

[image: ]











 


‘A story of sheer political grit, courage and conviction, proving that even in the darkest hour there remain people loyal to their principles.’


South African Deputy President Kgalema Motlanthe


 


‘The new insights that Robin Renwick brings to the extraordinary life and achievements of the late Helen Suzman will help to ensure that this exceptional South African and universally acknowledged human rights campaigner is accorded her rightful place in history.’


John Battersby, former editor of the Sunday Independent


 


‘An admirable and affectionate portrait of a remarkable woman.’


David Welsh, author of The Rise and Fall of Apartheid


 


‘A remarkable biography about a memorable woman. As British ambassador to South Africa, Lord Robin Renwick established a lasting friendship with Helen Suzman. Hence the excellence of this biography: the clarity of language, grasp and depth of issues, the human touch that pervades every chapter, and the deceptively easy readability. Coming at a time when liberalism has again come to the forefront of the national debate, it could not have appeared at a better moment.’


Stanley Uys, veteran South African journalist and political commentator


 


‘Helen Suzman was sharp, incisive, principled and loads of fun. So’s this biography by Robin Renwick.’


John Carlin, journalist and author of Invictus
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Introduction







Like everybody else, I long to be loved. But I am not prepared to make any concessions whatsoever


Helen Suzman





Ever since I started taking an interest in South African affairs – an interest that began when I was an undergraduate at Cambridge, where earnest progressives sought to establish their anti-apartheid credentials by declining to drink South African sherry – the activities of Helen Suzman always seemed to me to offer the clearest beacon of hope that some kind of sanity might in the end prevail.


When, nearly 30 years later, I arrived in South Africa as a fledgling British ambassador, I still had never met this woman I so much admired. I did so with some trepidation. In the course of her political career Mrs Suzman had seen a great many high commissioners, and then ambassadors, come and go, some I am sure more memorable than others. Yet I was greeted with all the friendliness and helpfulness that had been shown to every one of my predecessors and the innumerable other well-intentioned foreigners who regarded Helen Suzman as their most reliable guide to the political labyrinth of apartheid.


I was delighted to find that, in addition to being the most determined and effective opponent of injustice, Helen Suzman also was the most entertaining company it was possible to find in South Africa, or anywhere else for that matter. However difficult the circumstances, lunch with her was sure to end in gales of laughter, and I will never again be able to watch anyone pouring soda into a glass of whisky without hearing Helen say: ‘Don’t drown it!’


Never lacking in resourcefulness, on one well-remembered occasion, trying to avoid violence at a demonstration in Cape Town, she was confronted by a snarling Alsatian police dog straining on its leash to get at her. A dog-lover herself, she ordered the animal to sit, which it proceeded meekly to do, convulsing even the police with laughter at their own expense.


In the course of weekend fishing trips with her in the eastern Transvaal I discovered that, as in her dealings with her political opponents, she did not believe in taking any prisoners. Every trout she caught was dispatched to the smokery and served up for future dinners, while I was painstakingly returning mine to the river from which they came.


Behind the clear blue eyes, sparkling with intelligence, lay a biting wit, steely resolve and utter determination never to let up in her attacks on the system she abhorred until she saw it crumbling around her. Over four decades, she campaigned relentlessly against every manifestation of apartheid – against grand apartheid and petty apartheid, forced removals and the homelands policy, detention without trial and all abuses of authority on behalf of the victims and countless millions disenfranchised by the system.


This book recalls the determination, indeed ferocity, with which she opposed every one of the apartheid laws and the spate of security legislation introduced by the Verwoerd and Vorster governments. In the elections of October 1961, Mrs Suzman was the only representative of the Progressive Party to be elected. Thereafter, she had to carry on a lone battle in parliament for the next 13 years. The greatest burden, she once said, was ‘the fear that I won’t come up to expectations. So many people depend on my acquitting myself well.’1


She had to face the hostility not only of the government but also of her own former party, one of whose spokesmen accused Helen Suzman of ‘having nothing but a lot of principles she waffles about’. The first part of the accusation undoubtedly was true, but, as the reader of these pages will discover, Helen Suzman was never known to waffle.


