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Abstract

Experiencing the Armed Struggle: The Soweto Generation and After
Lynda von den Steinen
February 2007

This study explores the experiences of the rank-and-file soldiers of Umkhonto
we Sizwe and the Azanian People’s Liberation Army. Extensive interviews by the
author and other researchers reveal the voices of the soldiers themselves. The African
National Congress and Pan African Congress archives at the University of the
Western Cape and the University of Fort Hare supplement and verify these oral
testimonies, as do some published sources.

Most previously published materials about the armed struggle against
apartheid have already focused on diplomacy, strategy and tactics, operations,
leadership, and human rights abuses to the neglect of the soldiers’ actual experiences.
This study complements these with significant new oral history materials from the
Soweto generation of soldiers and their successors. When dealing with MK, many
authors have documented issues of the camp structure in Angola, and operations
inside South Africa, so much of this detail is only addressed briefly, leaving space to
explore the soldiers’ experiences. In the case of APLA, very little has been written on
its history, and more detail is provided on these subjects.

This study therefore deals with the soldiers’ politicisation and motivation for
joining the armed struggle, their experiences in leaving South Africa and training in
exile, the crises in exile which limited their effectiveness for a time, their return to
fight in South Africa, and their difficulties in the “new” South Africa. These materials
reveal that vast problems remain facing these veterans of the struggle against
apartheid, and that they have the potential, if properly supported and employed, to
contribute substantially to the development of present day South Africa. Conversely,
if their neglect continues, they also have the potential to bring vast harm to the
country. Further use of the investigative tools of oral history, especially if extended to
the former soldiers’ vernacular languages, is necessary to augment the history of

South Africa, and these soldiers’ contributions.
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Introduction

Wars are often summed up as the decisions of leaders and the
movements of armies. It is often forgotten that these depend on
ordinary soldiers, who make personal sacrifices to achieve advances

and victories, and who suffer the consequences of retreats and defeats

physically. But their experiences are usually obliterated in the

manufacture of histories and may even be lost to popular memory.

The result is the propagation of an official mythology of war, with

heavy emphasis on its abstract and glorious aspects.1
The History of Liberation Struggles

With the dawning of the ‘New South Africa’, many avenues opened up in the
study of South African history. One such opportunity came in writing the history of
the liberation struggle ‘against the system of apartheid. Many works had been written
on this subject already, but due to the constraints of researching while the struggle
was going on, they often told only pieces of the story. Also, in their focus on certain
aspects of the liberation struggle that were key concerns at the time, such as political
structures, diplomacy, and ideology, these works neglect other aspects of the history,
such as the story of the ‘ordinary people’ involved in the struggle.

Many problems arose in past works focusing on liberation movements in
Southern Africa. One major restraint on research has been the lack of source material
on which to base a study. Until the release of Nelson Mandela and unbanning of the
liberation movements in 1990, and even beyond until the election of the Government
of National Unity in April of 1994, utmost secrecy was necessary to the survival of
the liberation movements both inside the country and in exile. This condition made it

extremely difficult for researchers to gain access to detailed and accurate information.

Often information came only from official sources in South Africa, which were

! Barnes, Teresa A. (1995). The Heroes’ Struggle: Life after the Liberation War for Four Ex-
combatants in Zimbabwe. In Bhebe and Ranger, (eds), Soldiers in Zimbabwe's Liberation War, Harare:
University of Zimbabwe Publications, 118.



notoriously biased against the liberation movements, or from defectors or police
agents. Even if these testimonies were true, which was not always the case, one
person’s story or one group of people’s stories, especially the case of those who had
been ‘turned’ by the South African police, is rarely representative of the entire group
he or she comes from. Information also came through the liberation movements
themselves, in the form of recruitment material, pamphlets, and journals, which were
usually biased towards the liberation movements. Furthermore, even if it had been
possible to obtain accurate and detailed intelligence of the operations of the liberation
movemeﬁts, many scholars would have hesitated to use this information as its
publication could have endangered the liberation movements and jeopardised their
efforts. In his book on Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), the armed wing of the African
National Congress (ANC), Howard Barrell acknowledges that: “the story this book
tells remains only a sketch. . . ANC and MK security remains an issue at the time of
writing.”?> Indeed, many people who were involved in the struggle took the issue of
security so seriously that they still hesitate to reveal anything today. While there is
little doubt that many of the writers involved in documenting the history and workings
of the liberation struggle in South Africa had good intentions to do as much justice to
the topic as possible, it is impossible to ignore the circumstances that restrained them
from successfully accomplishing this.

Beyond the issue of scarcity of sources as a problem in writing the history of
liberation struggles came the question of loyalties. While the struggle against
apartheid was going on, the loyalties of the authors had a major effect on the products

they produced. Colin Leys and John S. Saul discuss this problem in relation to the

history of the liberation struggle in Namibia:

2 Barrell, H. (1990). MK: The ANC's Armed Struggle. London: Penguin, vii.



The history of the South West Africa People’s Organization

(SWAPO), the liberation movement that came to lead that struggle, has

been particularly prone to either demonization or canonization. For

South African historians of the struggle SWAPO have been ‘terrorists,’

‘communists’, ‘hapless bunglers’, while too much of the solidarity

literature presents a SWAPO incapable of error and free of all

shortcomings.’
This problem also arises in the literature about the liberation struggle in South Africa.

In recent years, the development of South African history has taken great
strides. More and more participants in the struggle are writing and publishing their
memoirs and even those who were not leaders have started to do so. Oral history has
advanced considerably, and many collections of people’s stories have been
assembled. More critical and analytic studies have also started to emerge, moving
away from the strict division between pro- and anti- liberation struggle points of view,
and more objective viewpoints are now often found in recent histories. However
there is still ample room for new interpretations and investigations in the explorationv
of the history of the struggle against apartheid in South Africa. It is an opportune
time to rewrite the history of the liberation movements and to take advantage of the

vast range of sources now available, explore new aspects that were not addressed in

the past, and look at these issues from a greater distance.

