly travelled up and searched for what I had been told was ‘Maudlin’ College; how could that pronunciation possibly apply to the actual ‘Magdalen’ College? I did not take to the upper-class snobbery of Oxford – though, in later years became a regular speaker at student meetings there.


As apartheid moved up the political agenda, a number of leading Young Liberals early in 1968 formed a ‘Southern Africa Commission’ (SAC). This brought together members with an interest in the area and, although I had only joined the YLs in Putney a few months before, I quickly came into contact with national YL leaders. As the only ex-South African involved, I found myself propelled into modest prominence which was to bring me into close touch with leaders of the wider Anti-Apartheid Movement and, in October, I was encouraged to stand and was elected to its National Executive Committee.


One of my first activities with SAC was setting up a ‘Medical Aid for Southern Africa’ appeal in 1968 to assist the ANC and other liberation movements. Many people sympathetic to, or actually involved in, anti-apartheid movements would not associate themselves with guerrilla activity, but would back medical aid. I visited the ANC’s London office and held discussions with, amongst others, Thabo Mbeki, recently a student at the University of Sussex and thirty-one years later the President of his country. With the help of my mother, we typed up and printed on a second-hand Gestetner duplicating machine (similar to her old one in Pretoria) copies of a pamphlet supporting the medical aid appeal, my father doing the artwork for the cover.


I hitch-hiked with the Putney YL secretary Miranda 250 miles up to my first national Young Liberal conference in Scarborough in April 1968. We booked into cheap rooms and I later wondered wistfully about pretending not to notice her romantic overtures. Instead I immersed myself in the conference excitement, meeting the leadership stars and soaking up the politics. We seemed part of a big change. I was called to the rostrum to make a brief speech in favour of a resolution supporting the ANC’s liberation struggle. But, despite the radicalism of the YLs, it was narrowly defeated, after strong appeals by pacifists.


I was by instinct and conviction resolutely opposed to violence. For me violence was no academic matter: I had seen too much of it in South Africa. But the predicament of those resisting apartheid convinced me that the ANC was justified in adopting guerrilla tactics. With all democratic and legal channels blocked, I was persuaded by those like Nelson Mandela who had argued there was no alternative, and started advocating the cause of the ANC and its sister liberation groups fighting racist regimes in southern Africa.


However, my support for the ANC’s guerrilla struggle was never to be confused with support for ‘terrorism’. The vital distinction is that the violence of guerrilla movements is directed against the oppressive apartheid state whereas the violence of terrorists such as Al Qaeda is directed indiscriminately against innocent bystanders. Although the distinction did sometimes become blurred, as on the few occasions when sabotage carried out by the ANC unintentionally caught bystanders, I believed that it nevertheless remained valid and important – and a foundation for building political solidarity.


A violent strategy by resistance movements can only be justified when, as was the case with European countries invaded by Hitler during the Second World War, or with a contemporary tyranny like apartheid, all other means have been exhausted with no viable alternative. To deny people the right to resist such tyrannies violently is to deny them their humanity and to acquiesce in their oppression. When the crunch comes, all the pacifist can do is to bear moral witness, dying bravely as the guns fire, the bombs go off or the tanks roll in. 
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I had always been very keen on sport and even much later when a Cabinet Minister still often turned to the sports pages of a newspaper first. So I instinctively saw the importance of anti-apartheid work in sport, which might otherwise have appeared an unusual choice for political protest, at best peripheral, at worst eccentric. I understood the white South African psyche: they were sports mad, Afrikaners especially fanatical about rugby. Whether it was participation in the Olympics or a cricket tour, international sport gripped the white nation as nothing else – and, importantly, granted them the international respectability and legitimacy they increasingly craved as the evil reality of apartheid began to be exposed by horrors such as the Sharpeville massacre. Moreover it was easier to achieve success through practical protest against sports links than it was to take on the might of either international capital or military alliances and secure trade or arms boycotts. Victories in sport were crucial during a period when internal resistance was being smashed and it was extremely hard to come by external successes. Soon we began achieving these.


