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			Preface

			Then out spake brave Horatius, 

			The Captain of the Gate;

			‘To every man upon this earth

			Death cometh soon or late.

			And how can man die better 

			Than facing fearful odds,

			For the ashes of his fathers, 

			And the temples of the Gods?’

			Thomas Babington Macaulay:

			Lays of Ancient Rome, Horatius

			As the sky began to lighten on a late summer’s morning in South Africa, Robert Mangaliso Sobukwe left his home in Soweto to walk to the nearest police station. He was going to demand that he be arrested.

			Six other men were with him. Three more joined them during their walk of 4.5 kilometres. All were blacks.* Each newcomer received a salute, right hand raised, the palm open, and a sonorous greeting ‘iAfrika’ – Zulu and Xhosa for ‘O Africa!’ Each responded with the same salute and the cry, ‘Izwe Lethu’ – ‘Our Country’.

			Workers on their way to trains and buses to get to jobs in the city of Johannesburg looked at them with curiosity; some greeted them, others hurried to be away from them.

			An hour later, by 7.30 a.m., Sobukwe and the small group were at the Orlando police station, a single-storeyed building, the walls and roof made of corrugated iron. They halted outside the high wire-mesh fence and waited for others to arrive. They were uncertain about how many might come. Eventually, about 200 men gathered there, with a cluster of women to wish them well.

			It was Monday, 21 March 1960. For Sobukwe, it was the day that South Africa was to be transformed by what he had termed ‘positive action’ against the pass laws.

			Until abolished in July 1986, these laws were the basic method used by white authority to control the country’s black majority. The laws determined where blacks could live and work, and even what work they could do. Every black adult, both men and women, had to carry an identity document — the ‘pass’. Officially, it was known as a reference book. Blacks, however, called it the dompas — Afrikaans for ‘stupid pass’.

			The pass had to be carried at all times, to be instantly produced when demanded by a policeman. Failure to have the pass available courted instant arrest, prosecution and a fine or jailing. Even more important, the pass contained details of a black person’s status: whether he was allowed to be in a particular area or city. A person found where his pass did not specify he was allowed to be was also subject to immediate arrest.

			In 1958, the number of convictions of blacks under the various control laws — considerably less than the number of arrests — was 396,836. This was an average of 1,087 on each day of the year, weekends included, in a total black population of less than eleven million. The pass laws were responsible for about one-third of the criminal convictions of black people.

			The pass laws were hated as the tangible evidence of black subjugation, and for their ravaging effects on the lives of millions upon millions of people.

			Sobukwe had called on blacks to end the pass laws by making the system inoperable through mass arrests, thus clogging the courts and the prisons by weight of numbers. On 21 March he was giving the lead and doing precisely what he had asked others to do: to leave their passes at home and to go to police stations to demand arrest. It was the first major public campaign of his organisation, the Pan-Africanist Congress, formed a bare eighteen months earlier in a breakaway from the old-established African National Congress.

			The 200 or so men who offered themselves for arrest at the Orlando police station represented not much more than a couple of days’ work for a Bantu Commissioner’s court where a magistrate usually disposed of a pass case in a few minutes. Taking the plea, hearing evidence and passing sentence was done in sausage-machine style.

			It was a deceptively small start to a day which was to transform South Africa.

			* Unfortunately, it is not yet possible to write about South Africa without constant references to racial groups. That is what apartheid has been about, and to avoid references would be both confusing and require a distortion of reality.

			There is no universal agreement about the terms to be used and usage in any event changes from time to time. The words I generally use are: Asians, blacks, coloureds and whites.

		

	
		
			1

			Robert Mangaliso Sobukwe was born in Graaff-Reinet, known as The Gem of the Karoo, in the south-east of South Africa. The Karoo is a vast semi-arid stretch in the centre of the country, but Graaff-Reinet, on its eastern edge, has the blessing of water from the Sundays River, so it is green and fertile. The town was founded in 1786, when the Cape was under the control of Holland, and was named after the governor of the time, Cornelius Jakob van de Graaff, and his wife, Reinet.

			The early history of the town was associated with dissent. At the turn of the eighteenth century, Dutch frontiersmen rebelled against the colonial government in Cape Town, a long 680 kilometres away, apparently because they wanted a more aggressive military policy against the indigenous Xhosa blacks. This led to a shortlived republic. But, with this in the past, the town settled into a rural tranquillity. As it grew it followed the normal South African pattern of a ‘white’ town with a separate ‘location’ a distance away for the ‘non-whites’, in this case a mixture of blacks and mixed-race coloureds. At the start of the 1920s, the official population count was 10,717: 5,139 whites, 3,677 coloureds, 1,883 blacks, and 18 Asians.

			Throughout, the town’s whites have been predominantly Afrikaners. They are fiercely and proudly so, judging from the view of a retired Security policeman: in March 1984, Lieutenant Hendrik Cornelius Jakobus Pitout, testifying in a civil action brought against him and others by a detainee alleging torture told the judge: ‘I come from Graaff-Reinet where even the dogs bark in Afrikaans.’

			The ‘white’ town lies in a hollow and has become renowned for its restoration and preservation of old buildings in the attractive Cape Dutch style. Prosperity once came from ostrich feathers but this has been replaced by income from the district’s sheep and fruit.

			Driving on the road that leads to Johannesburg the other half of Graaff-Reinet is just outside the town, on a hill on the right-hand side. An effort has been made to prettify it and, from the road, the pinks, blues and yellows of the small houses look charming. Close up, however, the location is as ramshackle, deprived and smelling of bucket latrines as other such places in South Africa, and it has no doubt always been so.

			Sobukwe was born in a house near the top of the hill on 5 December 1924. His birth was not registered with the authorities, a common omission among blacks until recent times. His father was Hubert Sobukwe, whose father in turn had come from what was then Basutoland, and is now Lesotho. The family left Basutoland sometime before the Anglo-Boer War of 1899-1902, the war between Britain and the Afrikaners of South Africa. But only after the war did they come south and settle in Graaff-Reinet. Sobukwe’s mother, Angelina, was a Pondo of the Xhosa tribe. She grew up in Graaff-Reinet, where she and Hubert met, married and spent their lives. They had seven children, six boys and a girl, but three of the boys died at early ages.

			Sobukwe was the youngest child. As was normal at the time, he was given an ‘English’ name, Robert, as well as a Xhosa name, Mangaliso — meaning ‘It is wonderful’. His brothers who survived were Ernest, born in 1914, and Charles, born in 1922; his sister was Eleanor.

			The brick building in which Sobukwe grew up at first had earth floors, but later wooden floors were laid. The windows were small but had glass panes. There was no electricity. A sewerage system was provided by an outhouse and a town-run bucket service. Water had to be brought from the open street furrows in the town about half a mile away; later, a tap was installed outside the house.

			In the custom of the time, few blacks bought what was called ‘European’ furniture. Instead, tables, chairs and cupboards were put together by ‘bush carpenters’. An old iron bed served for Hubert and Angelina while, for years, the children slept on the floor on mattresses of jute bags once used for packing wool.

			Hubert first worked for the local municipality, keeping open the furrows that supplied the town’s water. Then he worked in a store sorting wool and labelling the bags. He also had a part-time occupation and income as a woodcutter, buying wood at the market in the town, taking it home and chopping it up to sell as firewood in the location. The children helped take turns at getting up at about 3 a.m. to make coffee and to sort out the logs for Hubert to chop up when he returned at the end of the day from his job at the store. Angelina, as well as looking after the house, worked for a number of years as a cook at the town hospital and then did domestic work for a white family. Together they earned enough to make sure that the family did not go short of food. The children were given new clothes as Christmas gifts, to be used as Sunday best, and the previous Sunday best was brought into everyday school use.

			Thus far it is a picture of a hard and simple life which could be repeated ten thousandfold throughout South Africa. An extra ingredient, however, was the emphasis placed in the home on education. Angelina had never been to school and her thumbprint served as her signature. Hubert had completed seven years of schooling. He had wanted to continue, but his mother was dead and a sister who was bringing him up refused to send him to high school: she feared that, if he was educated, he would ignore her and the family. Hubert’s disappointment lived with him, and it drove him to encourage his children. According to his son Ernest he had made a vow: should God give him children, he would educate them all. He determinedly fulfilled that pledge.

			When Eleanor passed her eighth year of schooling she did not want to continue and went out to work. But Ernest completed his schooling, qualified as a teacher, went on to train as a minister, and eventually was ordained a bishop in the Anglican Church. Charles also qualified as a teacher. So too did Robert, who in due course went on to complete several university degrees.

			The initial stimulus came from books in the house. Angelina brought books given by the young son and daughter of the family for whom she worked, and Hubert brought books discarded by the town’s library. Hubert read the books and passed them on to his children.

			In addition to the stress on reading, there was a strong religious spirit in the Sobukwe house. The family was Methodist and Hubert was a highly respected member of the location’s congregation — so much so that, during his lifetime, the street in which he lived was named after him. It is still Sobukwe Street. Regular church attendance on Sunday was obligatory for the children. After the service, each child was required to repeat the text and outline the sermon. ‘If you didn’t know it, Daddy gave it to you,’ according to Ernest — meaning that there was an immediate infliction of Hubert’s sjambok (rawhide whip) on the backside – ‘He was a loving but stern father.’ Angelina, on the other hand, was a quieter person who merely scolded the children; only when they were older did she, if necessary, give them a clout.

			Formal schooling was provided by a Methodist mission in the location, at the foot of the hill on the main road — actually the church in which the Sunday services were conducted. The pews were used as desks. About 100 children, divided into four classes, were taught at the same time. Reflecting the location’s racial mix, the children were blacks and coloureds. The Methodist school went only as far as the sixth year of education. By then the odds were that many children would have dropped out because of the poverty of their parents. Those who were still persevering switched, for the next two years, to the Anglican school in the town where there were proper classrooms and desks. Sobukwe, aged 11, was clearly a suitable candidate for the Anglican school even though, as he said many years later, his standard of English was ‘not good’. Sobukwe and his brother Charles went into the same class and were the only ones to pass out of thirteen pupils.

