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      Ruth First

      
      Ruth First (1925–1982) was brought up in Kensington, Johannesburg. She attended Jeppe Girls’ High School and in 1946 was awarded
         her bachelors degree in Social Sciences at the University of the Witwatersrand. From 1947 she was the local representative
         of the Cape Town-based The Guardian, in 1953 becoming one of the founders of the Congress of Democrats. In 1949 she married Joe Slovo. After the 1960 Sharpeville
         State of Emergency both were ‘listed’ and became banned persons.
      

      
      First was arrested under the 90-Day Detention clause in 1963. She escaped from South Africa in March, 1964. She edited the
         collection of Nelson Mandela’s articles and speeches known as No Easy Walk to Freedom (1973), as well as several other factual
         works. In 1980 she co-authored a biography of Olive Schreiner. By 1982 she was a director of research at the Centre for African
         Studies at Eduardo Mondlane University in Maputo, Mozambique. On 17 August she was killed by a letter bomb addressed to her
         by the South African security police.
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      Human Rights Day, 10 December 1952, Alexandra Township mass meeting. On the platform: Yusuf Cachalia of the SA Indian Congress,
         Walter Sisulu, Ruth First, Albertina Sisulu.

 (Eli Weinberg, Portrait of a People, Mayibuye Centre)
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      In 1975, when Ruth was in exile in London, Nelson Mandela was sent a photograph of her. ‘The eye was immediately caught by
         a woman in coat and slacks,’ he wrote to her from his prison cell on Robben Island, ‘resembling a face once familiar . . .
         bespectacled and hawk-nosed and with a sheaf of papers as usual, she sat almost flat on the floor and even looked humble and
         soft and nearest to me than she had ever been before. Seeing that picture after so long evoked pleasant memories and made
         me forget about her flashes of temper, impatience and barbed tongue. Does that ring a bell?’
      

      
      The stern accuracy of Ruth’s critical tongue, and the lightning speed by which she reached conclusions were her hallmarks;
         admired and feared in almost equal measure. As one of her jailers appreciatively remarked, she was a fighter. And while the
         staying power of Mandela’s African National Congress was testimony to its ability to unite different interest groups and to
         maintain consensus, Ruth would stick determinedly to her own viewpoint.
      

      
      
      She was the daughter of two confirmed, and conformist members of the Communist Party, of which she, too, was a lifelong member.
         She was married to Joe Slovo who rose through the party ranks to became General Secretary. Yet she continued to resist orthodoxy.
         From the moment when, aged seventeen, she made her first public speech on the Johannesburg city hall steps, she remained disciplined
         and faithful to the beliefs for which she was eventually killed. Despite this, she would far rather be involved in rigorous,
         independent enquiry than in towing any particular line. Hence the temper; the impatience; the barbed tongue.
      

      
      And yet, there is another side of Ruth. She was the revolutionary who, instead of confining a funeral oration to a description
         of a comrade’s dedication, might also praise her for fabulous taste in hats. Or the woman who, on being hauled out of bed
         and taken to prison for the start of the 1956 Treason Trial, would persuade the police to wait while she carefully packed
         her perfume and her lingerie. And the woman, as well, who, critical as she might have been of other people’s failings, was
         always most unforgiving of her own.
      

      
      It is this woman, in all her vulnerability, who emerges from Ruth’s account of her 117 days of solitary incarceration. From
         the start when she was snatched from a library and driven home to witness the discovery of a single copy of a banned magazine
         for which she worked, she convicts herself of carelessness. The battle she fights in jail is not only a battle of wits against
         the men who would play any trick to get her to betray herself or her comrades, but against her own frailty.
      

      
      As a journalist, and before a succession of banning orders prevented her from pursuing her profession, Ruth had been in the
         forefront of exposing the conditions of South Africa’s black population forced to live in an apartheid hell. She had never wanted to write about herself or her own experiences. It was
         because her great friend, the editor Ronald Segal, convinced her that the world needed to know what was happening in South
         Africa that she set down this account of her incarceration.
      

      
      She writes unflinchingly of the humiliation of being locked away, caught peering in desperation through her own peephole,
         about the slow winding of the days, and about the effects of the loneliness and sensory deprivation that eventually drove
         her to the brink. Never anything other than honest, she highlights the arrogance that led her to think she could have power
         over her jailers, and the weakness which meant she valued the good opinion of her comrades above her own life. She describes
         how, after the cruelty of her release and immediate re-arrest, the hunger strike she embarked on destroyed her. ‘If only I
         had not believed,’ she writes, ‘that I would always have the strength to do whatever I wanted and that emotional shock was
         something separate from the subordinate to my reason.’
      