A Brief History of Umkhonto we Sizwe

The African National Congress was founded in 1912 under the name of the
South African Native National Congress. Originally it was a rather elitist
organisation, focusing on the rights of the small professional black middle class. In
1944 this emphasis changed dramatically with the formation of the ANC Youth

League. The Youth League stressed the ideas of African Nationalism, and eventually

3 Leys, C., and Saul, J. (1995). Namibia’s Liberation Struggle: the Two Edged Sword, London: James
Currey Ltd,, 2.



introduced the ‘Programme of Action’ in 1949 after the election of the National Party
(NP) the preceding year. This ‘Programme of Action’ proposed mass action in non-
violent resistance against the rapid entrenchment of racist laws as opposed to the
earlier methods of petitioning the government conducted by only a few elites. This
programme was implemented in the Defiance Campaign of the early fifties, which
saw boycotts, stay-aways, civil disobedience, and other forms of non-violent
resistance gain much support. In 1955, the ANC, together with other like-minded
organisatipns, convened the Congress of the People and adopted the Freedom Charter,
_ which provided general guidelines for a South Africa under democratic rule. With the
Sharpeville Massacre of 1960, however, it became cleai' that the government was
more than willing to meet passive resistance with deadly force, and a ne§v strategy
had to be developed. The ANC was banned (along with other organisations) and
many of its members fled into exile, or situated themselves underground in order to
keep the organisation together.

Umkhonto we Sizwe, or the ‘Spear of the Nation’, was launched on 16
December 1961 in all of the main urban centres of South Africa. Originally
conceived as an independent organisation, largely in order to distance it from the
traditionally non-violent ANC, its members came from the ANC, the South African
Communist Party (SACP), and other organisations in the Congress Alliance. Its
manifesto claimed that MK was to be seen not as an alternative to traditional and
more peaceful methods of struggle, but as a complement to these. The first few years
of MK’s existence saw its units execute many successful sabotage attacks, but the
membership remained limited and carefully selected, with small cells of members
moving underground within the country, organising and executing attacks on strétegic

places important to the government or the economy. Units were non-racial, and






































































































techniques were quite amateur, with many homemade devices being used to blow up
railway lines, power stations, police stations, pass offices, and the like. This first
phase of MK’s operations came to a dramatic halt with the arrest, trial, and sentencing
to Robben Island of the leaders caught in Rivonia in 1963. The rest of the 1960s and
the beginning of the 70s saw little MK activity within South Africa, aside from a few
pamphlet bombs, as the ANC tried to rebuild the organisation in exile. The only
visible attempt on their part to infiltrate South Africa during this period occurred in
1968, when they sent a group of soldiers to accompany the Zimbabwe African
People’s Union (ZAPU) into Zimbabwe, in hopes of opening a trail into South Africa.
The soldiers, split into different groups, clashed with the Rhodesian forces, and all of
the soldiers were captured ;)r killed. Some escaped as far as Botswana before being
imprisoned. | |
The early 1970s saw the re-emergence of black opposition to the government
inside the country, particularly linked with the Black Consciousness movement and
the formation of trade unions, with an increase in strikes, school boycotts, and other
unrest. However, the ANC played little part in this new wave of protest. The march
‘and resultant massacre that sparked the Soweto uprisings in 1976 in South Africa
caught the ANC off guard, and their recently rebuilt underground struggled to
capitalise on the unrest inside the country. The uprising and the resultant government
repression, however, led to a large number of South Africans fleeing into exile and
joining MK there to get training for operations inside the country and for guerrilla
warfare. The following years saw a dramatic increase in attacks within South Africa.
While operations did increase and recruits did become well-trained soldiers,
whether trained in Angola or in sympathetic, usually Eastern Bloc countries, reliable

methods to get these soldiers back into South Africa remained limited. Many of the



students who had left anticipating a six-month training programme and immediate
return to South Africa as a liberation army found themselves stuck in exile, most often
at the camps in Angola. Some did see action in Angola in assistance of the
Movimento Popular de Libertagdo de Angola (MPLA), fighting against the South
African sponsored Unido Nacional para a Independéncia Total de Angola (UNITA).
Morale eroded, complaints multiplied, and in January of 1984 outright mutiny erupted
in the Angolan camps. Dealt with harshly by the ANC leadership, the mﬁtinies in
January and May of that yéar highlighted the disgruntlement and disillusionrhent of
the MK troops, and efforts were made by the leadership to address the problems.
Activities inside the country by MK units continued to focus on sabotage
éttacks and an avoidance of “soft targets,”‘ attempting to avoid any loss of life. A
special -opera'tions unit undertook some high profile attacks, including the bombing of
the Sasolbufg "reﬁnery in 1980, an attack on the Voortrekkerhoogte Air Forcé Bése by
rocket launcher in 1981, and the bombing of the Koeburg nuclear research station in
1982. Another upsurge of MK activity occurred in 1985, following a push to get all
of the soldiers based in Mozambique into South Africa in the wake of the Nkomati
Accord of 1984, which would make infiltration from Mozambique prohibitively
difficult. In the mid 1980s, another round of uprisings backed by a broader based
group of organisations came to the fore inside the country. Concerns about soft
targets relaxed, and security personnel, informers and collaborators became legitimate
targets, though civilian casualties were still discouraged. With the support of the
ANC aligned United Democratic Front (UDF), an umbrella body consisting of many
smaller community based organisations, the profile of the ANC strengthened, and MK
attacks were met with a good reception from the oppressed masses of South Africa.

Attacks were more often co-ordinated to support actions by the UDF and served to

a



complement the activities and campaigns of the mass movement. During this period,
increasing numbers of recruits were trained to be MK soldiers inside the country,
rather than having to go into exile to receive training, thus facilitating a faster
reinforcement of the fighting power inside the country.

By 2 February 1990, when South African president F.W. De Klerk announced
~ the unbanning of the ANC, PAC, and other organisations and the release of Nelson
Mandela and other political prisoners, MK was well established as an armed wing,
and well known to the general population of South Africa. After entering into “talks
about talks” with the national party government, the ANC officially suspended the
armed struggle in August 1990, é.nd depended on non-violent mass action to
_ strengthen their position in the negotiations. However, given the huge upsurge of
violence in the early 1990s between the ANC and other black organisations,
particularly the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP), some former MK soldiers organised
 themselves into Self Defence Units (SDUs) and continued their work in defence of
ANC supporters. After the elections in 1994, which brought the ANC to power, some
MK soldiers joined the integrated South African National Defence Force (SANDF),
some took up positions in the new ANC led government, and many others simply
tried to readapt to life in South Africa and struggled to find their place in the new

South Africa. Many still struggle with this today.