			This was the limit of the education provided in Graaff-Reinet for blacks and coloureds. Any further schooling that was wanted had to be sought elsewhere. But the groundwork for a pattern of study had been laid: ‘Daddy’s law was that before you go and play outside, do your homework,’ according to Ernest. ‘The homework had to be done while there was sunlight. In the evening we could read using the light from paraffin lamps.’

			Then a serious setback occurred: there wasn’t enough money to enable Sobukwe and his brother to continue at school. Primary schooling was free, but fees were needed for the next stage of high school. So he and Charles remained at home for the next two years. Sobukwe repeated the Standard 6 level.

			During his teens he also had to undergo the rite of passage from boyhood into manhood. His father adhered to traditional beliefs in this respect. For the tribal initiation ceremonies, Sobukwe went with other youngsters into the bush for two to three weeks, smearing his body with ochre-coloured clay. He and his companions were kept in a hut isolated from others, and especially from women, and given instruction in the ways of the tribe. An elder of the tribe circumcised them. That ordeal over, Sobukwe changed the clay on his body to white. A feast marked the end of the ceremonies, with cows provided by the parents for slaughter, and much beer to be drunk. The initiation custom was strongly maintained then; over the years it has weakened, and nowadays, although many young men still go into the bush, often they first have the circumcision done by a doctor.

			Sobukwe’s chance to continue his schooling, in company with his brother, came in 1940 when he was 15. The mere fact that he was stepping up into the secondary school level put him into the elite: in that year only 5,808 black children — 1.25 per cent of the total enrolment, which was in turn only part of those of schoolgoing age because there was no compulsory education for blacks — were in secondary schools. The figure for white children was 16.4 per cent.

			The Sobukwe family’s Methodist adherence made it natural for him to be sent to Healdtown, even though it was some 225 kilometres from home. Healdtown was then a major institution in black education, one of several schools in the Eastern Cape established by British missionaries in the nineteenth century. They provided a Christian and a liberal arts education founded on English grammar and literature which profoundly influenced generations of students. ‘In general, native secondary education tends to be very bookish and academic in nature largely because of financial considerations,’ an educationist, P.A.W. Cook, wrote in 1949. Afrikaner Nationalists applied the derisory and angry tag of ‘black Englishmen’ to the products of this education. After coming to power in 1948, the Afrikaner government rapidly enforced its own views of what black education should be about and set out to destroy all that had gone before.

			But that was still to come when, in January 1940, Sobukwe arrived at Healdtown for the start of the new academic year. It was still in the ‘great days’ of black education, as the Reverend Stanley Pitts, who was Principal from 1950, puts it.

			Healdtown was a co-educational academic institution sited on a hill looking out over a large and fertile valley. It embraced a wide range of schooling, starting with the beginners in lower primary and extending to the end-of-schooling matriculation. It also provided teacher training, specialist physical education training and courses in domestic science. It was, in its time, the biggest Methodist educational centre in South Africa, with 1,400 students, most of whom — like Sobukwe — were boarders. The majority of the staff came from Britain and were not ministers but trained teachers. Traditionally, teaching staff were whites, but, by the 1940s, Healdtown was beginning to employ blacks. Already in 1936 a black Methodist minister, the Reverend Seth Mokitimi, had been appointed housemaster and chaplain. By the 1950s a 50-50 racial proportion was reached among the staff. Pupils, however, were always blacks only.

			The Sobukwe family’s shortage of money, apart from the two-year delay it had caused, meant also that career aspirations were limited: Sobukwe enrolled for the NPL, the ‘Native Primary Lower’, a three-year course which would enable him to qualify as a primary schoolteacher. ‘Native’ was then the word used for blacks and, as the name indicates, the course was designed to prepare blacks to teach in black schools.

			As a newcomer, Sobukwe went into a wooden-floored dormitory of forty beds, twenty lined up along each side and with a small locker in between each one. He kept his clothes in a suitcase stored in a nearby boxroom. He could have access every morning, but he kept his jacket on a hanger on the wall. Greater privacy came with succeeding years: a ten-bed dormitory in the second year, and sharing with four or five others in the third year, until he finally attained the status of a single room. Like other students he was provided with a bed frame and a brightly coloured mattress cover which he filled with straw. He brought his own sheets and blankets from home.

			It was at the start of Sobukwe’s second year that one of the enduring friendships of his life began — with Dennis Siwisa, who also trained as a teacher, later becoming a journalist. Siwisa recalls many of the details to do with black schooling and Sobukwe’s existence in Healdtown ...

			First bell in the morning was at 6 a.m. But Sobukwe usually slept through it, waking for the second bell at 6.30 a.m. He would wash his face and, at the third bell at 6.40, go to the dining hall for breakfast, to sit on a wooden bench without a back at a long wooden table. On the wood-panelled walls were photographs of past Healdtown teachers and of George VI, the then reigning King of England, and of South Africa.

			It could hardly have been a plainer meal: a mug of hot to lukewarm water and sugar, plus a big dry piece of bread called umgqenya in Xhosa. Anyone who wanted butter and who had money could buy it and store it. After breakfast Sobukwe went back to the dormitory to wash properly. There was no hot water, except for the occasional bucket he was able to wheedle from the ‘aunts’ who worked in the kitchen. Otherwise in the cold of winter, showers were usually confined to one or two a week after playing sport. ‘It was a tough life, but we enjoyed it,’ Siwisa remembers.

			The spartan routine was at least partly attributable to the poverty stricken nature of missionary education. The church was responsible for erecting the buildings, with occasional government help. A government capitation grant enabled schooling to be free, but pupils paid for their boarding. Sobukwe had a bursary from Healdtown — whether for his entire studies or only part of it is uncertain — and he was also helped by Ernest.

			School began at 8.30 a.m. but was preceded by ‘observation’ — the custom for the boys to stand outside and watch the girls come from their separated dormitories. Classes went through until 12.45 p.m., with a short break in between, and then it was back to the dining hall for lunch. Tuesdays, Thursdays and Sundays were the days for meat, beans and samp — porridge made from coarsely ground maize (corn); on other days, only samp and beans. Fruit was unknown but occasionally there were vegetables, grown in the gardens. At 2 p.m., Sobukwe resumed classes for another three hours, with either lessons or teaching practice. Then an hour’s relaxation — playing tennis or basking in the sun, or walking to the nearby ravine — before supper which was a repetition of breakfast: bread and sugar water. From 7 p.m. there were two hours of study in his dormitory, with lights out at 9.30 p.m. — electricity had been installed in 1930 — but with an extension allowed for examination study.

			It wasn’t unrelieved academic toil. Wednesday afternoons were set aside for sport and Sobukwe made full use of this. He was a good tennis player, having learnt the game in Graaff-Reinet. He played rugby, at fullback, for his Healdtown house team — Hornabrook, named after an early governor of the institution — and is said to have been a good tackler. Friday afternoons were free and were usually used for relaxing. Saturdays meant competitive sport against other schools, with teams visiting, or Healdtown teams travelling to away games on the back of an open truck.

			If not involved in sport, Saturday was the one day on which Sobukwe could ask for permission to walk the 11 kilometres to the village of Fort Beaufort. The attractions and facilities there were extremely limited, and consisting in the main of Cooper’s grocery- cum-drapery store and fish and chips shop. But this was the chance to supplement Healdtown’s sparse diet and the few sweets available at the small shop in the institution, by buying fish or returning with fruit or the great luxury of tea. Once a month, Saturday night was also ‘bioscope’ (movie) night, and occasionally a local music troupe came to give a concert. These events were held in the boys’ dining hall. The girls were also admitted and this was the chance for couples to sit together, as Sobukwe did when at one time he had a girlfriend.

			Saturday was also the day to catch up on chores such as washing shirts, at least for those who had more than the regulation khaki and white, which were the only ones which the laundry accepted. Sobukwe was already set on his lifelong pattern of dressing neatly and quietly. He did not care much for clothing and would say that he was not a ‘snob’. At this stage he favoured long khaki trousers for everyday wear when no uniform was required. Sunday was the day for smart and obligatory wear: grey trousers, white shirt, Healdtown’s red and yellow striped tie and a blazer complete with badge on the pocket — an eagle with the Latin motto Alis velut aquilarum surgent (They shall rise with wings as of eagles).

			Sunday, naturally, was a day of rest — but with a compulsory church service and a Scripture class in the morning and communion once a month. Indeed Healdtown’s Christian basis was constantly evident: prayers were said before supper each day and the chaplain read from Scripture; grace was said before all meals. Sobukwe was a willing churchgoer: he was religious but not a zealot.

			Siwisa’s overriding memory of Sobukwe in those Healdtown days is of a ‘a happy, contented person’. He was not given to speaking about his future hopes. He spoke to his friends about sport and girls. He was known to his fellow students for ‘his brilliance and for his command of the English language’. He invariably carried a library book with him and went through two or three novels a week. His early Healdtown addictions were the Scarlet Pimpernel novels by Baroness Orczy, and The Saint stories by Leslie Charteris. He devoured all he could find until his tastes widened.

			Many years later, Sobukwe himself would say: ‘I was introduced to English literature at a very early age by my eldest brothers who had a good library. I was also fortunate in the teachers I had. But especially at Healdtown, there was a Mrs Scott who encouraged my reading. It was a love for literature, especially poetry and drama.’

			Sobukwe’s academic excellence was drawing increasing interest from his teachers: not only Mrs Scott, but also from Hamish Noble, a carpentry teacher who was an assistant boarding school head master, and the Principal and his wife, George and Helen Caley.