      
      The book is not without its flashes of humour. Even at her most desolate, she uses her sharp wit to describe the way her beloved
         copy of Stendhal’s The Charterhouse of Parma was fated to join the contraband marijuana in the police storeroom, or of taking her restricted period of exercise under
         a washing line full of the undergarments of the ruling Nationalist Party Cabinet, or sitting on her bed as, in line with apartheid’s
         rigidities, black prisoners cleaned the cell allocated to this white missus. But for the most part, her book is a serious
         testimony to the distance apartheid South Africa was prepared to travel in order to stop a woman like Ruth who, in her words,
         had chosen to keep her conscience clean in a society riddled with guilts.
      

      
      
      She knew the danger she was in. This was 1963, the period immediately following the arrest of the ANC leaders who had been
         hiding in the Lilislief farm in Rivonia. They, along with Nelson Mandela who was already incarcerated, were eventually to
         stand trial for their lives. Ruth knew that she might well end up in the dock with them. She had been a frequent visitor to
         Rivonia and had known of the plans for sabotage that were used as evidence in court. What she didn’t know is how many of her
         actions had been uncovered by her interrogators. She describes the cat-and-mouse game as she tries to say nothing while attempting
         to discover the extent of their information. In the process she is unfailingly honest in her description of the way solitary
         confinement is used to wear her down.
      

      
      One of the ways in which the 90-day detention law broke its prisoners was that it was not time limited. On release, a prisoner
         could be immediately re-arrested: this could happen again and again, as the then Minister of Justice B. J. Vorster said, ‘until
         this side of eternity.’ The moment when this happened to Ruth, when she was pulled from a phone box where she was about to
         call her mother and tell her that she had been freed, nearly destroyed her. Her account of her descent into despair is told
         without a hint of self-consciousness or self-pity.
      

      
      After 117 days, they finally did let her go. They did not charge her – perhaps they did not want a white woman standing such
         public trial. Banned from working as a journalist and from seeing any other banned person, which included almost her entire
         professional and friendship group, and with Joe out of the country and unable to return, Ruth had no choice. Reluctantly (she
         felt strongly the guilt of her desertion) she packed up, travelling on an exit permit with her three daughters to England – there to start a new life.
      

      
      Joe began to work full time for the ANC and so it fell to Ruth to be the primary breadwinner, main parent of three adolescent
         girls as well a high-profile campaigner against apartheid. In 117 Days she describes how in jail she found she could not think or compose her thoughts systematically without the aid of pencil
         and paper: once in London, our house in Camden Town reverberated to the sound of her fast drumming on the keyboard of her
         Olivetti portable. Her method of pinning scraps of typed sentences or paragraphs together to build a whole made her works
         in progress both unique and unforgettable. She was passionately involved, not only in South African politics, but in the study
         of the whole of Africa. She wrote books as diverse as a groundbreaking study of coups in the continent she loved, and a biography
         of Olive Schreiner. The difficulties in her career that she encountered through her affiliation to the Communist Party were
         offset by her excitement at the intellectual ferment of the New Left in London in the 1960s – an involvement that, in her
         passionate but combatative relationship with Joe, often led to furious political disagreement.
      

      
      She carved a life and a place for herself in London, and in Durham where she went to teach at the university. But as soon
         as she could, as soon as we, her daughters, were grown up, she took her place as director of the Centre of African Studies
         in newly independent Mozambique.
      

      
      Mozambique changed Ruth. That strict control she writes about in 117 Days began to diminish. She even gave up her lifelong habit of constraining her curly hair, letting it frizz out like a halo.
         And though she continued to wear her trademark dark glasses, they seemed more a preventive against the sun’s glare than a screen behind which she could hide her thoughts. After
         her long years of English exile, she had come home, able to combine those two roles – the activist and the theorist – to help
         bring about the social change to which she had dedicated her life. If she still wore her much-adored, high-heeled Italian
         shoes (‘our lady’, was how many of her students remembered her), she could also be found wielding them in the dead of night,
         killing the cockroaches that had infested the kitchen.
      