In 1969, in response to fresh security legislation enacted by the government, she declared: ‘There is another interpretation to violence, apart from the violence against the state … violence can also mean the unfettered use of power by the state against a citizen, so as to deprive him of his normal civil rights. In this sense we have seen a great deal of violence in South Africa. Mass removals of African people from their homes is a violence … Banning, house arrests, detention without trial, banishment are all a violence.’2


In every succeeding year, she continued to campaign grimly on behalf of the detainees, asking what the government proposed to do with these people who had not been tried for any crime. Did it intend to keep them locked up for life? They were certainly not going to alter their political views as a result of being detained.


There was no principle that mattered more to her than the rule of law: ‘I believe that when liberal values and the rule of law are abandoned, the slide away from simple justice and fair play towards despotism and dirty tricks is a swift slide indeed.’3


Her career in politics was marked by a degree of intellectual rigour and honesty rare among political figures. To some people’s dismay, she insisted on acknowledging positive change when it did, eventually, take place – generally in the form of the government recognising belatedly the force of arguments she had deployed over the past 20 years. The scrapping of the pass laws, the repeal of the prohibition of mixed marriages, the legalisation of black trade unions and the ending of job reservation – she recognised all these as real reforms. But in 1983 she showed herself as implacably determined as ever in opposing the tricameral constitution, under which separate legislatures were created for the Indian and coloured communities to deal with their ‘own affairs’.


Helen Suzman, once again, was swimming against the tide. The new constitution was approved by a large majority in the referendum of white voters. The black majority were not consulted and their exclusion led to the wave of violence in the townships from 1984 to 1986, which, in turn, triggered the states of emergency and the intensification of sanctions against South Africa.


Helen Suzman cared passionately about South Africa’s international position and reputation, reflecting her profound conviction that self-inflicted isolation could lead only to political and economic disaster. She constantly was accused of being ‘unpatriotic’, though no one who knew her could think of any more ludicrous charge. Accused of asking questions to embarrass South Africa abroad, she declared: ‘It is not my questions that embarrass South Africa: it is your answers!’4


She described her principal opponents in parliament – Verwoerd, John Vorster and PW Botha – as being ‘as nasty a trio as you could encounter in your worst nightmares’. On being told by Verwoerd that he had written her off, her response was: ‘And the whole world has written you off.’ When PW Botha observed in parliament that she did not like him, she responded: ‘Like you? I cannot stand you!’5 On another occasion she purred: ‘I do not know why we equate – and with the examples before us – a white skin with civilisation!’6


When we reread these exchanges, it is easy to forget just how formidable, ruthless and forbidding these people were. Her speeches in parliament were subject to constant heckling, much of it not recorded in Hansard, leading to such exchanges as: ‘On a point of order, may an Hon. Member call me a Communist?’ Mr PJ Coetzee: ‘I said she was almost a Communist.’ Rounding on one of her constant interrupters, she said: ‘The Hon. Member has not moved out of Rustenburg to the best of my knowledge, but of course he is an expert on the world scene. Let him stand up and make a speech instead of muttering at my back. It will be a welcome change.’7


This is the story not just of one remarkable woman, but of a whole legion of people who, often from very different perspectives, were engaged in the struggle against apartheid but who, in many cases, owed a great deal to her efforts to help them. John Vorster accused Helen Suzman of permitting herself to be used. This was an allegation she never really sought to deny because she was indeed ready to defend the rights and liberties of people, some of whom would not have been prepared to accord her any rights or liberties at all. As the champion of all those who were detained or imprisoned for their political views, she made representations on behalf of virtually the entire leadership of the South African Communist Party (SACP), as well as of the African National Congress (ANC) and the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), seeking not only to get them released but also to have their prison conditions improved, to have their relatives enabled to visit them and a chance for them to pursue their studies by correspondence, especially through the University of South Africa (Unisa). The countless tributes to her in the archive bear witness to the practical improvements she achieved for prisoners and detainees, as well as to her untiring efforts to accelerate their release.