			Once Sobukwe had completed his three-year teacher training at the end of 1942 he was encouraged by the staff not to go off and start earning a living, such as it would be, as a teacher, but to continue his schooling. So promising was he that he was allowed to prepare for the Junior Certificate public examination — the half way stage towards completing high school — in one year instead of the two, sometimes three, normally required. The permission of the educational authorities was necessary for this. But as the Caleys explained, ‘he was such a clever boy’.

			In the June 1943 mid-year internal examinations Sobukwe topped the class. But in August, some four months before the final examination, he began to cough up blood. He was found to have the widespread and dreaded disease tuberculosis. His father came to Healdtown to fetch him. ‘We had difficulty persuading him not to take Robert home to die, but that he should go to hospital,’ say the Caleys. It was, however, not easy to get him a hospital bed. Facilities were limited, especially for blacks. Mr Caley took up the matter and succeeded in getting Sobukwe admitted to what was then the McVicar Hospital for tuberculosis in the nearby small town of Alice.

			The next year, early in 1944, Sobukwe had recovered from the TB and repeated his classes. The Caleys, however, say that he did not write the examinations and was promoted to the next class despite this. Mr Caley says he wrote to the Department of Education that this was ‘an exceptional case’. Late in the year, only nine months after leaving hospital, Sobukwe was so well recovered that he was able to win the Eastern Province single championships for blacks.

			Now, with two years of schooling still to go, he was assured of the bursaries which Healdtown gave to outstanding students. In addition, the Caleys sponsored him, giving him books and pocket money, taking him to the station at Fort Beaufort so that he could go home in the June and December long holidays, and sometimes buying a rail ticket for him. In the aftermath of his TB, they paid for patent medicines: cod liver oil, Metatone tonic and Angiers emulsion to be rubbed on his chest.

			He was a ‘group captain’ — a senior prefect — and in his last year was appointed head boy. He was zealous in his duties. Siwisa recalls that the toilets were outside, about 10 metres from the dormitories, and that the boys would sometimes not bother to go all the way but would urinate in the open. This was viewed as a serious offence in Healdtown’s disciplinary system. Some boys were punished for it and one of them accused Sobukwe of lying on a roof to catch them in the act. The accusation was carried over at least a year later to university when he was called a ‘sell-out’ because of it. He stoutly defended himself, saying he would act in the same way again if he had to track down offenders.

			But his academic prowess remained the dominant fact about him. His reputation was so strongly established that the Reverend Stanley Pitts, who became Healdtown’s Governor four years after Sobukwe had left, notes that he was ‘the brightest student we had’. The Caleys, speaking in 1981 when they were old and frail, still spoke of him with glowing admiration: Mr Caley’s constant phrase was that ‘he was so clever;’ Mrs Caley said ‘his command of English was exceptional’. Together, they remembered the farewell end-of-year speech he gave as Healdtown’s head boy: ‘It was a most remarkable speech, it was a wonderful speech, it was all about co-operation between whites and blacks.’

			As expected, he obtained a first-class pass entitling him to go on to university, when he wrote his finals at the end of 1946 at the age of 22. His subjects were English Higher, Physiology and Hygiene, Zoology, Geography, History and Xhosa Higher.

			There is a sad postscript to Healdtown. When the Afrikaner Nationalist government moved in on black education during the mid-1950s, the Methodist Church refused to hand over the school buildings. Only part of Healdtown continued as a school; mostly it was abandoned. Over the years, as decay spread, the roofs of the fine buildings fell in and the gardens were no more.

			When Sobukwe left for the next stage of his education, he found that most of the country’s universities were closed to blacks. Only the universities of Cape Town and the Witwatersrand gave limited access to handfuls of black students. The premier institution for blacks was near Alice — the South African Native College at Fort Hare.

			The college, founded in 1916, was originally intended for blacks, as the title indicated, but also had a small number of white students. Later, there were no white students, but there were coloureds and Asians. The year before Sobukwe enrolled, the college had 324 students: 260 blacks, 29 Asians and 35 coloureds. Only thirty-one of the students were women; fourteen students came from Basutoland and eighteen from other parts of Africa. The teaching staff was overwhelmingly white.

			In its time, the college nurtured many blacks who later rose to leadership. Seretse Khama, first President of independent Botswana, was there in 1946. Robert Mugabe, who led the struggle against white rule in Rhodesia and became first Prime Minister of Zimbabwe, graduated in 1941, as did Oliver Tambo, later the President in exile of the African National Congress. And a year before him, Nelson Mandela.

			Sobukwe went into the Wesley House hostel. Theoretically, it was supposed to be only for Methodists like him but, in practice, it drew and accepted students of whatever denomination who hailed from the Eastern Cape, just as Methodists and Anglicans from Johannesburg preferred to go to the Anglican Beda Hall. The Presbyterian Iona Hall tended to be for the ‘undetermined’ like the Basotho.

			The undergraduate rivalry was intense: the Wesley students would, with all due arrogance, say of their residence: ‘The only House amidst hostels (Iona) and halls (Beda).’ Beda students, in turn, boasted their residence held all the ‘bright boys’; they referred to the Wesleyans as ‘barbarians’. The women students were apart from all this: they had their separate residence, Elukhanyeswini.

			Physical conditions at Wesley were considerably better than at Healdtown: as a first-year student Sobukwe was in a wooden floored dormitory of sixteen beds, with lockers and cupboards. The wake-up bell was at 6 a.m. and breakfast at 7.45 a.m. Hot water was available for showers and baths. Meals were eaten at tables, eight students to a side sitting on chairs. Breakfast was mealie-meal (corn meal) porridge, milk, bread and butter. A private supply of eggs could be left with the usual kitchen ‘aunts’ for daily frying or boiling. Lunch was samp. It was soul food for Sobukwe and others raised in the Eastern Cape region. Lights out was at 11 p.m., but those who wanted to could stay out until later.

			As at Healdtown, Sobukwe did not have much money to spend. Now and again he received £1 or £2 from his parents or his brother Ernest, apart from money the Caleys sent. But he did not care. He used the money he had to buy tobacco for the pipe he had taken to smoking, or occasionally to buy cigarettes. It does not appear that he had enough money to join one of the ‘syndicates’ which flourished among students. Carrying strange titles — such as Mandown, because a member had once knocked down another man — the syndicates enabled students to pool slender resources for a once-a-week treat of a meal from Alice’s solitary hotel, the Amatola. As it was a ‘white’ hotel, and in a country village at that, it was inconceivable that black students could use the front door, let alone the dining-room. Instead they went to the kitchen door at the back carrying their own plates and pots, placed their orders — grilled steak was the favourite dish — and returned to their hostel room where primus stoves reheated the food.

			Sobukwe’s college fees were £55 a year. During each of his three years of study, he received a £20 loan bursary from the Native Trust Fund, which administered income derived from taxation from blacks, and £20 as a Cape Merit Bursary from the provincial Department of Education. Not only did Mr Caley recommend the bursaries, but he and his wife went on giving substantial help: during each of the three years Sobukwe was at Fort Hare, they paid the £15 balance of his tuition fees, and he could buy whatever books he needed at the Lovedale bookshop and send the accounts to the Caleys. They also paid for his examinations — each subject required a fee — and they met his open account at the pharmacy in Alice.
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			Now began a process of fundamental change in Robert Sobukwe. He had just turned 23 when he started at Fort Hare. This would have been a late age for white youngsters going to university. But it was by no means unusual for blacks, who often started their initial primary school several years later than their white counterparts and then dropped out as they waited for vacancies in succeeding levels of the educational system or, as had occur red with Sobukwe, until money was available.

			In December 1946, while awaiting the matriculation examination results, Sobukwe still had no interest in issues outside school and sport — as Dennis Siwisa found on a visit. Siwisa was politically active and wanted to share the growing excitement of emerging African Nationalism, with its heady ideas about democracy generated by the Second World War. Siwisa planned to spend a weekend with Sobukwe but was so disappointed in his response that he returned home ‘in disgust’.

			But even if Sobukwe wasn’t at this stage interested in politics, he had pronounced views and soon landed in trouble. His fellow students chose him to speak at the ‘freshers’ social’ — a social function for new students — at Wesley House. He launched, in his own words, ‘a venomous attack’ on parochialism and the frivolous attitude of students in the hostel. ‘B.A.’ (Bachelor of Arts) stood for ‘Blinking Ass’, he said, because invariably the students were nothing but asses. The ‘senior and saner’ students, as they referred to themselves, in the conservative Wesley House were incensed at this insulting brashness from a newcomer. A house meeting voted that no one should speak to him for a month.

			In 1948, his second year saw the start of his political consciousness. Three influences were at work ...

			First, he decided to do ‘Native Administration’, as the study of laws controlling blacks was called. In this course he confronted the details of the means whereby blacks were oppressed. It caused him vast shock. Suddenly he became aware of his situation and that of his fellow-blacks in a way that he had never before considered. During his school years he had, of course, like all other pupils, whether black or white, been fed the standard version of South African history which portrayed white settlers engaged on a civilising mission and bravely facing up to marauding black savages. As part of his history studies he had had to deal with the ‘Kaffir Wars’ of the Eastern Cape frontier during the nineteenth century.

			In the 1940s — and today too — ‘kaffir’ was a highly derogatory racial term for blacks: in conversation many years later, Sobukwe said: ‘We used the word at school because we had to. We used it — and made sure that we passed our history examinations.’

			In everyday life, Sobukwe was subject with all other blacks to the inferiority imposed on those who were not white. This meant not only racial segregation, already established as a tradition in South Africa, but the poverty which went with it. It is astonishing that Sobukwe became conscious of the racial discrimination of which he was a victim only when he was close to his mid-twenties. Could it really be possible for someone to experience the humiliating effects of discrimination in his everyday existence and yet be as unthinking about it as Sobukwe was? It is difficult to credit, given the testimony from teachers and peers about his intelligence and his perceptions. Yet it was so. Obviously he had knowledge because of his own life. But he lacked insight. As he later described his outlook, ‘It was just a matter of accepting things as they were.’