A Brief History of the Azanian People’s Liberation Army

The Pan-Africanist Congress (PAC) was established in 1959, as a faction that
split from the ANC. They particularly took offence with the Freedom Charter’s claim
that “South Africa belongs to all who live in it, black and white.” With a manifesto

proclaiming “Africa for the Africans”, a pan-Africanist focus, a non-racial stance
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including anyone who owed their primary allegiance to Africa and accepted the idea
of majority rule as Africans and a strong emphasis on reclaiming land from the
oppressors, they quickly found many supporters. Their early days were also beset
with challenges. When a country wide anti-pass protest on 21 March 1960 led to the
Sharpeville massacre, resultant protests and a notable march of about 100,000 PAC
supporters in Cape Town, the government responded quickly by banning both the
ANC and PAC. The fledgling organisation faced a huge challenge with this banning
and when c&mbined with a policy of their leaders actively participating in any actions,
they also found most of their leaders arrested during their participation in the anti-pass
protests in 1960. The decision to turn to violence lacked clear articulation by the
PAC, and the Poqo (isiXhosa for alone or pure) movement that arose in the early
1960s had a much larger, more grassroots based participation than MK. Poqo formed
its strongest bran;:hés in a_reés with a well-established PAC following; particularly in
the Western Cape and the Transvaal. Their operations focused on personnel of the
South African police, informers, traditional leaders working with the apartheid
government, and white civiliaﬁs. A number of attacks were carried out, particularly in
the Western Cape in the early 1960s.

The PAC set up its headquarters in exile in Lesotho, led by Potlako Kitchener
Leballo. Leballo announced in 1962 that South Africa would be liberated by 1963.
He went on to call on all of the PAC and Poqo branches immediately to focus on
recruiting, with a target of 1000 members per branch to be reached. Then a general
insurrection planned for 8 April 1963 would involve attacks on police stations and
economic targets, then the assassination of white people at random. Shortly before
the proposed insurrection, the Lesotho police captured a list of the PAC membership,

and a wave of arrests crippled the organisation inside South Africa. Following the
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round up of members, the PAC, like the ANC, found itself struggling to establish its
organisation in exile, to gain support and financial backing internationally, and to
build up their strength outside of the country.

Based in Zambia, then in Tanzania, and particularly plagued by leadership
struggles, the governments of their host countries had to step in to help settle feuds on
a number of occasions, and eventually the PAC found themselves faced with an
ultimatum from the Organisation of African Unity (OAU), ‘that they must work on
infiltrating soldiers back into South Africa before any more recruits could be
accommodated or funding given them. Under threat of being de-recognised a plan
was formed by the leadership which involved co-operation with the Zimbabwe
African National Union (ZANU) in Zimbabwe and' Comité Revulucionirio de
Mogambique (COREMO) in Mozambique. In 1968, twelve APLA soldiers were sent
into Zimbabwe and on to_Mozambique, and hopedlto evmﬁﬂly reach South Africa in
what became known as the Villa Peri operation, and while they did engage with and
kill some Portuguese soldiers, all of the APLA men were either killed or captured.

Problems within the PAC in exile continued, and leadership feuds led to the
expulsion of many members and much unrest. When the Soweto uprisings occurred
in 1976, the PAC found itself too weak and strife filled to take full advantage of the
situation. While the Africanist ideology of the PAC seemed much more compatible
with the black consciousness oriented youth than the ANC’s multiracial and
communist associated organisation, the internal problems crippled the organisation
and left them too involved in the leadership battle to properly recruit, train and focus
the youth towards the fight in South Africa. The Soweto generation that found its
way into exile to join the PAC were often thrust into the leadership battle and many

found themselves on the side of P. K. Leballo, swelling his ranks of supporters.
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Problems of indiscipline, infighting, and occasionally outright violence characterised
the APLA cadres based in Tanzania. P. K. Leballo finally stepped down in May 1979
to be replaced by a three man executive committee led by David Sibeko, Vusi Make,
and Elias Ntloedibe. The assassination of David Sibeko in June 1979 by APLA
members in Tanzania illustrated the depths of the divisions and indiscipline, and
marked a low point in the history of the PAC and APLA. When John Pokela, recently
released from Robben Island and escaped to exile, stepped into the leadership position
in 1981, efforts began to re-educate, organise, and focus the APLA troops back to the
South African scene began in earnest. Training for the APLA recruits took place at
basés in Tanzania, in other sympathetic African countries, and in Middle Eastern and
Asian countries, particularly China. With Pokela’s death in 1985, Johnson Mlambo
took over the mantle of the leader of the PAC, and the recent restructuring and
reorganisation of the armed wing began to pay off.

After more than 20 years of inactivity, APLA attacks inside South Africa
resumed in the mid-1980s. APLA strategies focused attacks on ;he South African
police and army, white farmers, black informers and collaborators, and white
civilians. APLA soldiers were often encouraged to find and appropriate money and
weapons from the enemy to support their operations, as reliable methods of funding
and supply from outside the country were difficult to maintain. The highly publicised
Scorpion gang who operated in Alexandra from December 1986, marked the first
publicised attacks by APLA on South African soldiers in over two decades. APLA’s
commanders started a policy of grenade warfare in 1987, which proved successful in
raising awareness of APLA and the PAC in the minds of the South African population

and more than doubled operations claimed by APLA.
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With the 1990 announcement that saw the beginning of the end of MK’s
armed struggle, APLA stepped onto the scene as the only liberation army still
operating. The PAC asserted its opposition to the negotiations between the ANC and
the National party, claiming that important issues, especially that of reclaiming the
land for the African people, were being set aside. for expediency. APLA attacks
continued through the early 1990s, and captured the attention of the population,
particuiarly with attacks on white civilians at the King Williams Town Golf Club in
1992, and the Heidelburg tavern and St. James church in Cape Town in 1993. Armed.
robberies also received a lot of attention, asserted by APLA to be part and parcel of
reclamation of the wealth stolen from them by white people and necessary for the
-sﬁpply of the units, but corbldemnedA‘ by many as outright criminality. The PAC
leadership lacked strict control‘ov‘er APLA, and often bappeared at 6dds with their
armed wing. When they announced a suspension of armed struggle early in 1994,
somé attacks still continued, but by the first democratic elections on 27 April 1994,
APLA no longer operated. During this period, APLA caught the attention of many
South Africans, and highlighted many doubts people were having about the
negotiations and the compromises being made. This was believed by many political
commentators to be a good opportunity for the PAC to capitalise on the support and
turn it into votes, but in the end, they failed to do so. Some APLA soldiers ended up .
absorbed into the new SANDF, but many others have faced the same problems as the
MK soldiers in the adaptation to the new South Africa. Further, while much has been
written about MK, APLA’s history has largely been marginalized in the new ANC led