It is not possible in politics to succeed without a certain amount of steel in one’s character. Helen Suzman devoted her political career to the pursuit of high principles. But, as the lone progressive voice in the parliaments of Verwoerd and Vorster, she most certainly would not have succeeded in making herself heard without a quite formidable display of fighting qualities. She was not prepared to be silenced or bullied or intimidated, nor was she ever prepared to suffer fools gladly. Indeed she showed a total incapacity to suffer fools at all. In the words of her close friend and cousin, Irene Menell: ‘Those who know her will confirm that personal tolerance is not one of her strongest characteristics and yet she has never failed to defend the rights of those with whom she disagrees.’8


Why was she so effective in fighting for the causes in which she believed? She never believed that, to influence the authorities, it was sufficient to issue a statement deploring or condemning what they were doing. When, on my own arrival in South Africa, I went to remonstrate with a South African minister about the tribulations of the Magopa people, victims of forced removal, he said: ‘Oh no! I have just had the most dreadful hour with Mrs Suzman about the Magopa people – and now there is you!’ In the end something – though not enough – was done for the Magopas.9 But Helen Suzman always tried to tackle those responsible directly, to try to make them think again and correct the damage they had done. When that tactic failed, as it often did, she would appeal to the South African and world press.


But, temperamentally, she did not believe in posturing; she believed in trying to get results. When the authorities threatened, in response to the rent boycott, to cut off power to large areas of Soweto in midwinter, it was Helen Suzman who persuaded the Administrator of the Transvaal of the folly of such a course.


Helen Suzman remarked that one of the greatest ironies for her, towards the end of her 36 years in the South African parliament, was to sit in the House of Assembly listening to speeches by National Party ministers, addressed to their right-wing opponents, that might have been made by her 20 years before. On the 40th anniversary of National Party rule, she suggested that there wasn’t much to celebrate: the best she could find to say was that, over the past ten years, the government had replaced some of the laws it should never have put on the statute book in the first place. For, under the pressure of the economic laws and moral compulsions to which she constantly drew attention, and in response to her own relentless logic, the government had come to acknowledge that most – though in their minds not yet all – features of the apartheid system simply would not work.


Unlike those who appeared to be waiting for the attainment of the millennium, Helen Suzman knew, and constantly said, that the problems for the black majority would not end when they took their rightful place in government. For that reason, and because of her wider experience of the rest of the world, she was deeply concerned about the conditions, and particularly the economic conditions, under which ‘liberation’ eventually would be achieved. It was not going to be of enormous help to the people of South Africa for a white ruling class to be replaced by a black ruling class in circumstances in which the population increase and economic decline meant that no government could hope to preside over anything other than steadily worsening circumstances for the population at large. ‘Liberation’ in many African countries had turned out to be a bitter experience once majority rule had been achieved.


As a result, Helen Suzman never was prepared to support the campaigns for general sanctions and disinvestment. She noted that, particularly in the United States, disinvestment had become the popular solution. She could understand the appeal of such a course as a moral stand based on the idea of disassociation from the abhorrent system of apartheid and of keeping one’s hands clean. But, in her view, the effect of disinvestment was symbolic, and it removed what influence US business had on the course of events. She refused to support measures like the proposed ban on South Africa’s agricultural exports, which would have cost tens of thousands of black and coloured workers their jobs, in the absence of any alternative employment or any social safety net.


She was no more prepared to bow to the prevailing wind on these subjects than she was to make any concessions whatever over human rights. Because she believed that, far from encouraging further reform, the worst features of the system would be accentuated if the country were pushed into a state of siege, she constantly fought against South Africa’s isolation.


The academic and cultural boycotts she regarded as particularly self-defeating, as they penalised the liberal English-speaking universities: ‘Those who believe in the cultural boycott,’ she said, ‘think they are on the side of the angels. In fact they are on the side of the idiots.’ She was delighted in 1988 that her niece, the actress Janet Suzman, ignored the boycott, directing a white actress as Desdemona opposite a black South African Othello, John Kani, at the Market Theatre in Johannesburg, causing a small sensation given that, until two years before, sex across the colour line had been banned in South Africa.