      
      Yet, no matter how much she liked Mozambique, she was still in exile. She could walk the beach at Ponto D’Oro and see where
         South Africa began – but she could not go home.
      

      
      She was never allowed to. On August 17, 1982, the premonition that lies at the end of this book – that they would come again
         – was proved true. They came, not in person, but in the form of a letter bomb that, detonating when she opened it, killed
         her.
      

      
      In one murderous act they had deprived her of her chance to see apartheid fall and to use that sharp tongue of hers to demand
         that what came after should be better. And yet, in her resolve to create a politics that combined the intellect and the heart,
         reason and conviction, and in other ways – the highway outside of Durban, and the lectures and scholarship in her name – her
         example and her memory remain embedded in the history of the country that she loved. This book, in all its honesty and style,
         remains a testament to this brave and original woman.
      

      
      Gillian Slovo, 2010
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      A sample of Ruth First’s journalism of July, 1956

   



      
      
      1

      
      THE CELL

      
      For the first fifty-six days of my detention in solitary I changed from a mainly vertical to a mainly horizontal creature.
         A black iron bedstead became my world. It was too cold to sit, so I lay extended on the bed, trying to measure the hours,
         the days and the weeks, yet pretending to myself that I was not. The mattress was lumpy; the grey prison blankets were heavy
         as tarpaulins and smelt of mouldy potatoes. I learned to ignore the smell and to wriggle round the bumps in the mattress.
         Seen from the door the cell had been catacomb-like, claustrophobic. Concrete-cold. Without the naked electric bulb burning,
         a single yellow eye, in the centre of the ceiling, the cell would have been totally black; the bulb illuminated the grey dirt
         on the walls which were painted black two-thirds of the way up. The remaining third of the cell wall had been white once;
         the dust was a dirty film over the original surface. The window, high in the wall above the head of the bedstead, triple thick
         – barred again and meshed – with sticky black soot on top of all three protective layers, was a closing, not an opening. Three paces from the door and I was already at the bed.
      

      
      Left in that cell long enough, I feared to become one of those colourless insects that slither under a world of flat, grey
         stones, away from the sky and the sunlight, the grass and people. On the iron bedstead it was like being closed inside a matchbox.
         A tight fit, lying on my bed, I felt I should keep my arms straight at my sides in cramped, stretched-straight orderliness.
         Yet the bed was my privacy, my retreat, and could be my secret life. On the bed I felt in control of the cell. I did not need
         to survey it; I could ignore it, and concentrate on making myself comfortable. I would sleep, as long as I liked, without
         fear of interruption. I would think, without diversion. I would wait to see what happened, from the comfort of my bed.
      

      
      Yet, not an hour after I was lodged in the cell, I found myself forced to do what storybook prisoners do: pace the length
         and breadth of the cell. Or tried, for there was not room enough to pace. The bed took up almost the entire length of the
         cell, and in the space remaining between it and the wall was a small protruding shelf. I could not walk round the cell, I
         could not even cross it. To measure its eight feet by six, I had to walk the length alongside the bed and the shelf, and then,
         holding my shoe in my hand, crawl under the bed to measure out the breadth. It seemed important to be accurate. Someone might
         ask me one day – when? – the size of my cell. The measuring done, I retreated to the bed. There were four main positions to
         take up: back, stomach, either side, and then variations, with legs stretched out or curled up. In a long night a shift in
         position had to be as adventurous as a walk. When my knees were curled up they lay level with a pin-scratched scrawl on the
         wall: ‘I am here for murdering my baby. I’m 14 years.’ The wardresses told me they remembered that girl. They were vague about the authors of the other wall scribbles. ‘Magda Loves Vincent for Ever’ appeared several times in devotedly persistent proclamation. Others conveyed the same sentiment but with lewd words and
         too-graphic illustrations, and in between the obscenities on the wall crawled the hearts and cupid’s arrows. The women prisoners
         of the Sharpeville Emergency had left their mark in the ‘Mayibuye i’ Afrika’ [Let Africa Come Back] slogan still faintly visible. It was better not to look at the concrete walls, but even when I closed
         my eyes and sank deeper into the warmth of the bed, there were other reminders of the cell. The doors throughout the police
         station were heavy steel. They clanged as they were dragged to, and the reverberation hammered through my neck and shoulders,
         so that in my neck fibres I felt the echo down the passage, up the stairs, round the rest of the double-storey police station.
         The doors had no inside handles and these clanging doors without handles became, more than the barred window, more than the
         concrete cell walls, the humiliating reminder of incarceration, like the straitjacket must be in his lucid moments to the
         violent inmate of an asylum.
      