			There was nothing exceptional about his passivity and indifference. It was the rule among blacks, and was to stretch into the future. The fact of it helps to explain why white minority rule has endured for so long.

			If the study of Native Administration opened Sobukwe’s eyes and his mind, his developing views were shaped by a second major influence: his relationship with Cecil Ntloko, his lecturer in Native Administration.

			Ntloko had matriculated at Healdtown some years ahead of Sobukwe. He taught for a year, studied at Fort Hare and went to the University of Cape Town where he completed a Bachelor of Arts degree. He studied Native Administration, and continued these studies, as well as law, through correspondence courses at the University of South Africa. He went to Fort Hare in 1947 to teach Native Administration, and remained until 1958.

			Ntloko had a strong political commitment to the All-African Convention (AAC), the organisation which came into being in 1935 to co-ordinate resistance to the government’s current assaults on black rights. The country’s economic plight at the start of the 1930s, caused by the world-wide Great Depression, brought together a wide cross-section of whites in a coalition government. They then formed the mainstream United Party led by Prime Minister J.B.M. Hertzog.

			Hertzog wanted to create a fundamental and, he hoped, permanent divide between colour groups. He spoke of his fears in February 1936 in terms which remain central to the outlook of whites up to today: ‘If there are two things which have caused constant anxiety to the white people of South Africa, they are the danger of being overwhelmed by the natives, and the danger of mixed blood. Since the time when the Europeans first came in contact with the natives, they have realised the danger of their small numerical strength against the vast numbers of the natives.’

			White unity made possible the two-thirds parliamentary majority needed to change the constitution. The result was the Representation of Natives Act of 1936, which ended the limited access by blacks to voting which had begun in the previous century; instead, blacks in the Cape Province were allowed only to vote for three white representatives in Parliament; blacks throughout the rest of the country were restricted to indirect elections for four whites in the Senate, the upper review body of Parliament. As a sop for this derisory level of representation, a Natives’ Representative Council (NRC) was created, consisting of elected blacks, nominated blacks and white officials. Further segregation was ensured through a second law, the Native Land and Trust Act: this perpetuated and ·strengthened the containment of blacks to the ‘reserves’; the intention was to limit, in perpetuity, land ownership by blacks to a maximum of some fourteen per cent of the country.

			The scale of the deprivation was seared into black political consciousness. Out of the experience came the concept of non-collaboration: although imperfectly and unsuccessfully applied by the AAC, it was to be enthusiastically propounded by the next generation of young black leaders, Sobukwe among them, with consequences which would be played out during the next decade. As developed from the events of 1935-36, non-collaboration meant that blacks, as well as coloureds and Asians, should not take part or assist in their own oppression and should therefore refuse to participate in bodies such as the Natives’ Representative Council created especially for them by the government.

			Ntloko first met Sobukwe at the freshers’ social when Sobukwe’s speech created such a stir among students. He was impressed by the newcomer but saw little of him that year. The following year Sobukwe became one of his students. He recalls Sobukwe as a ‘good student — very intelligent, a scholar in every respect, a hard worker, with originality’. But the real contact and stimulation came outside the classroom: in Ntloko’s twelve years at Fort Hare there were no students with whom he spent more time than Sobukwe and his two close friends, Siwisa and Galaza Stampa (who went on to become a teacher, and then a schools inspector). They were known as the ‘Three S’s’.

			Fort Hare’s smallness and isolation helped to create a pressure cooker environment. Friendships were immediate and close, and direct personal contact was possible with lecturers, especially those who were black. Discussions which began in Ntloko’s Native Administration course during the day continued as free-wheeling debates — often heated arguments — at his house at night, sometimes until 3 a.m. Years later, Sobukwe often spoke of his indebtedness to Ntloko for having done more than any other single person to open his mind to the society around him.

			In everyday existence, the college was relatively regimented: each morning, students had to attend prayers with the Principal standing at the door to check that everyone was present; on Sunday evenings, students were obliged to attend the church service. But there was a great redeeming feature. As with the stress on learning with which Sobukwe’s parents had infused his earlier years, now he could revel in an exceptional quality which Fort Hare provided: ‘There was free debate and students could read what they wanted,’ says Ntloko.

			He began with the main books for his course — An African Survey by Lord Hailey, the British expert on colonial policy; The History of Native Policy in South Africa by Edgar Brookes, the South African liberal historian; and Native Administration in the Union of South Africa by Howard Rogers — a practical everyday guide to administering black lives by a government official. This was also the year in which Edward Roux’s Time Longer than Rope was published — a vibrant history of black struggle in South Africa. The Fort Hare library had one copy and a long list of people waiting for it. The ‘Three S’s’ booked it out overnight. They were given the book at 5 p.m. and flung themselves into it. They missed supper and went through the night taking turns to read the book aloud to each other.

			Sobukwe also launched himself into reading anything he could find on Africa — an unusual interest in those days when only a few South Africans of any colour wanted to know what was happening further north in the continent. He subscribed to the West African Pilot, the newspaper founded by Dr Nnamdi ‘Zik’ Azikiwe, the early campaigner for Nigerian independence, and read newspapers from the Gold Coast, later to become Ghana and the leader of Africa’s rush to independence.

			Local news was followed as avidly as circumstances allowed. Students didn’t have the money to subscribe to the Daily Dispatch, the morning newspaper published in East London, the nearest town of any size. But several lecturers and the library received the news paper, so it was available. Radio news was followed where possible: one or two students in the residences owned radios.

			He was also enthralled, in his English 2 studies, by the play Strife, by John Galsworthy, first produced in London in 1909 (and there was a BBC television production in 1988). It had an electric effect on him. The story is about a struggle between Labour and Capital, with the two leaders holding to their beliefs to the last without counting the cost. Each, according to his own lights, is finally brought down by lesser men. Sobukwe identified totally with the strikers’ leader, David Roberts, even trying to sound like Roberts declaiming in the play.

			The events of the time provided the third impelling influence on the ‘maturing and growing’ Sobukwe, as Ntloko describes him.

			Getting to grips with ‘Native Administration’ in 1948 was peculiarly appropriate, for this was to be a fulcrum year for South Africa. On 26 May, against all expectations, the Afrikaner Nationalist Party was elected to government. The voters, overwhelmingly, were whites, although coloured men in the Cape Province and Natal, and Asian men in Natal, could vote; blacks were confined to indirect representation through white members of parliament. Whatever the colour of voters, only whites could be elected as members of parliament.

			The Nationalists who now took over under Prime Minister D.F. Malan were committed to ‘apartheid’ — the word that was henceforth to achieve international notoriety.

			Up to May 1948 the possibility existed that segregation and discrimination, built into the fabric of South Africa ever since European settlement began in 1652, could be diminished and even perhaps be made to dwindle away gradually. Despite the formal and informal barriers, racial mixing was not unknown, especially in the Cape Town area in the south of the country where European settlement had begun and colour contacts had the longest history. In a number of suburbs there, whites and coloureds lived as neighbours; there was no segregation on buses and local trains, and coloureds had the municipal franchise.

			Not, however, that the pre-1948 government of the United Party, headed by Prime Minister Jan Smuts, was all that liberal. It is mainly in retrospect, in comparison with what came after, that it appears benign. Smuts was a visionary on the world stage and was influential in the formulation of the aims of the United Nations; but at home, he relapsed into the white supremacy of his fellows. The Nationalists had a coherent dogma. What they campaigned for, and what apartheid promised, was the purposeful and drastic extension of segregation so as to encase in law what might previously have been partly legal enactment and partly customary practice. Even as whites voted for their new order, so too among blacks was there a flow of new ideas evidenced in the re-invigoration of the African National Congress.

			The ANC was already a long-standing political organisation. It had come into being in 1912, two years after the creation of the Union of South Africa from the four separate white-controlled entities which then became provinces. The scheme of arrangement for the Union, approved by Britain as the colonial overlord, allowed for the limited franchise of blacks in the Cape Province to continue but excluded the far greater number of blacks elsewhere. The ANC wanted elementary rights for blacks. It began by asking — begging, really — the British government and the British King for protection from the whites. The ANC was spurned, but its pattern of supplication continued for nearly thirty years.

			In the 1940s, the ANC began to break away from mere pleading. With a new President-General, Dr A.B. Xuma, it took on the form and activities of a modern political movement. It was given impetus by the war years — the accelerated industrialisation which drew blacks from the rural areas to become workers in city factories, and the ideas of democracy which were in vogue. Drawing on the inspiration of the Atlantic Charter, the document setting out Allied post-war aspirations for democracy, Xuma invited black leaders to prepare a local charter. They did so in African Claims in South Africa, which was adopted by the ANC in December 1945 as a definitive statement of its aims.

			‘We ... urgently demand the granting of full citizenship rights such as are enjoyed by all Europeans in South Africa,’ it said. It demanded abolition of political discrimination based on race, called for the right to equal justice, including nomination to juries and appointment as judges and magistrates, the repeal of laws restricting freedom of residence and movement, the recognition of the inviolability of the home and prohibition of police raids on homes for tax or liquor, the right to own and buy land and to engage in all trades and occupations, the right of every child to free and compulsory education, and equality of treatment in social services.

			Even while African Claims was being prepared there were other stirrings inside the ANC which would, before the end of the decade, profoundly affect the organisation and South Africa as a whole ... and, too, the life of Sobukwe, then still a scholar at Healdtown.