South Africa.
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Literature Review

A number of books and articles have been written about Umkhonto we Sizwe
Autobiographical accounts written about and by the original leaders and members of
MK cover the decision to turn to violence and the original sabotage campaigns, as
well as a few that touch on the later development and operations of MK. Most of
these either strictly toe the ANC party line, or strongly oppose it. Nelson Mandela’s
Long Walk to Freedom®*, which covers his whole life, from birth, through his activities
in the ANC and MK, to his incarceration on Robben Island and his release, and Natoo |
Babenia’s Memoirs of a Saboteur’, which talks of his activities as a saboteur in both
South Africa and India, are among the autobiographies which focus in part on the
early sabotage campaigns of MK and the authors’ parts in them, often stressing the
ANC party line about the rol_e and ideology of MK. Ronnie Kasrils’ autobiography,
Armed and Dangerous6 also deals with the early sabotage campaigns, then>moves on
to the nature of his “work in exile in MK, his return to South Africa in 1990, and the
“process of transition,'but also toes the ANC party line. He discusses his life and his
motivations and includes several detailed descriptions of his activities. Fish
Keitseng’s autobiography, Comrade Fish: Memories of a Motswana in the ANC

Underground, documents his life as an ANC operative.” Bruno Mtolo® and Mwezi

* Mandela, Nelson. (1994). Long Walk to Freedom: The Autobiography of Nelson Mandela, London:
Little, Brown and Company.

5 Babenia Natoo, as told to Edwards, Iain (1995) Memoirs of a Saboteur, Bellville: Mayibuye Books.

¢ Kasrils, Ronnie. (2004). Armed and Dangerous: My Undercover Struggle Against Apartheid,
Johannesburg: Jonathan Ball.

7 Keitseng, Fish. (1999). Comrade Fish: Memories of a Motswana in the ANC Underground,
Gaborone: Pula Press.

8 Mtolo, Bruno. (1966). Umkhonto we Sizwe: the Road to the Left, Durban: Drakensberg Press. (Mtolo
was an apartheid spy who acted as a state witness in trials.)
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Twala’s’ autobiographies provide the counter-view to these, taking a particularly anti-
ANC point of view, dealing with the early sabotage campaign and the mid-70s to
1990s, respectively. Recently, more participants, who were not at the leadership
level, have begun publishing their memoirs of their time and experiences in the armed
struggle. Three notable examples of these are Jama Matakata’s Hills of Hope'®,
which covers an MK operative’s life story and time in MK and on Robben Island,
Conny Braam’s Operation Vula,'' which deals with a Dutch woman’s participation in
Operation Vula, an operation established to improve communications between the
exile leaders and the leaders inside South Africa, during the late 1980s and early
1990s, and Thula Bopela and Dluxolo Luthuli’s Umkhonto we Sizwe: Fighting for a
divided people,'* in which two former MK soldiers tell their personal stories.
‘Ofﬁcial’ ANC historians notably including Francis Méli,13 John Pkampallis,14 and
Govan Mbeki'® also deal with the formation, strategies, heroes, and ideology of MK
within a broader history of the ANC and its struggle against apartheid. These are all -
restricted by their loyalties, and tend to deal primarily with the leadership, diplomacy,

strategy, and ideology of ANC. They are largely similar, dealing with the same

® Twala, Mwezi, and Bernard, Ed. (1994). Mbokodo Inside MK: Mwezi Twala- A Soldier’s Story,
Johannesburg: Jonathan Ball Publishers.

10 Matakata, Jama. (2004). Hills of Hope, Pietermaritzburg: Nutrend Productions.
" Braam, Conny. (2004). Operation Vula, Bellevue: Jacana.

12 Bopela, Thula and Daluxlo Luthuli. (2005). Umkhonto we Siswe: Fighting for a divided people,
Alberton: Galago Publishing.

13 Meli, Francis. (1988). A History of the ANC: South Africa Belongs to Us, Harare: Zimbabwe
Publishing House.

14 Pampallis, John. (1991) Foundations of the New South Africa, Cape Town: Maskew Miller
Longman.

'S Mbeki, Govan. (1992). The Struggle for Liberation in South Africa: A short history, Cape Town:

David Phillip; and (1996). Sunset at Midday: Latshon’ilang ‘emini!/, Gauteng: Nolwazi Educational
Publishers.
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leaders, events, and speeches, and covering the struggle from the ANC side. Comrade
Jack, published in 2001, provides a rare look inside MK training and conditions in
Angola, and includes political lectures and diary excerpts from Jack Simons, who
taught soldiers at the MK camps in Angola'®. There are a few collections of oral
testimonies by South Africans who went into exile'’, and these include a few accounts
by MK soldiers. However, in their relatively unstructured format, which tends simply
to print the testimonies of the interviewees, often abridging them and focusing on
differént aspects from each interview, it is very difﬁcﬁlt to find continuity and
similarities amongst people’s testimonies.

Many academic works exist which focus on the nature of the ANC in exile,
including the command structure and operations of MK, as well as specula.ti-oﬁs about
the degree .of influence of the Communist Party, and issues of international .alliances,
among others. Tom Lodge’s many articles and chapters of books on MK as well as
Héward Barrell’s work'’ are very helpful but also focus mostly on the above issues.
Lodge’s several -articles focus largely on the state of the ANC and MK in exile in

particular periods, outlining the past, present, and possibilities for the future, looking

16 Sparg, Marion, Schreiner, Jenny, and Ansell, Gwen. (Eds). (2001). Comrade Jack: The political
lectures and diarty of Jack Simons, Novo Catengue, Johannesburg: STE Publishers.

17 See for example; Bernstein, Hilda. (1994). The Rifi: The Exile Experience of South Africans,
London: Jonathan Cape; and Majodina, Zonke. (1995). Exiles and Homecomings: the Untold Stories,
Johannesburg: Heinemann Publishers (Pty) Ltd.