      
      Six hours before my first view of the cell, I had come out of the main reading room of the University library. The project
         that week was how to choose atlases in stocking a library, and in my hand was a sheaf of new scribbled notes:
      

      
      
         Pre-1961 atlases almost as obsolete for practical usage as a 1920 road map – evaluate frequency and thoroughness of revision,
            examine speciality maps, eg distribution of resources and population – look for detail plus legibility – check consistency of scale in maps of different areas indexes – explanations of technical and cartographic terms, etc, etc.
         

      

      
      The librarianship course was an attempt to train for a new profession. My newest set of bans prohibited me from writing, from
         compiling any material for publication, from entering newspaper premises. Fifteen years of journalism had come to an end.
         I had worked for five publications and each had, in turn, been banned or driven out of existence by the Nationalist Government.
         There was no paper left in South Africa that would employ me, or could, without itself being an accomplice in the contravention
         of ministerial orders. So I had turned from interviewing ejected farm squatters, probing labour conditions and wages on gold
         mines, reporting strikes and political campaigns, to learning reference methods, cataloguing and classification of books,
         and I was finding the shelves poor substitutes for the people and the pace that had made up our newspaper life.
      

      
      The two stiff men walked up.

      
      ‘We are from the police.’

      
      ‘Yes, I know.’

      
      ‘Come with us, please. Colonel Klindt wants to see you.’

      
      ‘Am I under arrest?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘What law?’

      
      ‘Ninety Days,’ they said.

      
      Somehow, in the library as I packed up the reference books on my table, I managed to slip out of my handbag and under a pile of lecture notes the note delivered to me from D that morning. It had suggested a new meeting place where we could talk.
         The place was ‘clean’ and unknown, D had written. He would be there for a few days.
      

      
      The two detectives ranged themselves on either side of me and we walked out of the University grounds. An Indian student looked
         at the escort and shouted: ‘Is it all right?’ I shook my head vigorously and he made a dash in the direction of a public telephone
         booth: there might be time to catch the late afternoon edition of the newspaper, and Ninety-Day detentions were ‘news’.
      

      
      The raid on our house lasted some hours. It was worse than the others, of previous years. Some had been mere formalities,
         incidents in the general police drive against ‘agitators’; at the end of the 1956 raid, frightening and widespread as it was,
         there had been the prospect of a trial, albeit for treason. I tried to put firmly out of my mind the faces of the children
         as I was driven away. Shawn had fled into the garden so that I would not see her cry. Squashed on the front seat beside two
         burly detectives, with three others of rugby build on the back seat, I determined to show nothing of my apprehension at the
         prospect of solitary confinement. And yet I lashed myself for my carelessness. Under a pile of the New Statesman had been a single, forgotten copy of Fighting Talk, overlooked in the last clean-up in our house of banned publications. Possession of Fighting Talk, which I had edited for nine years, was punishable by imprisonment for a minimum of one year. Immediately, indefinite confinement
         for interrogation was what I had to grapple with. I was going into isolation to face a police probe, knowing that even if
         I held out and they could pin no charge on me, I had convicted myself by carelessness in not clearing my house of illegal literature: this thought became a dragging leaden guilt from then on.
      

      
      The five police roughs joked in Afrikaans on the ride that led to Marshall Square Police Station. Only once did they direct
         themselves to me: ‘We know lots,’ one said. ‘We know everything. You have only yourself to blame for this. We know . . .’
      

      
      It was about six in the afternoon when we reached the police station. The largest of my escorts carried my suitcase into the
         ‘Europeans Only’ entrance. As he reached the charge office doorway he looked upwards. ‘Bye-bye, blue sky,’ he said, and chuckled at his joke.
      

      
      ‘Ninety days,’ this Security Branch man told the policemen behind the counter.

      
      ‘Skud haar,’ [Give her a good shake-up] the policeman in charge told the wardress.
      