			Young people — they were mainly in their twenties — were intent on transforming the ANC and with it the nature of the challenge to white rule. In December 1942 the ANC’s annual conference agreed to the formation of a Youth League. The initial core group was headed by Anton Lembede, who was to become revered before, and after, his early death. The two dozen or so involved with him included Nelson Mandela, Oliver Tambo, Walter Sisulu, Robert Resha, Jordan Ngubane and A.P. Mda — all of whom would feature increasingly in the future. Within two years a Congress Youth League (CYL) manifesto was prepared and approved by Xuma. Five years after he did so, the Youth Leaguers had triumphed, their policy adopted by the ANC, and Xuma removed from the presidency.

			A coherent philosophy was being developed for the new African Nationalism. A perceptive commentary by Leo Kuper, a South African-born scholar, in the Oxford History of South Africa, says:

			[The Youth League] emphasised the exclusive basis of African solidarity, as a race and as a nation. It argued that, since white South Africans viewed South African race problems through the perspective of race, it was imperative that Africans should do the same. Rejecting interpretations of African oppression in terms of social class, which would have provided a basis for inter-racial solidarity, the Youth League declared that Africans were oppressed as a nation, and under different conditions from those which applied to Indians [Asians] and coloureds.

			It described itself as opposed to any form of racism and of discrimination against minorities, and stated it was willing to co-operate with other non-European groups on common issues but, it declared, the only force which could achieve freedom was that of African Nationalism organised in a national liberation movement led by Africans themselves; Africans could co-operate with others only as an organised self-conscious unit, that is to say, when they themselves had achieved unity.

			As to relations with Europeans, Africans would be wasting their time and deflecting their forces if they looked to them for inspiration or help in their political struggle.

			[At the supra-national level, the CYL was pan-Africanist,] asserting the inalienable right of the African to Africa ... and seeking to galvanise Africans throughout the continent into one homogeneous nation.

			In its stance on non-blacks, the Youth League was out of step with its mother body: early in the 1940s, Xuma had begun to forge links with the South African Indian Congress (SAIC). A 1943 campaign against the ‘passes’ had Xuma as Chairman and Dr Yusuf Dadoo, President of the SAIC, as Vice-Chairman. In 1946, Xuma acted as a spokesman for the Asian community on a trip abroad.

			The great divide in black politics at this time revolved around the conflict between ‘non-collaboration’ and ‘collaboration’: the argument, carried over from the mid-1930s and the resistance to Hertzog’s segregation laws, as to whether blacks should take any part in institutions created for them by the government. The Natives’ Representative Council was at the centre of the argument. Its assigned role was to advise the government about black interests; however, the advice did not have to be taken and indeed very seldom was. The government’s Secretary for Native Affairs served as the Council’s Chairman, with five white official members, four nominated blacks and twelve elected blacks. At a lower level, locations had elected Advisory Boards: the title defined the function.

			The controversies were inevitable: To what extent should the oppressed make their oppression possible? Could the system be changed from within? Could co-operation perhaps prove to be but the first step, leading eventually to full participation? Didn’t both principle and strategy make it preferable to refuse to co-operate and rather to hold out for more meaningful rights?

			It is a reflection of the slowness of movement in South Africa that, forty years later, precisely the same issues were as furiously debated, this time in regard to the two segregated parliaments created for coloureds and Asians.

			The ANC had an ambivalent attitude towards non-collaboration. It did not like the system of Native Representatives in Parliament but it backed at least some white individuals in elections and invited some representatives to attend its annual conferences. Some of the representatives achieved considerable reputations for their doughty fight against racial injustice, and especially after the Nationalists began to drive ahead with apartheid. The ANC went along with the Natives’ Representative Council in the hope of bringing about desired change. Several leaders — notably Xuma, Matthews, R.V. Selope Thema and W.P.G. Champion — were members. But they were totally ineffective in halting official repressive measures against blacks. In 1946, the NRC voted to adjourn sine die in protest against being ignored by the government. Membership continued but the body languished until the Nationalists finally swept it into oblivion.

			The Congress Youth League had no doubts on any of these matters. It scorned the parliamentary representatives as much as it did the NRC. The Native Representatives were at best irrelevant and tainted by an insulting paternalism, the CYL argued; at worst they were direct participants in the oppressive system. The ANC had no business allowing any of its leaders to sit on the Natives’ Representative Council.

			Communism was another divisive issue among blacks. The Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA) had been formed in 1921, and was totally subservient to the Soviet Union. The party slavishly followed whatever orders it received from Moscow and was subject to whatever winds were blowing in the Soviet leadership. Thus it was caught up in Stalin’s purges of the 1930s: several leading members were summoned to Moscow, never to be seen again. Having to abide by changing Soviet priorities and outlooks led the party into some bizarre situations, notably its adherence for a time in the early 1930s to a thoroughly racial notion of South Africa as a black republic. Otherwise the CPSA was non-racial in its approach, membership and leadership and its contribution to preserving inter racial co-operation in South Africa is beyond estimation.

			The CPSA’s philosophy and its role as the agent of a foreign power made it the object of deep suspicion not only among the ruling whites but also among blacks. Xuma’s correspondence with his lieutenants is littered with expressions of hostile mistrust about the communists. This concern was wholly shared, and indeed was eclipsed, by the Youth League which tried to meet the problem of allegiance to the Communist Party by specifying that, while it was acceptable for people to belong to two organisations, once anyone joined the CYL this had to have his foremost loyalty otherwise he had to quit.
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			By 1948, the Congress Youth League had grown into an aggressive force within the African National Congress. But there was no branch at Fort Hare, even though so many of the leaders had studied there. Now this was to change. The Afrikaner Nationalist electoral victory on 26 May contributed to it by sharpening political consciousness.

			Some blacks had no illusions about what lay in store for them. A few days after the election, on 2 June 1948, a weekly black newspaper, Inkundla ya Bantu (Bantu Forum), said sombrely: ‘Our whole race is in a grave crisis ... The results of the elections have brought us as a community to the parting of the ways. We must now say once and for all time whether we shall remain serfs or free men. A considerable section of the European population has voted openly for a policy of oppression of the African. And now we must turn to ourselves and decide now what we shall do.’

			At Fort Hare, ‘there was great sadness mixed with anger and apprehension and we believed blacks were in for a real tough time,’ recalls Nthato Motlana, who studied science there from 1946 to 1948 and went on to study medicine at the University of the Witwatersrand. Some two decades later, in the aftermath of the 1976 ‘children’s revolt’ in Soweto, he became Chairman of the Committee of Ten which articulated anti-apartheid protests.

			He provides a dramatic view of life in parts of the country through the eyes of a young black man: ‘In the 1940s, the attitude of white South Africans was monstrous, appalling. They were boors, animals. We lived a life of subservience, obsequiousness, fear, of obeisance to the white man in a way that nobody can really understand. When you saw a white man you saw God Almighty and you had to get out of his way. He could kick you, he could kill you and get away with it.’ In Pretoria, it was rumoured — rightly or wrongly — ‘that if you ever walked onto the campus of the University of Pretoria [a wholly white institution for Afrikaners] the students would literally kill you; it was a white man’s preserve, and no black could ever walk on the hallowed ground of that university’.

			Among Fort Hare students there was already movement towards the ideas represented by the Youth League. A particular role was being played by Sobukwe, together with Siwisa and Stampa. The three friends prepared a daily commentary on political issues, called Beware. They wrote it by hand at night and put it on college notice-boards. Their favourite topic was non-collaboration, with fierce attacks on the Natives’ Representative Council and advisory boards.

			The practical step of starting a CYL branch was taken by Godfrey Pitje, a lecturer in the Department of African Studies. He graduated from Fort Hare in 1945 and later returned to do field work in anthropology. He heard then about Sobukwe — ‘this brilliant young man’ who had come from Healdtown — but did not have any substantial contact with him. Pitje began teaching at Fort Hare in 1948-and was imbued with the spirit of politicising students. His friends were active in the Congress Youth League and he was in contact with them. He was also spurred by the result of the general election. Looking back, Pitje sees the significant changes taking place at that time in the minds of blacks he knew — ‘from the tribal way of thinking to join the mainstream of Western civilisation; from a feeling of acceptance of the status quo to a complete rejection of what the status quo stood for; from an uncomplaining “ja baas” (“yes, boss”) to the feeling that every white man is a bastard.’ It meant a change in attitude towards the older men who were the leaders of the ANC: until then, they had been looked at with admiration; now those like Pitje looked at them ‘as people who were playing up to whites’.

			It was in these circumstances that Pitje went to Professor Z.K. Matthews, whom he much admired, to seek his advice about starting a CYL branch at Fort Hare. Matthews approved and Pitje wrote to the League’s President, A.P. Mda. An encouraging reply was forthcoming: ‘Fort Hare is just the place to start a Youth League,’ wrote Mda. ‘The young people there are the intellectual leaders-to be.’ Pitje says he was acutely aware that the CYL could never be strong at the college ‘if it didn’t include articulate chaps like Sobukwe’. On a Sunday afternoon in August, Pitje called a meeting to discuss forming a CYL branch. About fifty students and staff members attended the meeting in the anthropology lecture room. There was no problem from the college authorities about the meeting; apart from Matthews, they probably did not even know it was being held.

			Sobukwe and others asked a number of critical questions, clearly showing that they were not yet quite certain about entering the African National Congress. ‘Sobukwe was more under the influence of the AAC than under the ANC,’ recalls Pitje. ‘The AAC appeared to the youth to be much more advanced in thought. They were questioning the advisory boards and the Natives’ Representative Council while at that time leaders in the ANC were involved in these bodies. So an attack on the NRC and advisory boards seemed to be an attack on the ANC’s leaders.’ Pitje had to convince them about the policy of the ANC and the desirability of starting a branch. He succeeded and, by the end of the day, a formal resolution was adopted to form a Youth League branch. Pitje was elected Chairman. College staff members included Samson Guma, later Rector of the University of Swaziland. From the students, members included Rosett Nziba, a highly politicised and articulate product of Orlando High School in Soweto who was to become among Sobukwe’s close followers, Nthato Motlana, Joe Matthews (son of Z.K.) and Peter Tsele, who was to go on to study medicine at the University of the Witwatersrand and to become the first black elected to the Students’ Representative Council there. From outside South Africa, names that were to become well known in their own countries in succeeding years were Herbert Chitepo from Rhodesia; Orton Chirwa from Nyasaland; and Ntsu Mokhehle from Basutoland.