Her stand on these issues brought her criticism from others engaged in the struggle against apartheid, but she was no more prepared to accept intolerance or attempts to censor her views and make her toe the party line from the left than she was from the right.


Her independence of spirit was, in my view, the most important of all the examples Helen Suzman has set us. She was conscious that there were two kinds of critics of censorship: those who genuinely believed that the press must be free and remain so, and those who objected to censorship by the regime, while looking forward to the day when they might exercise it themselves.


She continued her fight to try to ensure that the struggle against apartheid ended in success – but in circumstances that offered some hope that the values for which she had fought so valiantly would be observed better in the future than they had been in the past. In that respect she was indeed a ‘hard’ rather than a ‘soft’ liberal, because what she believed in was not a tactical progressive stance but the defence of liberalism itself, which had to be protected against all comers.


In one of her last speeches in the South African parliament, in May 1989, she declared: 




I have to admit, without actually saying ‘I told you so’, that it has been a source of considerable satisfaction to me … to have been present in Parliament when many of the laws which I opposed when they were introduced have since been repealed, years later in most cases …10





Her final intervention in parliament took the form, characteristically, of an attempt to censure a judge for the derisory sentence imposed on two white farmers who beat to death a black man who had caused the death of one of their dogs.


What, then, did Helen Suzman’s influence mean? Internally, it helped to move even her political opponents towards a realisation that the policies to which they were committed were unworkable and would have to be abandoned. For her arguments, always marshalled with great skill and expressed in her own characteristically vivid fashion, were in the end unanswerable.


Externally, she had a fundamental effect on the way in which people in Britain and in other Western countries viewed South Africa. The example she set, and the campaign she waged, served to keep the flag of decency flying and, in doing so, to demonstrate to millions of black South Africans that she and many other white South Africans were prepared to fight against the injustices they were suffering and were genuinely committed to a future non-racial society in which all South Africans must have equal rights. And on the extent to which the values she defended while the majority were oppressed are defended also when they are in power will depend the chances for a successful post-apartheid society in South Africa.


The last word on this subject should rest with Helen herself: ‘Like everybody else, I long to be loved. But I am not prepared to make any concessions whatsoever.’ 
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Chapter I







And when he was dead, did you still think he was shamming?





On 25 September 1977 a large, angry and hostile crowd of black South Africans gathered on the outskirts of King William’s Town in the east of the Cape Province for the funeral of Steve Biko.


Biko had been an organiser for the all-black South African Students’ Organisation (SASO). He became the leading spokesman of the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM), according to which black people had first to get rid of the mental servitude that had developed among them. They must look to themselves for their own salvation. This was a more radical doctrine than that of the ANC, and, with the charismatic young Steve Biko at its head, the movement rapidly developed a large following among the region’s desperately poor townships.


Biko’s close friend Donald Woods, the leading newspaper editor in the region, had contacted Helen Suzman to arrange for Steve Biko to meet her during a visit he was planning to make to Cape Town. En route to Cape Town by car, Biko and a coloured friend, Peter Jones, were stopped and detained by the police. On 6 September he was taken by the security police to Port Elizabeth, where he was interrogated for 48 hours. He then was transferred to Pretoria Central prison, over 1,100km away, in the back of a Land Rover. He died in the prison hospital on 12 September, aged 30. Dr Jonathan Gluckman, called in by Biko’s family to conduct a postmortem, telephoned Helen Suzman. ‘Helen, they murdered him,’ he said.


At the subsequent inquest, much of which she attended, the great advocate Sydney Kentridge cross-examined one of the security policemen who had been a member of the interrogation team. Kentridge asked whether he had thought Biko was shamming injuries during his brutal interrogation. ‘Yes, your worship,’ was the reply. Kentridge asked the security policeman whether he thought Biko still was shamming when he found him sitting fully clothed in a bathtub full of water. ‘Yes,’ he replied. When Kentridge asked, once Biko was dead, did he still think he was shamming, ‘Yes, your worship,’ was the reply.