      
      When we came back from her office to the charge office, all three looked scornfully at my suitcase. ‘You can’t take this,
         or that, or this,’ and the clothing was piled on the counter in a prohibited heap. A set of sheets was allowed in, a small
         pillow, a towel, a pair of pyjamas, and a dressing gown. ‘Not the belt!’ the policeman barked at the dressing gown. And the
         belt was hauled out from the loops. ‘No plastic bags.’ He pounced on the cotton wool and sprawled it on the counter like the
         innards of some hygienic giant caterpillar. No pencil. No necklace. No nail scissors. No book. The Charterhouse of Parma joined bottles of contraband brandy and dagga in the police storeroom.
      

      
      I had been in the women’s cells of Marshall Square once before, at the start of the 1956 Treason Trial, but the geography
         of the station was still bewildering. The corridors and courtyards we passed through were deserted. The murky passage led into a murkier cell. The cell door banged shut, and two more after
         it. There was only the bed to move towards.
      

      
      What did They know? Had someone talked? Would their questions give me any clue? How could I parry the interrogation sessions
         to find out what I wanted to know, without giving them the impression that I was resolutely determined to tell them nothing? If I was truculent
         and delivered a flat refusal to talk to them at the very first session, they would try no questions at all, and I would glean
         nothing of the nature of their inquiry. I had to find a way not to answer questions, but without saying explicitly to my interrogators,
         ‘I won’t tell you anything’.
      

      
      Calm but sleepless, I lay for hours on the bed, moving my spine and my legs round the bumps on the mattress, and trying to
         plan for my first interrogation session. Would I be able to tell from the first questions whether they knew I had been at
         Rivonia?* Had I been taken in on general suspicion of having been too long in the Congress movement, on freedom newspapers, mixing
         with Mandela and Sisulu, Kathrada and Govan Mbeki, who had been arrested at Rivonia, not to know something? Was it that the
         Security Branch was beside itself with rage that Joe had left the country – by coincidence one month before the fateful raid
         on Rivonia? Was I expected to throw light on why Joe had gone, on where he had gone? Had I been tailed to an illegal meeting? Had the police tumbled on documents
         typed on my typewriter, in a place where other revealing material had been found?
      

      
      Or was I being held by the Security Branch not for interrogation at all, but because police investigations had led to me and
         I was being held in preparation for prosecution and to prevent me from getting away before the police were ready to swoop
         with a charge? At the first interrogation session, I decided I would insist on saying nothing until I knew whether a charge
         was to be preferred against me. If I were asked whether I was willing to answer questions, I would say that I could not possibly
         know until I was given a warning about any impending prosecution. The Ninety-Day Law could be all things to all police. It
         could be used to extort confessions from a prisoner, and even if the confession could not – at the state of the law then –
         be used in court, it would be reassurance to the Security Branch that its suspicions were confirmed, and a signal to proceed
         with a charge. My knowledge of the law was hazy, culled from years as a lawyer’s wife only, and from my own experience of
         the police as a political organizer and journalist. Persons under arrest were entitled to the help of a lawyer in facing police
         questioning. If they would permit me no legal aid, I would tell them, whenever they came, that I would have to do the best
         I could helping myself. So I could not possibly answer any questions till I knew if the police were in the process of collecting
         evidence against me. Nor, for that matter, I decided to tell them, would I say that I would not answer questions. After all,
         how did I know that, until I knew what the questions were. If they would tell me the questions I would be in a better position to know what I would do. This cat and mouse game could go on for a limited period, I knew,
         but it was worth playing until I found out how the interrogation sessions were conducted, and whether there was any possibility
         that I might learn something of the state of police information. If they tired of the game, or saw through it – and this should
         not be difficult – I had lost nothing. Time was on their side anyway. If they showed their hand and revealed by intention
         or accident what they knew about my activities, I would have told them nothing, and I would be doubly warned to admit nothing.
         If fairly soon I was to be taken to court I would consider then, with the help of a lawyer, I hoped, the weight of the evidence
         against me. There was just a chance they might let slip some information, and even a chance – though it seemed remote the
         first night in the cell – that I might be able to pass it on to the Outside, to warn those still free.
      

      
      As I dropped off to sleep the remembrance of that neatly folded but illegal copy of Fighting Talk rose again. If the best happened I would be released because there was no evidence against me . . . and I would have withstood
         the pressure to answer questions . . . but I would be brought to court and taken into prison for having one copy of a magazine
         behind the bottom shelf of a bookcase. How untidy! It would not make impressive reading in a news report.
      