18 See for e.g.; Lodge, Tom. (1991). Guerrilla Warfare and Exile Diplomacy: The African National
Congress and the Pan Africanist Congress. In Lodge, T. and Nasson, B. All, Here, and Now: Black
Politics in South Africa in the 1980s, USA: Ford Foundation; (1989). Black Politics in South Africa
Since 1945, Johannesburg: Ravan Press; (1989) People’s war or Negotiation? African National
Congress Strategies in the 1980s. In South Aftican Review, vol. 5, Johannesburg: Ravan Press; (1988)
State of Exile: The African National Congress of South Africa, 1976-86. In Frankel, Philip, Pines,
Noam, and Willing Mark. (Eds). State Resistance and Change in South Africa, Johannesburg: Southermn
Book Publishers; (1986). ’Mayihlome!- Let Us Go To War!’: From Nkomati to Kabwe, The African
National Congress, January 1984-June 1985. In South Afican Review, Vol. 3, Johannesburg: Ravan
Press, 226-247; (1992). The African National Congress in the 1990s. In South African Review, vol. 6,
Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 44-78.

9 Barrell. MK: The ANC'’s Armed Struggle.
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primarily at the diplomatic and political sides of things. He does discuss training in
his chapter of State, Resistance, and Change™, but draws this information only from a
small number of ex-MK soldiers, and generally those who were police informers or
who were captured and tried by the South African government. This gives a limited
view of MK and its soldiers. Barrell’s short book benefits from his personal
participation in the struggle and provides a good basic history of MK, but again
focuses largely on the leaders, strategies, and well-known events. Several articles
deal with mainly ideological and strategic issu_es,21 analysing the party line or
discussing the conditions necessary for the ANC to be successful in its endeavours,
but these mostly rely on extensive theory and guesswork and tend to avoid empirical
evidence. Ellis and Sechaba® provide us with an in-depth look at the relationship
between the ANC and the South African Communist Party (SACP) in exile, dealing in
large part with Umkhonto we Sizwe, but focus extensively on the issues of leadership
and strategy of MK, leaning toward the theory that the SACP had a large degree of
control over MK. Vladmir Shubin often contradicted their claims in his history of the-
ANC and MK, ;md his position as a Soviet Central Committee member and a
representative of the Soviet Afro-Asian Solidarity Committee provided a unique

perspective”. Stephen Davis’ Apartheid’s Rebels also provides an in depth view on

0 Lodge, State of Exile, 234-6.

21 See for example; Johns, Sheridan. (1973). Obstacles to Guerrilla Warfare- A South African Case
Study.” In Journal for African Studies, vol.11, no.2; Marcum, John. (1972). The Exile Condition and
Revolutionary Effectiveness: Southern African Liberation Movements. In Potholm, C.P. and Dale, R.,
(eds). South African in Perspective: Essays in Regional Politics, New York: The Free Press; and
Fatton, Robert. (1984). The African National Congress of South Africa: The limitations of a
Revolutionary Strategy. In The Canadian Journal of African Studies, vol. 18.

2 Ellis, Stephen and Sechaba, Tsepo. (1992). Comrades Against Apartheid: The ANC and the South
African Communist Party in Exile, London: James Currey.

2 Shubin, Vladimir. (1999). ANC: A View from Moscow. Bellville: Mayibuye Books.
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and history of the ANC and MK.?* Only a few books try to provide general histories
of MK itself, and even these focus mainly on leaders, campaigns, and diplomacy.25
Howard Barrell also wrote an impressive PhD thesis about the contradiction between
MK’s obvious failure as a military force and its apparent success politically.® A
mini-thesis written by Nicole “Nicky” Martina Van Driel provided an indepth look at
the Luthuli Detachment and the Wankie Campaign of 1967.7 An articles by
Raymond Suttner addressed the different and enduring cultures encompassed in the
ANC, including the MK and exile experiences and the early years of MK.% More
recently, the South African Democracy Education Trust (SADET)’s first two volumes
of The Road to Democracy in South Africa examine many aspects of ANC and MK
histories, and make use of their rich base of oral interviews.?’ All of these add to the
history of MK, but most do not look closely at the lives of the rank and file soldiers,
and this focus is still largely missing from the available literature. While books about

the ANC abound, the armed wing is not as well covered.

24 Davis, Stephen M. (1987). Apartheid’s Rebels: Inside South Africa’s Hidden War, New Haven: Yale
University Press.

25 See for example; Karis, T. and Gerhart, G. (1997). From Protest to Challenge: A documentary
History of African Politics in South Africa, 1882-1990. vol. 5: Nadir and Resurgence, 1964-1979
Pretoria, Unisa Press; and Barrell. MK: The ANC’s Armed Struggle.

26 Barrell, Howard. (1993). Conscripts to Their Age: ANC Operational Strategy 1976-1986,
Unpublished thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of a PhD in Politics, Oxford.

%" Van Driel, Nicol (Nicky) Martina. (2003 June). The ANC'’s First Armed Military Operation: The
Luthuli Detachment and the Wankie Campaign, July-September 1967, A mini-thesis submitted in
partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of MA in the Department of History, University of
the Western Cape.

2 Suttner, Raymond. (2003). Culture(s) of the African National Congress of South Africa: Imprint of
Exile Experiences. In Journal of Contemporary African Studies, Vol. 21. No. 2; Suttner, Raymond.
(2003). Early History of the ANC Underground from the M-Plan to Rivonia. In South African
Historical Journal 49, 123-146,

? South African Democracy Education Trust. (2004). The Road to Democracy Volume 1 [1960-1970],
Cape Town: Zebra; and (2006). The Road to Democracy Volume 2 [1970-1980], Pretoria: Unisa.

Six chapters in the first volume focus on the ANC and MK in the 1960s, and five in the second look at
the ANC and MK in the 1970s.
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The Pan-Africanist Congress (PAC) and its armed wing, The Azanian
People’s Liberation Army (APLA) have had far less written about them. Early books
were usually biographies of leaders, particularly Robert Sobukwe and Patrick
Duncan®. Articles and studies of the PAC are few and far between, and mostly
written by Tom Lodge.! Bernard Leeman’s works provide much detail on the
relationship between Lesotho and the PAC, and of the history of the PAC, but come
ﬁdm a very biased viewpoint.’> More recently, chapters in the South A;frican
Democracy Education Trust’s (SADET) Road to Democracy series have focused on
the PAC in and Poqo in the 1960s, and on the PAC and APLA both in exile and inside
South Africa in the 1970s.** Academic studies focusing on aspects of the history of
the PAC are also becoming more common, including an excellent study by
Kwandime Kondlo on the PAC in ' exile, one by Ali Hlongwane on Zephanig

Mothopeng, and another by Daddy Alfred Budi Mahlangu, also on the PAC in

30 See for examplé: Pogrund, Benjamin. (1997). How Can Man Die Better?: the Life of Robert
Sobukwe, Johannesburg: Jonathan Ball; Driver, C.J. (2000). Patrick Duncan: South African and Pan
African, Cape Town: David Phillip; and Ntloedibe, Elias. (1995). Here is a Tree: political biography of
Robert Mangaliso Sobukwe, Ga-Rankua: Century-Turn.