			A specific task assigned by the branch to Sobukwe, with Joe Matthews and P.V. Mbatha, was to act as a ‘research group’. They had to read whatever literature was available with a bearing on the South African political scene or on black politics generally, and report back on it.

			‘By the end of 1948 we were a very closely knit group,’ says Pitje. ‘But Sobukwe was towering over us, even those of us on the staff, intellectually, from whatever angle. We readily recognised that he was an exceptional chap. If we had a statement to be released by the group, ten to one Robert would be asked to draft it because we felt he had a better command of the language. He could express himself much better than any of us.’

			Mda also was quick to recognise Sobukwe’s qualities, and went on to become another powerful influence in his life. ‘I remember very clearly that I first heard of him between 1946 and 1947 when he was still a student at Healdtown,’ says Mda. ‘I heard it from a young fellow in Herschel: he was saying to me that there was a final-year matriculation student who was showing a quality of leadership which had attracted the attention of young people and the minister there, the Reverend Seth Mokitimi. Next I heard of him in 1948, after the Nationalists had come into power and a Youth League branch was started at Fort Hare.’

			Mda began to correspond with Sobukwe, setting out his thinking and inviting the younger man to study South Africa in depth ‘so that he would have a scientific, concrete basis to his outlook apart from emotion — although emotion is important. In the course of our studies and correspondence we began to understand each other really clearly and began to agree on almost every point. At this time he was already very well advanced politically because he had rubbed shoulders with the intellectuals of the Trotsky group. He was a brilliant boy.’

			Mda was even then becoming a legendary African Nationalist figure, and the interest he showed in Sobukwe, the new recruit to the cause, must have had incalculable effects. After helping to found the Youth League in 1944, Mda was, at the age of 32 and then a high school teacher, elected President in January 1948, after the death of Lembede. Although in poor health himself, he held the position through the historically formative months, for South Africa and the ANC, up to December 1949. Thereafter he continued teaching in the town of Herschel until the government took over black education; he turned to law, and eventually, after police harassment, he settled in Lesotho and practised law there. His enduring reputation comes from his development of the ideology presented by the Youth League. He continued, for Sobukwe, as a fountain head of knowledge and strategy.

			He describes Sobukwe as an apt and eager pupil who rapidly matured — and even outstripped his master. For, in regard to African Nationalist philosophy, says Mda, ‘he went on to develop our position — mine and Anton Lembede’s — to a higher level than that in which we were’.

			In April 1949, Mda visited Fort Hare and, for the first time, came face to face with Sobukwe. Thinking back to the occasion, and perhaps adding a collage of later memories, Mda systematically marshalls his thoughts and speaks with magisterial authority: ‘My impressions of him fortified the impressions I had of him during our correspondence. He impressed me as a humble man; he had humility. He was not a chap who tried to impose his ideas on other people, or to play big. One would think he was shy: he stood back and listened to other people.

			‘Secondly, he impressed me as a man with a deep love for his downtrodden black people, and he appeared to feel that he was one in every way. This was a very striking feature because he was so powerful intellectually, yet he felt that he was one with the peasants, with the workers. At one conference, I remember, the young men came in good suits, to impress everyone. He was in overalls. We were embarrassed. We all whispered, “Look at him. He’s a true leader of the people.”

			‘Third, he impressed me as a man who was very clear on the issues of national struggle towards final victory. He had fully and uncompromisingly embraced the position of African Nationalism and saw this as a basis for the complete unity of the African people, and the basis for achievement of national freedom for the African people as a step towards a fully fledged democratic order in South Africa.

			‘Fourth, I found that he believed that a leader must have total commitment to the struggle of the African people for national emancipation, no matter what the hardships may be, or what the obstacles may be.

			‘Fifth, he believed that the leaders themselves must be in the forefront of the struggle.

			‘Sixth, I found him to be totally free from any tinge of racism or anti-whiteism. But he was inflexibly opposed to white domination. He made a distinction in this matter.

			‘Seventh, he had a capacity to win personal attention to himself. He had an amiable character. He could talk quietly, he could laugh uproariously. He was a fine conversationalist and a good listener.

			‘Over the years, my impressions were confirmed.’

			Sobukwe was a rising star outside the Youth League as well, in everyday student affairs. In September 1948, for the annual ‘Completers Social’, the students who were to continue their studies the next year chose him to speak on their behalf. The exact text of his speech is not available. But his political outlook was by now emphatic and Dennis Siwisa recalls him urging: ‘Your starting-point in your struggle for our liberation is non-collaboration, and the boycott of dummy institutions is the first step on the ladder of non-collaboration.’

			Siwisa says that the speech stamped Sobukwe ‘as an orator of no mean repute. From then onwards he was always called up to make speeches and no meeting — political, cultural, social or even a mass meeting of students — would be regarded as having ended until or unless Robert had spoken.’

			In his physical appearance at that time, Sobukwe looked spare, almost gaunt. But the overriding impression retained by Motlana was about his being ‘serious-minded’: ‘Laughter didn’t come to him very easily. He would not join in the usual kind of student jocular talk about booze, women and parties. Maybe those who knew him better might have known his lighter moments. But at meetings where I met Sobukwe I always found him somewhat sombre, serious-minded. He was a very impressive speaker. He spoke very slowly, always gesticulating in that manner of his, raising a finger or hand to emphasise a point.

			‘I remember Sobukwe as somebody serious. One got the impression that, to Sobukwe, the struggle was something serious.’

			The esteem in which he was held by his fellows was demonstrated at the start of the 1949 academic year. He was elected to the Students’ Representative Council and also elected as its President. Normally a student would be elected one year and assume high office the next year. Sobukwe, however, became President immediately after being elected. If this was unusual, Sobukwe was ‘an unusual man’, says Motlana.

			Most of his presidency was tranquil. It was disturbed only later in the year, and then by events which occurred off the campus. But those events were to affect his life fundamentally.

			The first event was a strike by nurses at the Victoria Hospital in Alice about their conditions. They took this action after writing examinations but still with twenty-one days of their contract to complete. They were expelled from their rooms. They spent two weeks sleeping in the open, on the hospital lawn, holding meetings next to the nearby Tyumie River. Students at Fort Hare responded to their plight and supplied them with blankets. But Sobukwe, according to Siwisa, remained aloof at first. He said he was busy with his studies. His fellow-students tried to persuade him that the nurses were his sisters and he had a duty to help them. But for days he remained with his books. Then he did become involved, and rapidly assumed the position of leader with the nurses coming to him for advice and instructions.

			One of the nurses was a 21-year-old from Hlobane in Natal, Veronica Zodwa Mathe. ‘I loved him at first sight,’ she says. There were feelings on his side too. As the strike dragged on she went to Johannesburg to stay with her mother but corresponded with Sobukwe. Two months later, when the authorities agreed to reinstate the nurses, she returned to the hospital to complete her course. She travelled by train. Fort Hare was on vacation and Sobukwe had been at a Congress Youth League meeting in Queenstown. He was on his way to another meeting in Kingwilliamstown, further south, and fortuitously boarded the same train as Veronica. They would marry four and a half years later.

			The second event was on 21 October 1949 and is spoken of as ‘a night not to be forgotten’ by students who were at Fort Hare. That was the night of the Completers’ Social. The event featured large in the college’s calendar. Students and staff all came together for it. What distinguished the occasion this particular year was the quality of the speeches, especially that given by Sobukwe as President of the Students’ Representative Council.

			The music that was usual for the social was dispensed with and, instead, three speakers instead of the normal two were billed. In addition to Sobukwe, Ntsu Mokhehle spoke on behalf of the students who were leaving at the end of the year, and another student, Temba Hleli, represented those continuing their studies. Mokhehle would, within a decade, form the Basutoland Congress Party which was strongly Pan-Africanist; eventually he was to go into exile, turning to insurgency warfare after being robbed of his electoral victory by Prime Minister Leabua Jonathan in 1970.

			The text of Sobukwe’s speech has survived, thanks to Godfrey Pitje. As the first record of a major statement by Sobukwe, it is worth quoting substantial parts of it ...

			I had occasion last year and also at the beginning of this year to comment on some features of our structure of which I do not approve. It has always been my feeling that, if the intention of the trustees of this College is to make it an African College or University, as I have been informed it is, then the Department of African Studies must be more highly and more rapidly developed. Fort Hare must become the centre of African Studies to which students in African Studies should come from all over Africa. We should also have a department of Economics and of Sociology. A nation to be a nation needs specialists in these things. Again I would like to know exactly what the College understands by ‘Trusteeship’. I understand by ‘Trusteeship’ the preparation of the African ward for eventual management and leadership of the College. But nothing in the policy of the College points in this direction. After the College has been in existence for thirty years the ratio of European to African staff is four to one. And we are told that in ten years’ time we might become an independent university. Are we to understand by that an African University predominantly guided by European thought and strongly influenced by European staff?

			I said last year that Fort Hare must be to the African what Stellenbosch [University] is to the Afrikaner. It must be the barometer of African thought. It is interesting to note that the theory of ‘Apartheid’ which is today the dominating ideology of the State was worked out at Stellenbosch by [Dr W.M.M.] Eiselen and his colleagues. That same Eiselen is Secretary for Native Affairs. But the important thing is that Stellenbosch is not only the expression of Afrikaner thought and feeling but it is also the embodiment of their aspiration. So also must Fort Hare express and lead African thought. The College has remained mute on matters deeply affecting the Africans, because, we learn, it feared to annoy the Nat [Nationalist] government. What the College fails to realise is that rightly or wrongly the Nats believe that the Fort Hare staff is predominantly UP [United Party]. So that whether we remain mute or not the government will continue to be hostile towards us. So much for the College.