      
      I slept only to wake again. My ears knocked with the noise of a police station in operation. The cell was abandoned in isolation,
         yet suspended in a cacophony of noise. I lay in the midst of clamour but could see nothing. Accelerators raced, exhaust pipes roared, car doors banged, there were clipped shouted commands of authority. And the silence only of prisoners in intimidated
         subservience. It was Friday night, police-raid night. Pickup vans and kwela-kwelas,* policemen in uniform, detectives in plain clothes were combing locations and hostels, backyards and shebeens to clean the
         city of ‘crime’, and the doors of Marshall Square stood wide open to receive the haul of the dragnet.
      

      
      Suddenly the noise came from the other side of the bed. Doors leading to other doors were opened, then one only feet away
         from mine, and I had for a neighbour, across the corridor, an unseen, disembodied creature who swore like a crow with delirium
         tremens.
      

      
      ‘Water, water. Ek wil water kry. For the love of God, give me water.’
      

      
      A violent retching, more shrieks for water, water. I caught the alcoholic parch and longed for water.

      
      Twice again I was jerked awake by the rattle of doors to find the wardress standing in my doorway. She was on inspection,
         doing a routine count of the prisoners. ‘Don’t you ever sleep?’ she asked.
      

      
      Suddenly the door rattled open and a new wardress stared in. A tin dish appeared, on it a hard-boiled egg, two doorsteps of
         bread, and coffee in a jam-tin mug. Minutes later the crow was retreating down the passage. The wardress led me out of my
         cell, past a second solitary one, into the large dormitory cell which was divided by a half-wall from a cold water basin and lavatory without a seat. I washed in cold water and half a bucket of hot, put on my pyjamas and dressing gown, was led out
         again into my little cell, and climbed back into bed. My first day in the police station had begun.
      

      
      I felt ill-equipped, tearful. I had no clothes. No daily dose of gland tablets (for a thyroid deficiency). My confiscated
         red suitcase, carefully packed from the accumulated experience of so many of us who had been arrested before, was the only
         thing, apart from me, that belonged at home, and in the suitcase were the comforts that could help me dismiss police station
         uniformity and squalor. I sat cross-legged on the bed, huddled against the cold, hangdog sorry for myself.
      

      
      The door clanged open and a lopsided gnome-like man said he was the Station Commandant. ‘Any complaints?’ he asked. This was
         the formula of the daily inspection rounds. I took the invitation. I objected to being locked up without charge, without trial,
         in solitary. The Commandant made it clear by his wooden silence that I was talking to the wrong man. The catalogue of complaints
         was for the record, I had decided. I would allow no prison or police official to get the impression that I accepted my detention.
         But the end of the recital that first morning tailed off on a plaintive note . . . ‘and I’ve got none of my things . . . I
         want my suitcase, my clothes, my medicine . . .’
      

      
      ‘Where’s her suitcase?’ the Commandant demanded of the wardress, who passed the query on to the cell warder.

      
      ‘Bring it. All of it. Every single thing.’

      
      The cell warder went off at the double. Red suitcase appeared in the doorway, tied up with pink tape. The Station Commandant started to finger through it, then recoiled when he touched the underwear.
      

      
      ‘She can have the lot!’ he said.

      
      The wardress, peering over his sloped left shoulder at the cosmetics, said shrilly: ‘She can’t have bottles . . . The bottles
         . . . we can’t have bottles in the cells.’
      

      
      The Commandant rounded on her. One person would make the decisions, he told her. He had decided.

      
      The cell warder retrieved the pink tape and the suitcase stayed behind in the cell. Nestling in it were an eyebrow tweezer,
         a hand mirror, a needle and cotton, my wristwatch, all prohibited articles. And glass bottles, whose presence made the wardresses
         more nervous than any other imagined contravention of the regulations, for it was a strict rule that nothing of glass should
         be allowed in the cells. I was later to find out why.
      

      
      Throughout my stay in Marshall Square my suitcase was the difference between me and the casual prisoners. I lived in the cells;
         they were in transit. I had equipment, reserves. Their lipsticks were taken from them, and their combs, to be restored only
         when they were fetched to appear before a magistrate in court. The casuals were booked in from the police van in the clothes
         they had worn when arrested, and if they wanted a clean blouse they had to plead with the wardress to get the cell warder
         to telephone a relative. I could go to my suitcase. I had supplies. I was a long-termer in the cells.
      