3! Lodge, Tom. (1994). The Pan-Africanist Congress, 1959-1990. In Liebenberg et al, The Long
March: The Story of the Struggle for Liberation in South Africa, Pretoria: HAUM; Lodge, Tom.
(1991). Guerrilla Warfare and Exile Diplomacy: The African National Congress and the Pan Africanist
Congress. In Lodge and Nasson, 47/, Here, and Now: Black Politics in South Africa in the 1980s, USA:
Ford Foundation, 174-202; Lodge, Tom, (1983). Black Politics in South Af¥ica Since 1945,
Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 231-260, 295-362.

32 L eeman, Bemard. (1985). Lesotho and the Struggle for Azania: Africanist Political Movements in
Lesotho and Azania: The Origins and History of the Basotholand Congress Party and the Pan .
Africanist Congress, London: University of Azania; and Leeman, Bernard. (1996). The Pan Africanist
Congress of Azania. In Alexander, Peter, Hutchison, Ruth and Schreuder, Deryck. (Eds). Af¥ica Today:
A Multi Disciplinary Snapshot of the Continent in 1995, Canberra: The Humanities Research Centre,
The Australian National University.

33 Maaba, Brown (2004). The PAC’s war against the State; and Mathabatha, Sello. (2004). The PAC
and Poqo in Pretoria. In South African Democracy Education Trust. (2004). The Road to Democracy
Volume 1 [1960-1970], Cape Town: Zebra; Ka Plaatjie, Thami. (2006). The PAC’s Internal
Underground Activities, 1960-1980, and The PAC in Exile. In South African Democracy Education
Trust. (2006). The Road to Democracy Volume 2 [1970-1980], Pretoria: Unisa.
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exile.3* Two recent memoirs, Mxolisi Ace Mgxashe’s Are You With Us?” The Story
of a PAC Activist®® and Letlapa Mphahlele’s Child of the Soil: My Life as a Freedom
Fighter,? also give excellent accounts of the early days of the PAC in the former and
the life and times of an APLA commander in the latter. Aside from these, very little

has been published on the PAC, and even less on APLA.

Focus of the Study

The history of the armed struggle includes many aspects, most of which have
been covered by other authors. A number of these are personal accounts of soldiers,
mostly from leadership positions. Much has been published on the strategies and
tactics of the armed wings, and a lot has also éovered the leaders, their speeches, and
official documents released to the press and used as propaganda. Some articles
provide status reports on the ANC and PAC in exile, written at different points in their
history, which usually include many allusions to the past, details about recent
developments, and predictions about what the future will bring. The struggle is also
often approached looking at the response of the apartheid state to black resistance,
documenting torture and repression inside South Africa, white politics, and military

incursions into neighbouring countries by the South African government, which

3 Kondlo, Kwandime Merriman. (2003). In the twilight of the Azanian Revolution: The exile history of
the Pan-Africanist Congress of Azania 1960-1990, submitted in fulfilment of D, Litt. Et. Phil., Rand
Afrikaans University; Hlongwane, Ali. (not dated). The Lion of Azania: The Story of Zephania
Mothopeng (1913-1990), Masters dissertation, University of the Witwatersrand; Mahlangu, Daddy
Alfred Budi. (1990). From South Africa to Azania?: A Critical Analysis of the Pan Africanist Congress
in Exile 1962-1990, BA(Hons) thesis, University of Cape Town.

35 Mgxashe, Mxolisi “Bra Ace.” (2006). Are You With Us?” The Story of a PAC Activist, Cape Town:
NB Publishers.

3¢ Mphahlele, Letlapa. (2002). Child of the Soil: My Life as a Freedom Fighter, Cape Town: Kwela
Books.
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became common in the early to mid 1980s. There are also several “official” histories
of the liberation movements, usually written by those who participated in it, as well as
books written from the apartheid state’s point of view, which usually demonise or
dismiss the resistance movements. Some current debates focus on the character of the
relationship between the ANC and the South African Communist Party (SACP) in
exile, and often deal with their relationship to MK. Some study is given to leadership
problems in the PAC in exile and much has been written about individual leaders,
- such as Nelson Mandela, Oliver Tambo, Robert Sobukwe, and others. Howard
Barrell’s Ph.D. thesis looked at the issue of whether or not MK was successful, and
why. The South African Democracy Education Trust’s The Road to Democracy in
South Africa, Volumes 1 (1960-1970) and 2 (1970-1980) provide many chapters on
the ANC, MK, the PAC, and APLA, and add new maferial to their history and draw

37 All of these issues and

largely on oral interviews carried out by the organisation.
focuses are vital and add something to the history of the armed struggle. However,
this study is not intended to be an exténsion of these, but rather a complement to
them. For this reason, many of the commonly approached aspects of the history of
the armed struggle will not be broached in this thesis. Some of them will come into
play in different topics of the study, but the purpose here is not to continue these
debates, but rather to offer a new dimension to this history.

While South Africa never experienced a guerrilla war on the scale of the
Zimbabwean, Angolan, Namibian, or Mozambiquean liberation struggles, the armed

wings of the ANC and the PAC did play a significant role in the conflict between anti-

apartheid forces and the National Party government. That the extent of this role is

37 South African Democracy Education Trust. (2004). The Road to Democracy in South Afvica, Volume
1, 1960-1970, Cape Town: Zebra Press; and (2006). The Road to Democracy in South Afvica, Volume
2, 1970-1980, Pretoria: Unisa Press.
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hotly debated is irrelevant to this study, as MK and APLA clearly deserve a place in
the history of South Africa’s struggle. The Rankean tradition of great leaders and
villains and great battles and events must not eclipse the history of the lesser-known
people and the everyday aspects of life in an exiled and underground army. The
“ordinary” soldiers of MK and APLA deserve their place in history as well.