That this was an issue absolutely central to the ideology of white domination was demonstrated with devastating clarity in the ruling National Party daily newspaper, Die Transvaler, on 7 September 1965. Arguing that ‘the white race had hitherto maintained itself in the southern part of Africa’ because ‘there has been no miscegenation’, its editorial continued:




The absence of miscegenation was because there was no social mixing between White and non-White … If they mix on the sports field then the road to other forms of social mixing is wide open … With an eye to upholding the white race and its civilisation, not one single compromise can be entered into – not even when it comes to a visiting rugby team.





Countless statements could be quoted by top rugby, cricket, sports or government figures justifying racism in sport on the most spurious and blatant basis. Some resorted to extraordinary sophistry, almost word for word those which Hitler and his fellow Nazis used to exclude Jews from pre-World War Two German teams. Others resorted to plain fantasy. Attempting to justify the omission of blacks, a white swimming official said in 1968: ‘Some sports the African is not suited for. In swimming the water closes their pores and they cannot get rid of carbon dioxide, so they tire quickly.’


In 1965 the Anti-Apartheid Movement had organised low-key placard-carrying pickets outside each ground on the South African cricket tour to Britain. But the whole question was suddenly elevated in 1968 over whether the coloured South African Basil D’Oliveira, by then a top and regular English Test player, should be selected for the English cricket tour to South Africa that year.


Following weeks of seedy manoeuvring and high drama, D’Oliveira was first offered £40,000 to declare himself unavailable by a South African-based representative of the cigarette company Rothmans. Then, to everyone’s astonishment, he was omitted from the touring party. The distinguished cricket journalist John Arlott wrote: ‘No one of open mind will believe that he was left out for valid cricketing reasons.’ And, it transpired decades later, Doug Insole, the chairman of the selectors, had been in touch with the South Africans beforehand to be told D’Oliveira would not be welcome.


However, after weeks of raging controversy, D’Oliveira was finally included when the Warwickshire all-rounder Tom Cartwright withdrew with a shoulder injury.* Then came a dramatic new twist. Pretoria refused to accept D’Oliveira’s selection. ‘It’s not the England team. It’s the team of the anti-apartheid movement,’ the South African Prime Minister Vorster preposterously blustered, and the tour was then cancelled, provoking universal outrage in Britain.


Yet, even after this unprecedented veto of their tour by the apartheid government, the English cricket authorities brazenly announced in January 1969 that they would proceed with the scheduled 1970 cricket tour to Britain by a white South African team. Anticipating this decision, I had drafted a motion which SAC approved in January 1969 pledging ‘ourselves to take direct action to prevent scheduled matches from taking place unless the 1970 tour is cancelled’. The motion got a small mention in The Times and it was sent to the cricket authorities. (I had not tried to get it through the AAM National Committee as it was cautious and conservative on the question of direct action, in retrospect understandably so since this might have jeopardised its broader following – though I found it frustrating at the time.)


The previous year I had been introduced to those in exile in London running the South African Non-Racial Olympic Committee (SAN-ROC) in which our late friend John Harris had been involved (his passport had been withdrawn as he tried to board a plane to argue internationally for Olympics expulsion). SAN-ROC had been successful in getting white South Africa suspended from the Olympics for the first time in 1964, and in May 1969 it held a public meeting in London where I raised from the floor the question of direct action to stop the tour. The former Robben Island prisoner Dennis Brutus was in the chair and very supportive, as was his colleague Chris de Broglio. Sports apartheid protests in Britain up until that time had been symbolic: holding up banners outside sports grounds. These had been impressive and vital stages in the process of mobilising awareness. Indeed they still had an important role to play. But the new dimension which I was the first to advocate was direct action: physically disrupting the very events themselves and thereby posing both a threat and a challenge which could not be ignored by the sports elites who had been impervious to moral appeals and symbolic protests.


It was the product of that unique late-1960s era in which I had been caught up. I was inspired to adopt tactics of non-violent direct action to confront sports apartheid from student sit-ins like that at Hornsey College of Art in 1968, worker occupations, and squats in empty houses. It was not enough simply to bear witness, I felt.