      
      There was a curious comfort about the first day. I had won my battle for the suitcase. I had made up my mind how I would try
         handling the Security Branch. Aloneness and idleness would be an unutterably prolonged bore, but it was early to worry about that, and for as long as I could, I would draw satisfaction from the time I had, at last, to think! Uninterruptedly, undistracted
         by the commands of daily living and working. The wardress on the afternoon shift seemed surprised I was taking it so quietly.
         ‘You’re catching up on your sleep,’ she said. ‘But soon the time will drag.’
      

      
      I tried to translate noises into police station geography. There were three separate sets of rattlings before the wardress
         stood in my open doorway: there was a door that seemed to lead from the main part of the police station into the women’s cells;
         about eight paces after that there was a door dividing the women’s cells from a courtyard; and then there was my cell door.
         When I heard the first rattle of keys I could expect another two and the lapse of about fourteen paces before I lay in police
         view. Unless I was fast asleep I could not be pounced upon without warning. However quietly the wardress put the keys in the
         locks she could not hide her entry. The keys were too massive, the locks too stiff, the steel too ringing-loud. When I saw
         it I was transfixed by the largest of the keys, the one that opened the first door. Four and a half inches long, yet when
         I heard its rattle in the lock it seemed to grow in my mind’s eye to the size of a poker.
      

      
      The electric light burned constantly, day and night, but I could tell by the new wardress when it was a new night shift. As
         on the previous night I rehearsed again the imaginary first confrontation with the Security Branch. I was warming to my role
         in the encounter and was becoming master of the ambiguous and evasive reply to the questions I invented for my unseen interrogators.
      

      
      I pushed out of my head a jumble of ideas and thoughts of people, with a deliberate resolve to think slowly, about one thing at a time, and to store up as much as I could for future
         days and nights. I postponed thinking about how I would try to pass the time. That, too, would be a subject for future hours.
         This was a time of emergency, and called for strict rationing.
      

      
      I dropped off to sleep. There were the nightly inspections, the noisy intake of two drunks.

      
      Right overhead, as though someone in the cell above had measured the spot where my head lay, a bottle broke sharply, and splintered
         on the concrete floor.
      

      
      The next day was Sunday, but pandemonium. The cell door was flung open and the wardress, the cell warder, and a third policeman
         stared in, disbelievingly, I thought. There was prolonged shouting from the guts of the station, repeated banging of doors
         overhead. The Station Commandant had the door flung open a half-hour before the usual inspection. He said the usual ‘Any complaints?’
         formula but was out of the cell before he could reply to my ‘What about exercise?’ The wardresses were tightlipped, on edge.
         A fever seemed to rage in the working part of the police station, and the raised temperature flowed out to the prisoners lying
         in their cells.
      

      
      There were four instead of two inspections that night. Trying to reconstruct the noises of the night hours I realized that
         there must have been an admission into the women’s cells, and someone was in the cell opposite me, for there were two mugs
         of coffee in the hands of the morning-shift wardress.
      

      
      Unexpectedly a high fastidious voice said ‘I am due to menstruate, wardress, how do I get some cotton wool?’

      
      
      ‘Anne-Marie!’ I shouted. ‘Anne-Marie . . . you here! Wardress, I’ve got cotton wool.’
      

      
      The cell doors opened long enough for me to pass out the cotton wool and to catch a glimpse of Anne-Marie Wolpe – wife of
         our good friend Harold – haggard and drawn, perched on her high bed.
      

      
      If Anne-Marie had been taken, Harold must have got safely away. The escape had come off, I decided. Thirty-six hours before
         I had gone into Marshall Square a breakout of the cells was being planned . . .
      

      
      *

      
      Lying on his stomach on the floor of the upstairs cell Ninety-Day detainee Chiba had caught a fleeting glimpse of shapes and
            sizes under the crack in his door.

      
      ‘Who’s got ginger hair?’ he called to Arthur Goldreich, who had played the role of flamboyant artist turned country squire
            by living in the Rivonia house and providing the front for the secret political work that went on in the outbuildings.

      
      It was Harold Wolpe, brought in between policemen, in his red dyed hair and beard, caught at the Bechuanaland border where
            his escape bid had floundered, and locked up in Marshall Square with nightmarish fears over fingerprints and typewriters and
            sheets of paper in his handwriting.