It is in this proposed context that this study will look at ﬁe lives of the rank-
and-file soldiers of MK and APLA.  In exploring the backgrounds of the soldiers, the
ways in which they became acquainted with and joined the armed wings, their
eXperiences in the training camps, holding camps, and forward areas of the struggle,
and their curreﬁt place .in South African society, a better understanding emerges of
their contribution to and place in the “new South Africa”. Hopefully, this will move
away from an “official mythology” and towards an ﬁnderstanding of the “personal
sacrifices” and experiences that Barnes sees lacking in current accounts of liberation
struggle_:s.38 |

As the study will focus on the “ordinary soldier” and hopes to add to current
material on MK and APLA, it will look primarily at the “Soweto generation” of
recruits and their successors. Estimates indicate that only between 300-806 recruits
had crossed over the borders to join MK by 1965,>° as compared to around 3000 in
the two years immediately following the Soweto uprising alone*’. With an estimate of

over 11,000 recruits in the time between the Soweto uprisings and un-banning of the

38 See opening quote by Barnes.

39 The figure of 300 comes from Lodge, Tom, Black Politics in South Afvica since 1945, 237, where he
estimates the total from the years 1961-1964, and 800 comes from Barrell, Howard, MK: The ANC's
Armed Struggle, 19, covering the same period.

0 Barrell, MK: The ANC’s Armed Struggle, 33.
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ANC in 1990*, the scope of the operation clearly expanded in the mid-1970s, and
MK moved from its traditionally small group of elite saboteurs towards a larger army
being trained for guerrilla warfare in South Africa. APLA figures are much harder to
come by, though a few estimates are available. In the years before the Soweto
Uprisings, estimates of APLA’s number are around a few hundred soldiers. They also
received an upsurge of recruits in the years following the Soweto Uprisings, the
Township Revolts of the 1980s, and, as opposed to MK, many recruits joined APLA
in the early 1990s. Overall estimates of APLA’s numbers range from 6,000—8,00042,
and 6,000 names were submitted for enrolment when the transformation of the South
African National Defence Force began in earnest”. Many of the activists from the
Soweto generation left South Africa long after the uprisings had quietened as well,
after long terms in detention or prison or further activities in South Africa, or both.
Despite this massive influx of recruits in the post-Soweto period, most writings that
deal with this period of the armed struggle’s history focus on the leadership and .
international relations involving the ANC, PAC, African countries, Communist
countries, and Western countries. Although the uprisings in the mid-l980§ in South
Africa did not result in the same kind of exodus into exile since both MK and APLA
were trying to enlarge the struggle within the country and keep the recruits inside
South Africa, the soldiers who joined MK and APLA in this period also have useful
contributions to make to the history of the organisation. When dealing with MK,

many authors have documented the structure of the camps in Angola, and operations

“! This number is an estimate based on calculations between Howard Barrell and Ronnie Kasrils, from
von den Steinen, L. Interview with Howard Barrell, 9 December 1998, Cape Town.

2 Mashike, Lephophotho and Mafole Mokalobe. (2003). Reintegration into Civilian Life: The case of
former MK and APLA combatants, in Track Two, Vol. 12 Nos. 1 and 2, 10.

“ Lodge, Tom. (1995). Soldiers of the Storm: A Profile of the Azanian People’s Liberation Army. In

Cilliers, Jakkie and Markus Reichardt, (Eds). About Turn: The Transformation of the South African
Military and Intelligence, Johannesburg: IDP, 110.
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inside South Africa, so much of this detail is only addressed briefly, leaving space to
explore the soldiers’ experiences. In the case of APLA, very little has been written on

its history, and more detail is provided on these subjects.

Sources
By the very nature of an underground and exiled organisation faced with a
ruthless and unscrupulous enemy, documentation of many decisions, operations, and
events is not available for study. Even that which is available, now that many
~‘documents have been released for public viewing, is very limited. Much information
has been lost, and much has been limited by issues of security, as well as just plain
bad record keeping and misadministration. While general numbers of the soldiers
involved in MK and APLA have been put forward, these only touch on raw numbers,
and few statistics are available on the areas the soldiers came from, their backgrounds,
gender, race, and age breakdowns, or other issues whose examination would be very
useful. Having said this, however, many sources are available to develop a picture of
MK and APLA conditions and experiences. Published personal accounts provide
some information on life in the two armed wings, their training camps, and official
policies, actions, and ideas, though many contradictory stories arise in these.** Also
available are the ANC and PAC submissions to the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (TRC) documenting the “official” histories of the movements as well as
the human rights violations that its members admit to committing during the struggle.
The TRC also includes many amnesty hearings and submissions in their website,
which give pertinent information on the subject. For another side of the story of

abuses in MK camps, one must look at books like Twala’s, articles in Searchlight

# Two of these would be Kasrils’ and Twala’s books, which occasionally completely contradict each
other.
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South Africa, and Amnesty International’s report which emerged when Bandile
Ketelo exposed the abuses publicly in 1990, as well as information in Ellis and
Sechaba’s book about this topic. Similarly dissident accounts can be found of the
situation in the PAC, including Henry Isaacs’ unpublished book, Struggles Within the
Struggle: An Inside View of the PAC of South Africa,*® and testimonies of people who'
léﬁ APLA because of the problems they met there*. Additionally, many documents
from the ANC, the PAC, and the NP government are now available from the period in
question, all of which provide more background for the study. Particularly helpful
here are the coliections of the Mayibuye Centre at the University of the Western Cape.
and thé ANC and PAC archival collections at Fort Hare University. Many oral
* accounts exist in the ‘Wolfie Kodesh Collection (Historical Papers & Oral History of
Exile Interviews)’ and the ‘Hilda Bernstein collection’ at the Mayibuye Centre, and
the PAC archives at Fort Hare notably include boxes upon boxes of questionnaires
filled out by people when they were applying to join APLA, and while the
questionnaires changed with time, and many portions did notb get filled out, certain
trends emerge showing -areas with particularly large numbers joining APLA, issues
that led people to the PAC, popular routes out of the country, and organisations that
channelled recruits to the PAC. The ANC London and Lusaka Collections at the
Mayibuye Centre were opened for researchers initially, but have since been closed on
orders of the ANC to allow their historians to go through them thoroughly, which

does not bode well for the freedom of information contained therein, and has taken

5 Such as Ketelo, Bandile, et. al. (1992). A Miscarriage of Democracy: the ANC Security Department
in the 1984 Mutiny in Umkhonto we Sizwe. in Searchlight South Africa, 5, 35-65; and Amnesty
International. (1992). South Africa: Torture, IlI-Treatment and Executions in African National
Congress Camps AFR 53-27-92, London.

48 Isaacs, Henry. (not dated, but from the mid-1980s). Struggles Within the Struggle: An Inside View of
the PAC of South Africa, unpublished manuscript.