A new more militant movement gathered momentum alongside the AAM which maintained the discreet, sometimes uneasy, distance which I respected as necessary to its more conventional role. A private tour by an all-white South African club side sponsored by a wealthy businessman, Wilf Isaacs, experienced the first-ever taste of direct action against cricket anywhere. At the opening match in the Essex town of Basildon in July 1969, I led a group of Young Liberals onto the pitch. I had contacted a dozen or so beforehand and planned our intervention, gathering as spectators at the small club ground, having tipped off journalists. Play was interrupted for over ten minutes until police dragged us, limp, off the field, with photographs and stories in the media gaining attention for this novel tactic. Subsequent tour matches in Oxford and at the Oval, south London, saw even greater and more successful disruptions, organised by local anti-apartheid groups.


Also that July, on the opening day of a Davis Cup tennis match in Bristol between white South Africa and Britain, I travelled down with two Putney Young Liberals, Helen Tovey and Maree Pocklington, young women like me in their late teens. We planned our protest on the drive down, not knowing quite what to expect, tense and worried as we arrived and purchased tickets. Taking our seats separately we waited until I signalled and then ran onto the court, on this occasion disrupting play for the first time in an international event in front of live television coverage, causing consternation which was widely reported in the media. We were carried off and taken to the local police station before being released after perfunctory questioning. It was my first taste of a police cell – ironically, my parents later remarked, a British rather than a South African one. Later in the three-day tournament, play was further disrupted by an invasion and flour bombs were thrown onto the court in protests organised by the Bristol Anti-Apartheid group.


Because sport was being targeted by direct action, the protests were highly newsworthy with, as I had anticipated, publicity for each encouraging others. A crucial feature was that these events were taking place across the country and action could be initiated locally, which meant the emerging movement was characterised by considerable local autonomy and spontaneity. A network soon fell into place and, with active encouragement by Dennis Brutus and Chris de Broglio of SAN-ROC, we decided to launch the Stop The Seventy Tour Committee (STST) at a press conference in September 1969. It had broad support, from the AAM and the United Nations Youth, to the National Union of Students, Christian groups, and young communists, Trotskyites and Liberals. A Reading University student, Hugh Geach, was secretary and, aged nineteen, I was pressed by Dennis Brutus, Chris de Broglio and others into a leadership role, and found myself acting as press officer and convenor of the committee (later encouraged to assume the chair). It was daunting because I had anticipated being more of a foot soldier supporting more experienced and illustrious figures to lead the campaign.


I gave a pledge at the press conference that there would be ‘mass demonstrations and disruptions throughout the 1970 cricket tour’ – more out of hope and a determination to lead from the front, because there was no national organisation as such in place; I was confident it would emerge, just as the local activity had begun to gather pace in the previous few months. Indeed the public threat was deliberately pitched to be newsworthy and therefore to capture the sense of interest needed to galvanise a big movement. I also promised demonstrations against the Springbok rugby tour which, we had realised rather belatedly, was due to start in six weeks’ time. The aim was to use it as a dummy run to build a campaign capable of stopping the following summer’s cricket tour. Looking back, I recall a fearless innocence, part exhilarating and part just getting on with what I felt had to be done: I was determined to win a decisive battle against the evil of apartheid and more convinced perhaps than anybody else we could achieve that through non-violent direct action.


That September, I spoke for the first time at the Liberal Party’s annual conference in Brighton, urging support for direct action. I wasn’t a natural or experienced orator and it was a little nerve-racking. My photograph appeared in national newspapers and I was invited by the then producer of the Thames TV evening news show, Frank Keating, to go back up to London and do my first television interview; he subsequently became a noted sports journalist. None of this fazed me: I just took one step at a time, unsure whether I could manage the next one, but then finding indeed that I could – and quite successfully. It did not change me much as a person, still quite shy and modest, living at the family home, though gaining experience with a growing public profile. My South African roots and still-strong accent enabled me to speak authoritatively in the anti-apartheid cause.


Through all this I had been spending a year as a student engineering apprentice where I learnt at first hand practical mechanical engineering at the west London company CAV, a subsidiary of Lucas Industries, and was ready to begin my university course. But, since my involvement first surfaced in the media in the summer, the South African press had begun to take an increasing interest, and I formed good relationships with several London-based journalists. Their regular reports rapidly elevated me to the status of a ‘hate’ figure in my old home: called ‘Public Enemy Number One’. The fact that ‘one of their own’ had turned against them provoked stories about me ‘taking revenge’ for the treatment of my parents. Back in South Africa a young Pretoria ‘insider’ was being transformed into an ogre ‘outsider’.