			Sons and daughters of Africa, harbingers of the new world order. What can I say to you? As you see, for the first time since the practice was started, we do not have the nurses with us on this momentous night — Completers’ Social. And the reason? The battle is on. To me the struggle at the hospital is more than a question of indiscipline in inverted commas. It is a struggle between Africa and Europe, between a twentieth-century desire for self-realisation and a feudal conception of authority. I know, of course, that because I express these sentiments I will be accused of indecency and will be branded an agitator. That was the reaction to my speech last year. People do not like to see the even tenor of their lives disturbed. They do not like to be made to feel guilty. They do not like to be told that what they have always believed was right is wrong. And above all they resent encroachment on what they regard as their special province. But I make no apologies. It is meet that we speak the truth before we die.

			I said last year that our whole life in South Africa is politics, and that contention was severely criticised. But the truth of that statement has been proved in the course of this year. From the pulpit in the CU (Christian Union hall] we have heard responsible and respectable preachers deplore the deterioration of race relations in this country and suggest co-operation as a solution. Dr Bruce Gardner and Reverend Mokitimi are but two of a large number. Professor Macmillan and a number of speakers in our Wednesday assembly, have condemned this ‘naughty spirit of Nationalism and non-cooperation’ and have told us of the wonderful things that have been done for us, forgetting, of course, that what they say has been done for the Africans the Africans have achieved for themselves in spite of the South African government. The point I am trying to make is that that was politics, whether we loved it or not. So that we can no longer pretend that there is a proper place and a proper occasion for politics. During the war it was clearly demonstrated that in South Africa at least, politics does not stop this side of the grave. A number of African soldiers were buried in the same trench as European soldiers. A few days afterwards word came from the high command that the bodies of the Africans should be removed and buried in another trench. ‘Apartheid’ must be maintained even on the road to eternity.

			The trouble at the hospital, then, I say, should be viewed as part of a broad struggle and not as an isolated incident. I said last year that we should not fear victimisation. I still say so today. We must fight for freedom — for the right to call our souls our own. And we must pay the price.

			The nurses have paid the price. I am truly grieved that the careers of so many of our women should have been ruined in this fashion. But the price of freedom is blood, toil and tears. This consolation I have, however, that Africa never forgets. And these martyrs of freedom, these young and budding women, will be remembered and honoured when Africa comes into her own.

			A word to those who are remaining behind. You have seen by now what education means to us: the identification of ourselves with the masses. Education to us means service to Africa. You have a mission; we all have a mission. A nation to build we have, a God to glorify, a contribution clear to make towards the blessing of mankind. We must be the embodiment of our people’s aspirations. And all we are required to do is to show the light and the masses will find the way. Watch our movements keenly and if you see any signs of ‘broadmindedness’ or ‘reasonableness’ in us, or if you hear us talk of practical experience as a modifier of man’s views, denounce us as traitors to Africa.

			We will watch you too. We have been reminded time and again that fellows who, while at College, were radicals, as soon as they got outside became the spineless stooges and screeching megaphones of ‘White Herrenvolkism’ or else became disgruntled and disillusioned objects of pity. My contention is: those fellows never were radicals. They were anti-white. And as Marcus Garvey says: ‘You cannot grow beyond your thoughts. If your thoughts are those of a slave, you will remain a slave. If your thoughts go skin-deep, your mental development will remain skin-deep.’ Moreover a doctrine of hate can never take people anywhere. It is too exacting. It warps the mind. That is why we preach the doctrine of love, love for Africa. We can never do enough for Africa, nor can we love her enough. The more we do for her, the more we wish to do. And I am sure that I am speaking for the whole of young Africa when I say that we are prepared to work with any man who is fighting for the liberation of Africa WITHIN OUR LIFETIME.

			To the completers among whom I number myself, my exaltation is: REMEMBER AFRICA!

			I thought last year that the position was bad. I realise it is worse this year ... We are witnesses today of cold and calculated brutality and bestiality, the desperate attempts of a dying generation to stay in power. We see also a new spirit of determination, a quiet confidence, the determination of a people to be free whatever the cost. We are seeing within our own day the second rape of Africa; a determined effort by imperialist powers to dig their claws still deeper into the flesh of the squirming victim. But this time the imperialism we see is not the naked brutal mercantile imperialism of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It is a more subtle one — financial and economic imperialism under the guise of a tempting slogan, ‘the development of backward areas and peoples’. At the same time we see the rise of uncompromising ‘Nationalism’ in India, Malaya, Indonesia, Burma, and Africa! The old order is changing ushering in a new order. The great revolution has started and Africa is the field of operation ...

			We have made our choice. And we have chosen African Nationalism because of its deep human significance; because of its inevitability and necessity to world progress. World civilisation will not be complete until the African has made his full contribution. And even as the dying so-called Roman civilisation received new life from the barbarians, so also will the decaying so-called Western civilisation find a new and purer life from Africa.

			I wish to make it clear again that we are anti-nobody. We are pro-Africa. We breathe, we dream, we live Africa; because Africa and humanity are inseparable. It is only doing the same that the minorities in this land, the European, coloured and Indian, can secure mental and spiritual freedom. On the liberation of the African depends the liberation of the whole world. The future of the world lies with the oppressed and the Africans are the most oppressed people on earth. Not only in the continent of Africa but also in America and the West Indies. We have been accused of bloodthirstiness because we preach ‘non-collaboration’. I wish to state here tonight that that is the only course open to us. History has taught us that a group in power has never voluntarily relinquished its position. It has always been forced to do so. And we do not expect miracles to happen in Africa. It is necessary for human progress that Africa be fully developed and only the African can do so.

			We want to build a new Africa, and only we can build it. The opponents of African Nationalism, therefore, are hampering the progress and development not only of Africa, but of the whole world. Talks of co-operation are not new to us. Every time out people have shown signs of uniting against oppression, their ‘friends’ have come along and broken that unity. In the very earliest days it was the Missionary (we owe the bitter feelings between Fingoes and Xhosas to the Christian ideals of the Reverend Shaw). Between 1900 and 1946 it has been the professional Liberal. Today it is again the Missionary who fulfills this role. After maintaining an unbroken and monastic silence for years while Smuts was starving the people out of the reserves, the Missionaries suddenly discovered, when the Africans unite, that the Africans have not had a fair deal. In the same stride, so to speak, they form a ‘Union-wide Association of Heads of Native Institutions’ for the purpose of regimenting the thoughts of the students. A Missionary Hospital closes even though the people are dying in its neighbourhood, and there is a dearth of nurses throughout the country. I am afraid these gentlemen are dealing with a new generation which cannot be bamboozled ...

			Let me plead with you, lovers of my Africa, to carry with you into the world the vision of a new Africa, an Africa reborn, an Africa rejuvenated, an Africa re-created, young AFRICA. We are the first glimmers of a new dawn. And if we are persecuted for our views, we should remember, as the African saying goes, that it is darkest before dawn, and that the dying beast kicks most violently when it is giving up the ghost, so to speak. The fellows who clamped Nehru in jail are today his servants. And we have it from the Bible that those who crucified Christ will appear before Him on the judgement day. We are what we are because the God of Africa made us so. We dare not compromise, nor dare we use moderate language in the course of our freedom.

			As Zik [Nigeria’s Nnamdi Azikiwe] puts it: ‘Tell a man whose house is on fire to give a moderate alarm; tell a man moderately to rescue his wife from the arms of a ravisher; tell a mother to extricate gradually her babe from the fire into which it has fallen; but do not ask me to use moderation in a cause like the present.’

			These things shall be, says the Psalmist: Africa will be free. The wheel of progress revolves relentlessly. And all the nations of the world take their turn at the field-glass of human destiny. Africa will not retreat! Africa will not compromise! Africa will not relent! Africa will not equivocate! And she will be heard! REMEMBER AFRICA!

			With rousing calls and ringing denunciations of this order, no wonder that Cecil Ntloko’s recollection of the speech is: ‘It was too hot!’ And no wonder that the assembled students gave Sobukwe a standing ovation. Many staff members, however, were stunned. In a Memoir about Prof. Matthews, Monica Wilson later noted that the speech ‘received a mixed reception from the Fort Hare staff but, according to Mrs Frieda Matthews [Z.K.’s wife], “it was quoted for years by students”. No one could doubt Sobukwe’s ability and dedication, or that he was a born leader.’

			Sobukwe’s speech, coming within less than two years of his awakened consciousness, is remarkable for its strength and range of thinking. He had come far very quickly. Nor, with all the emotional rhetoric, is the content mere sloganising: there is a passion and direction in the words which come from an understanding of the concepts. This was a confident man speaking to a theme in which he believed and which he was intent on communicating to others.

			The speech also contains much of what was to be Sobukwe’s later political philosophy: the rejection of any trace of white paternalism; the stress on black self-regard and on an African continental approach to the world; the emphasis on service, and with it, sacrifice; the rejection of colonialism and the reaching out to socialism. And there is the firm declaration: ‘We are anti-nobody’, followed by his then still-tentative call to whites, coloureds and Asians to establish their security and freedom by committing themselves to Africa.

			The reactions to this speech, and to the transformation in his outlook, went beyond Fort Hare. His brother Ernest remonstrated with him: ‘We have not sent you [to college] for politics but to study for your degree.’

			Reports were also reaching his mentors at Healdtown. They were desperately unhappy.