The inquest came after the funeral. But none of the tens of thousands of mainly young, male, black South Africans attending that event had any doubt what had happened to Steve Biko. Helen Suzman attended the funeral with two of her Progressive Party colleagues, Alex Boraine and Zach de Beer. The field was sodden. As they tried to make their way toward the podium through the huge crowd, their passage was barred by a group of young men, one of whom told them in a very hostile manner: ‘We don’t want you whites here.’ Helen said that they had come to pay their respects to Steve Biko, but was told that she should go and talk to Vorster and Jimmy Kruger (the Minister of Justice, who infamously stated that Biko’s death ‘left him cold’).


As the crowd hemmed them in, she became angry. ‘I’m Helen Suzman,’ she said, ‘and I’ve come to pay my respects to Steve Biko.’


‘Who did you say you are?’ was the response.


‘I’m Helen Suzman.’


‘You prove that.’


With difficulty, she managed to open her handbag and extract a credit card. At this she was told, ‘Mrs Suzman, I beg your pardon. You may certainly go through.’ The crowd parted, causing Zach de Beer to say: ‘Now I have seen everything!’


They reached the podium, which promptly collapsed. But they then witnessed an immensely impressive ceremony, with 20,000 black South Africans ‘singing their heads off’ in a spectacular display of sorrow and resistance.1




* * *





To Helen Suzman’s fury, the magistrate presiding at the inquest, MJ Prins, refused to attribute any blame to the security police for Biko’s death, though the evidence clearly showed that he had been struck on the head, causing extensive brain damage. In parliament she laid the responsibility squarely at the feet of Minister Kruger, saying of Steve Biko that he had been kept without clothing for days on end, in handcuffs and leg irons and, when already gravely ill, was transported unconscious in the back of a Land Rover for over 1,000 kilometres to Pretoria. The officer in charge, Colonel Piet Goosen, had told the inquest that the security police did not operate under any statutes. They were a law unto themselves.


As for Kruger, he first stated that Biko had died of a hunger strike and that it was a man’s democratic right to starve himself to death. He then had changed his story to say that ‘heads may roll’, but none did. He was told by Mrs Suzman in full parliament that he would carry to his grave the infamy of his statement that Biko’s death ‘leaves me cold’.


Donald Woods was subjected to a banning order, rendering it impossible for him to publish his impassioned articles about the circumstances of his friend’s death. He and his family left South Africa in a dramatic escape, later chronicled, with the story of Steve Biko, in Richard Attenborough’s 1987 film, Cry Freedom.


Characteristically, Helen Suzman did not forget about Peter Jones, who had been arrested with Biko. In a bravura performance in parliament, she ended her speech about Steve Biko to dramatic effect by asking what had happened to Peter Jones. Where is Peter Jones? Why is he not being charged? And how  is Peter Jones?2 Her efforts succeeded, as Peter Jones was released, whereupon she helped to find him a job.


She considered that the two doctors who had visited Steve Biko in detention and failed to help him deserved ‘especially dishonourable mention’, supporting friends in the medical profession who succeeded, through a court case, in getting one of them, Dr Benjamin Tucker, struck off the medical register for six years.3


She also had befriended and exerted herself to help protect Biko’s partner and mother of his child, Dr Mamphela Ramphele, at the time one of the few black woman doctors in South Africa. Dr Ramphele subsequently was banned and restricted to Tzaneen in the far north of the country, as far away as possible from King William’s Town. Fifteen years later, after visiting the desperately impoverished township of Lenyenye near Tzaneen, Helen Suzman wrote in the Johannesburg Sunday Times that the only bright spot there was Dr Ramphele, who was running a medical and community service for the district on a shoestring. Despite the circumstances, Suzman found her radiating energy and good humour.4


Mamphela Ramphele was to serve with distinction in the new South Africa as vice-chancellor of the University of Cape Town and with the World Bank, before giving up her position as chairperson of Gold Fields to become a forceful critic of the ruling ANC, founding her own opposition party, Agang SA. 
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