The STST campaign had hardly been publicly launched than I received a welcome indication of its potential impact in the form of a registered letter date marked Pretoria October 1969 from the South African Minister for the Interior. It informed me that my right as a British citizen to enter the country without an ‘alien’s temporary permit’ or visa had been withdrawn. (In fact I had no intention of returning nor had I indicated any desire to do so.) Around the same time, my old Pretoria Boys High School head, Desmond Abernethy, arrived in London and sought me out, courteously pressing me to stop my activities. While I was at school he had been quietly, albeit distantly, sympathetic as my parents’ notoriety grew. It was a strange encounter, because I had been used to obeying his dictates; head teachers in those days were both revered and feared. But now he found himself unable to persuade his formerly well-behaved pupil, as I politely declined his request. The sense that he was doing his duty was confirmed by a newspaper story reporting his mission back in South Africa.


On the back of growing excitement and publicity, the campaign simply took off. Our modest family flat in Gwendolen Avenue, Putney, became the headquarters address and ‘office’. There was no administration as such. Volunteers turned up to help and Mom quickly assumed the crucial role of unofficial dogsbody, fielding phone calls, coordinating information and helping with correspondence – well versed from her Pretoria days in running an organisation. Dad came home from work to write leaflets and background briefs. Suddenly, in a reversal of roles from our life in South Africa, I had become the front person; but I could not have done this without their constant support in the background.


My public threats of direct action against the rugby tour and confident predictions we could stop the cricket tour generated widespread publicity. I found myself being regularly interviewed on television and radio, using the guidance and experience I had gained through the Young Liberals to deal with the press on a daily basis. This coincided with the start of my mechanical engineering course at Imperial College, to which I cycled daily. Decades before the era of mobile phones, I used to spend lunch breaks with homemade sandwiches in a phone box talking to journalists and local organisers through messages relayed from my mother at home where the phone rang incessantly. Aged nineteen going on twenty, life was both everyday student wrestling, increasingly despondently, with thermo-dynamics, and exhilarated national protest leader.
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Meanwhile a mass movement was snowballing, locally based, largely spontaneous, and usually focused around student unions, though involving trade unions, local branches of the Anti-Apartheid Movement, socialists, radicals, liberals, independents, trade unionists and the churches.* It was predominantly, though by no means exclusively, young and soon took the Springbok rugby tour by storm.


The opening match, against Oxford University in October 1969, was switched after strong opposition from both the college authorities and students who sprayed weed killer on the ground and threatened to wreck the match. The new venue was kept secret to avoid demonstrations but Bob Trevor, a friendly Welsh sports journalist (and Labour Party member) with the London Evening News, had promised to phone us immediately the press were informed. At 9.30 the night before, our phone rang and his familiar voice said: ‘Twickenham, 3 p.m’ I immediately relayed the news to the Oxford Committee Against Apartheid and around the country where coaches of demonstrators waited: over 1,000 rushed to the ground and we all purchased tickets, grouping together in the main stand. The match took place under siege, with pitch invasions and constant hostile chanting. Midway through I spotted an opening in the police cordon and tried to jump over the spectator fence, but was immediately grabbed, carted out and dumped on the pavement. Sensationally, the mighty Springboks lost, clearly unnerved by the atmosphere.


The tour organisers could not have played more into our hands. Switching the first fixture from Oxford at the last minute attracted front page lead stories on the morning of the match and set the scene for the remaining games of the 25-match tour. Local organisers suddenly realised they were part of a mass national movement and each of the matches saw demonstrations of varying sizes. Several of the biggest set piece confrontations were at the home of the English Rugby Union, Twickenham. As it lay within easy reach of central London, we were able to get 2,000 inside for the first scheduled match in late November – some ‘disguised’ by cutting their hair or wearing Springbok rosettes – and a similar number outside. I was one of over a hundred demonstrators who managed to climb over the fence surrounding the pitch and outwit the police. Play was stopped for over ten minutes until we were carried off and summarily ejected from the stadium.
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