			There is some confusion about the exact sequence of events at this stage of Sobukwe’s life. In later years he frequently referred in thankful terms to the whites who had helped him to continue his education, both at school and university. He specifically mentioned the Caleys, and Mrs Scott too in regard to developing his interest in English literature. Mr and Mrs Caley, speaking about the help they gave, said: ‘It was a struggle for us to do this,’ — and it must surely have been so for a couple whose income came from a missionary institution. The Caleys appear to have been the mainstay in supporting Sobukwe; Ernest contributed. Hamish Noble, the Healdtown teacher, also played a role.

			A sense of mission motivated the Caleys. They wanted to help Healdtown to obtain better qualified teachers and they wanted to see more ‘educated leaders’, as they put it, among blacks. They also liked Sobukwe and respected his intellectual abilities. But they had little understanding of his thinking processes, or of the forces at work in South Africa and the effect these were having on him. It could hardly be expected to have been otherwise in light of their cloistered existence in a secluded institution, their lives dedicated to the institution in furthering the education and Christian well-being of the teenagers and young adults in their care. In their own words, they had their ‘own little society’, cut off from the world in an era when there were few cars and travel outside the institution was difficult and seldom undertaken.

			They were utterly bewildered by the new and emerging Robert Sobukwe. He was beyond their comprehension. Finally, they were left feeling disillusioned, rejected and hurt.

			As Sobukwe said in his Completers’ Social speech, at the start of the year and the year before he had commented on ‘some features’ of Fort Hare’s structure of which he did not approve. This stemmed from the belief that black teaching staff suffered discrimination both in terms of restricted numbers and the level to which they were appointed.

			Thus already in 1948 the ruffling of official feathers had begun. Later, probably early in 1949, Sobukwe set off an even greater storm, directly determining his own future, through his treatment of the Reverend C.W. Grant, who was no less than the Governor of Healdtown and also the person responsible for making recommendations to the Department of Education about the teachers who were to be employed at Healdtown.

			According to Matthew Nkoana, a well-known journalist and a member of the Pan-Africanist Congress, in a May 1959 article in Drum magazine, the Principal [sic] of Healdtown made a speech at Fort Hare about the brotherhood of man, suggesting it could be fostered between white and black by personal contact in homes and in informal meetings without changing the state’s laws. Sobukwe addressed him: ‘The moment I step out of your home, sir, after a show of the brotherhood of man, the police will pick me up for a pass offence.’

			‘But that won’t be my fault,’ replied Grant. ‘It will be,’ protested Sobukwe. ‘You are part and parcel of the set-up in this country. The church cannot absolve itself from this. The Methodist Church itself is pursuing a segregationist policy: it has different stipends for its white and black ministers.’

			Grant said this was because African congregations could not afford to pay more. ‘Then why is it that white ministers who administer to African congregations get more than their African colleagues?’ went on Sobukwe remorselessly.

			In that environment, at that time, and among those people, it must have had the same shock effect as a bomb exploding In their midst. Sobukwe punctured missionary paternalism by pointing up the discrimination suffered by blacks. But blacks were not supposed to address whites in this way; young black men were not supposed to challenge their white teachers like this.

			Grant returned to Healdtown and told the Caleys that ‘on no account could he appoint Robert to the staff’. The scandalised clergyman said: ‘He’s a trouble-maker. We can’t have him here. We don’t want him here.’

			The cherished dream of the Caleys was crumbling. They had been looking forward eagerly to Sobukwe completing his degree at Fort Hare and serenely returning to Healdtown as a teacher. This is what their struggles had been for. And Sobukwe had the same goal: he had gone to Fort Hare to prepare himself for teaching at Healdtown. ‘It was all arranged,’ said the Caleys.

			Mr Caley remembered that this was ‘the first adverse criticism of Robert and I went hot-foot to see him’. He found Sobukwe coming out of the library and they stood and talked for the next one and a half hours.

			Siwisa says Sobukwe told him afterwards about the discussion: Caley said he had been told that Sobukwe was now anti-white; that he wasn’t the Robert he had known at Healdtown because he now spoke badly of whites and insulted them; he wanted Sobukwe to confirm or deny the complaint. No, Sobukwe replied, he was not anti-white but he was anti-white supremacy. But why this change, Caley asked. At Healdtown he had been an example of a good chap, and even at Fort Hare he was said to have been very good up to the previous year. What had happened this year? Sobukwe replied that it was the books he had read, and the impact of his lectures.

			Mr Caley’s recollection of the conversation fits in with this account in its main respects: he said he asked Sobukwe about his ‘rudeness’ towards Grant ...

			Sobukwe: ‘You wouldn’t like me to be a hypocrite, sir.’

			Caley: ‘No, I wouldn’t like that, but I don’t understand why you have changed.’

			Sobukwe: ‘Have you read Smuts’ Native policy?’

			Caley: ‘No, I’m a teacher and I’m not supposed to take any part in politics. I know nothing of this.’

			Nor did he apparently know what to say when Sobukwe made the point that they couldn’t even go to a cafe together to have a cup of tea because of the segregation which, pre-dating the Afrikaner Nationalists, was the norm of the place and the time.

			Seen through Caley’s eyes that day, Sobukwe had turned into something strange and frightening. ‘His hair was long, he was very unshaved, his eyes were staring, he wasn’t his quiet self at all,’ was the way he described his encounter to Mrs Caley when he returned home. ‘He looks different, he behaves differently and he feels differently.’

			Sadly, the Caleys never did understand. Talking about it more than three decades later, the ‘dreadful shock’ it had been was still evident even while they spoke about the ‘native children’ they had known — the mere use of the phrase betraying their place in a bygone era. ‘Robert was like a member of the family until then,’ they said.

			It seems that Mr Caley also presented Sobukwe with an ultimatum: that he return to being what he had been or lose the financial assistance he was getting. Sobukwe rejected this. Mr Caley offered him time to think it over but Sobukwe insisted that he knew his mind. Later, however, after consideration, the Caleys dropped the ultimatum. They thought: ‘If we help him perhaps he will change his outlook. We will show him that not all whites are against blacks.’ The threat of withdrawal of finance got around, however, and Hamish Noble was reported on the Fort Hare campus as saying that if Sobukwe lost his scholarships he would personally replace the money.

			There is another, inexplicable, side to the story. The Caleys said that they helped Sobukwe financially at Fort Hare ‘on the under standing that it would be paid back’. Sobukwe was in fact the third student whom they helped: the others were Present N. Tshaka, who was to become a lecturer at the University of Transkei, and W. Kgware, who later became Rector of the University of the North. ‘Robert wrote to us to say he was going teaching, and when he got a permanent job he would start paying back,’ said the Caleys. ‘But we never heard from him again and he never sent us a penny. We wanted to help, not to get trouble-makers but to get educated leaders. Robert was a very big disappointment to us. We never sent anyone else to Fort Hare. We felt that if we hadn’t sent him to Fort Hare he wouldn’t have become like this.’

			On his side, however, and as far as can be established, Sobukwe never spoke about being financially indebted to the Caleys. In later years, whenever he referred to them he did so in warm terms, with no hint of any lingering tension.

			As a result of his conflicts with the Healdtown authorities, uncertainty continued about whether he would go there. Some friends also opposed his going to Healdtown, but for different reasons. A letter to Godfrey Pitje from a Congress League leader, Tsepo Letlaka, written on 4 August 1949, said: ‘I am very keen about Mangaliso ... I cannot imagine him going to rust and rot in Healdtown next year. We must be cautious how we disperse our forces about the country.’ Letlaka, incidentally, a decade later became one of Sobukwe’s most devoted followers. He eventually went into exile, but was able to return by agreeing to settle in ‘independent’ Transkei, the first black tribal state created by the South African government. He went on to hold Cabinet rank there, as Minister of Police.

			With Sobukwe’s stay at Fort Hare coming to an end, the Principal, Clifford P. Dent, gave him a ‘To whom it may concern’ testimonial which seems to have been written with the aim of saying the barest minimum in the coolest possible way. Dated 2 November 1949, it read: ‘He is now studying for his final examinations in English 3 and Xhosa 3, with Native Administration 2 as an additional subject. His marks show ability and progress considerably above the average. He is a man of influence among his fellows and has this year been Chairman of the Students’ Representative Council.’

			Sobukwe sent a telegram to Siwisa to announce his end-of-year examination results: Passed but no distinction. There was, in fact, more to it than that. For, as Prof. Matthews was later to write to a colleague, he had ‘proved himself to be a student of outstanding ability both inside and outside the classroom. I happen to know that his professors were disappointed that he did not manage to obtain distinctions in his major subjects in his final year. This we attributed to the fact that he did three major courses instead of the usual two, all of which he passed creditably. In fact, as far as Native Administration is concerned, I know for a fact that he qualified for a distinction in that subject but he was not awarded the distinction because he had listed English and Xhosa as his major subjects, and Native Administration II as a minor.’

			In his last year at Fort Hare, Sobukwe appeared to be considering law as a career: if he wished to do it he would need Latin so, together with a few others, he studied the language for a few months on a very part-time basis in the afternoons or evenings or on Sundays. Sigcau Thamsana, a senior student in classical studies, gave free lessons.

			Neither law nor the quietness which a teaching career at Healdtown would have meant came to pass, however. Nor did a job come easily. It took several months before he was offered a position as a teacher at the Jandrell Secondary School in Standerton. The offer came from the Principal, W.S. M’Cwabeni, who had studied at Fort Hare in 1946 and 1947. He had met Sobukwe while visiting Healdtown in 1946 and then again at Fort Hare the following year.

			First, however, there was the pride of graduation. Most of his family was with him for the occasion and a rare group photograph shows his father looking stern and dour; his mother, too, has a set appearance about her; they are people whose struggles to get to this day are seen on their faces as they pose for the unaccustomed camera. Sobukwe is a graceful young man: he is tall but slightly built, with a delicacy to him. His face is open and innocent. He fits the description of fellow-students as a young man who took life seriously.
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