      
      ‘What’ve you done about an escape?’ Harold asked Arthur in their first stolen conversation.

      
      The two of them, and Indian Youth Congress activists Jassat and Mosie Moolla next door, used visits to the bathroom to haul
            themselves to the bars of the high WC window and count bricks to estimate the drop from the roof to wall, to the thick netting over the quadrangle of the women’s jail, and down to the ground
            outside. Messages were smuggled out, and hacksaw blades smuggled in. Sawing sessions were conducted under cover of loud whistling
            and repeated pullings of the lavatory chain. Three minutes of sawing and the blades were blunt on the bars of tempered prison
            steel. Hacksaw blades continued to be inveigled into the cells, blades of every shape and size, the sawing continued, but
            the bars stood firm. It was young Mosie, with his charm, whom the young warder could not resist, and when Mosie broached the
            matter of an escape the policeman said he could cooperate as long as it would not appear that he had been an accomplice.

      
      ‘No four men can overpower me, I’m as strong as a lion,’ the warder said, so Arthur was instructed to practise blows with
            an iron bar and, all escape day, his stomach like jelly, he practised hitting his pillow with a bar, so as not to kill.

      
      That night the four stuffed their beds with blanket rolls, put on their overcoats and stood waiting.

      
      But four drunken drivers were being booked in downstairs and Operation Escape had to take second place to their examination
            by the district surgeon and the laboured issue of prisoners’ property receipts to the four swaying new inmates of the cells.

      
      The young warder appeared with the keys.

      
      ‘Okay, go!’ he said, and stopped Arthur from trying a reluctant blow on his head. He would bang his own head against the wall,
            he had decided. Arthur walked rapidly out of his cell and knocked over a lemonade bottle. The four tiptoed out. On the corner
            of Main and Sauer Streets three bright lights spluttered and went out, with accomplice timing. The hacksaw blades were turfed
            into a rubbish bin in the courtyard lined with empty Volkswagens. The four split up. Mosie and Jassat walked off towards the Indian residential area of Fordsburg; Arthur and Harold skirted the block desperately looking
            for the car that had not come. Two white down-and-outs tried to pick a fight with them. Arthur was piddling in a dark corner
            when the car eventually picked them up.

      
      ‘Four 90-day Men Escape’ said the newspaper headlines.‘Wives Held for Questioning’. A massive police search for the fugitives followed. ‘Goldreich, described as the Security Branch’s major detainee, is still
            on the run. Police Patrols are at work throughout the land.’ ‘The police are being swamped with calls about the escapers.’

      
      ‘The Net Closes In’. ‘A price of R1000 is on the head of each escaper. Indian homes in the country districts of the Transvaal and homes and clubs in Johannesburg
            are being searched for the four.’ ‘Have you seen two European men and two Indian men walking together?’ plain-clothes detectives
            were asking. Descriptions of the four were broadcast over the radio every twenty minutes at the climax of the manhunt, and
            all whites were enjoined to take part in the chase.

      
      For eleven days Arthur and Harold lived in darkness at a deserted house, eating raw bacon because the cooking made a sizzling
            noise; unable to use a heater because it gave off a red glow. The creak of a floorboard sounded, to their ears, like a revolver
            shot through the neighbourhood. By five o’clock each evening, dusk and a deep depression set in. ‘Like being back in that
            cell,’ said Harold.

      
      Before each decision to act, tension mounted to breaking point, but in movement and action there was relief. From one hiding
            place to another, and then another. From cover in Johannesburg across the border into Swaziland. For six hours the two lay
            together under a tarpaulin. Then they could stretch, and move, stand up, and talk, and shout to the winds.

      
      ‘Goldreich and Wolpe Escape to Francistown’ said the newspaper of 28 August. Minister Vorster said, ‘They were two of our Biggest Fish’. They had been flown to Swaziland dressed as priests.

      
      In Francistown, Bechuanaland, at 4:15 one morning a knock on the window woke Goldreich: ‘We’ve come to tell you your planes been blown up.’ The second chartered
            plane landed in Elizabethville with ten minutes’ fuel to spare . . . In the nightclub black and white jived together to the blare of the band.

      
      *

      
      In Marshall Square a new prisoner made his appearance in the men’s exercise yard: a dimpled policeman, but stripped of his
         uniform.
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