47 Such as a testimony from one man who joined and resigned from APLA and later MK, published in
Fighting the Crazy War. Vol. 2, no. 5. No further publication information available.
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years so far with no sign of re-opening the collections. Luckily this author was able
to access these collections before they were closed. Additional information can be
found in the numerous journals published during the struggle, including ANC.
publications Sechaba, Dawn, and Mayibuye, South African Communist Party
publications Umsebenzi and African Communist, and PAC publications Azanian
Combat, Azanian News, and Azanian Woman. Also available for perusal are records
of some of the trials of MK and APLA soldiers, though obtaining them often proved
prohibitively difficult to access. Newspaper and journal articles from the time also
provide information for the study.

The largest wealth of information for this project, however, comes from oral
interviews with ex-combatants. Many of these had already been done,. and can be
found in the oral histbry collection of the Mayibuye .Centre.48 Others done by SADET

were also available for study. Many others have been undertaken by the author, in an

‘attempt to find answers to specific questions, or to provide a wider pool of

interviewees. Nevertheless, several concerns surround the validity of oral history.
While it is very useful in gathering information about historical events, movements,
and ways of life, it is also only as accurate as human memory and nature allow it to
be. But this is also true of non-oral historical sources. However, with the use of
many interviews, using a broad base of people and correlating the oral testimonies
with written sources, they can provide a wealth of information and add profound
depths to many historical subjects. Together, the oral histories and archival material
support each other to provide a detailed and informative picture of the lives of MK

and APLA soldiers.

8 The Wolfie Kodesh Collection (Historical Papers and Oral History of Exile Interviews) and the Hilda
Bernstein Collection. Mayibuye Centre, University of the Western Cape.

28



The Nature of Oral History and Issues Arising from Interviews

Over the last few decades, oral testimony has become widely accepted as a’
valuable and credible source for historians. It allows people who would generally be
excluded in traditional sources except as statistics to add their voices to the historical
record. Oral sources can also provide information to fill gaps in official
documentation and can provide in depth eyewitness accounts that remain unmatched
by other sources. They also provide a human side to history, allowing for the
exploration of emotions, motivations, and values that take history beyond the tradition
of nameé, dates, and events.

Using oral testimony in history, however, is problematic. The biggest problem
facing historians trying to collect and utilise oral testimonies is simply the
characteristics of human nature. Memory is fallible, and what people remember may
or may not be correct. Even if they remember things perfectly, that does not change
the fact that many people will change details or choose to remember them differently
in order to protect their image or to impress their interviewer. Slim and Thompson
point out that: “The process of ordering, discarding, selecting and combining means
that memory is always a combination of thé objective and subjective, and of facts,
interpretation and opinion.”*® Additionally, there is no way of telling if a particular
testimony is really representative of the larger population group on which one is
trying to gather information. It is necessary to find a way to separate these different
aspects of oral testimony in order to decide what is true and what is not. In simply
looking at the testimony itself, it is often impossible to do this, but when one
testimony is compared with many others and is correlated with other sources, such as

letters, newspaper articles, police records, and official documents, to name only a few

# Slim, Hugo and Thompson, Paul (1995). Listening for Change: Oral Testimony and Communzty
Development, Philadelphia: New Society Publishers, 140.
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possibilities, it becomes much easier to gain a clear picture of what has actually
happened. By matching many different sources, it is often possible to find out which
statements are true and which are fallacious. One man, interviewed during a project
for SADET on the 1976 Uprisings in Cape Town, claimed complete responsibility for
setting off the students’ protest march in Cape Town, after claiming direct influence
over the students in Soweto™. Direct questioning of people who were involved in the
student protests at the time revealed that his claims were entirely fallacious.’!
Occasionally, different stories may be irreconcilable, but the adVaﬁtages of using the
oral testimonies far outweigh this danger. One cannot simply discard such
information because it is not perfect. If perfeétion were the standard, little evidence,
oral or written, would survive scrutiny.
Another problem of collecting oral testimonies is that it necessarily involyes a
" process between at least two people, the interviewer and the interviewee. Their
'relationship will often influence the resulting product. Issues of gender, age, racial,
cultural and linguistic differences, as well as their feelings towards one another, can
make interviews more or less successful. Jeremy Seekings, who used extensive
interviews in books on youth politics and on the United Democratic Front, mentioned
that he saw real differences in the results of interviews between people he got along
with and respected and those he didn’t. He noted that the interviews with the former

ended up being much more useful and contained much more information than the

%0 yon den Steinen, L. Interview with Danile Landingwe, 24 July 2001, Cape Town, SADET Oral
History Project.

51 ¢.g. von den Steinen, L. Interview with Nothando Nolutshungu, August 2001, Mowbray, Cape
Town, SADET Oral History Project. This claim was also refuted by Geoffrey Mamputa, Taruni
Terrance “Tapepe” Makubalo, and Temba Nolutshungu.
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latter.® Unfortunately this is difficult to avoid, but it is important to be conscious of
this problem so that one can strive to avert it.

Another difficulty arises with the question of hindsight. When people relate
things that have happened in their past, they do so through the values and ideas they
have in the present. This may distort the way things actually were, as they are seen
through different eyes than they were at the time in question. For example, one UCT
student wrote a thesis on the changing perceptions of fhe experience of being
fmprisoned on Robben Island. She found that during different periods, people relating
their stories of this experience would focus on completely different aspects. When the
apartheid governmentvwas still in power, prisoners of Robben Island described it as a
horrible place to be, with terrible guards, devastatingly hard labour, and very little
hope. Now that the new government has taken over and Robben Island has become a
monument to the struggle against apartheid, ex-inmates focus rather on' the positive
aspects of their experiences there, talking of the camé.raderie, educational
opportunities, and the idea of Robben Island as a political university.”> Seekings
recommends one way to get around this. He suggests that rather than simply asking
what happened and why, which allows for filtering through current views, it is better
to focus on certain issues and events and ask the interviewees to relate them through
the eyes of the past. For example, an interviewer who wished to find out how the
soldiers in MK or APLA saw their experiences upon joining the organisation would

have various ways to go about the interview. Asking simply what conditions were

52 yon den Steinen, L. Conversation with Jeremy Seekings, 3 October 1997, University of Cape Town,
the relevant books are Seekings, Jeremy (1993). Heroes or Villains?: Youth Politics in the 1980s,
Johannesburg: Ravan; and (2000). The UDF: A History of the United Democratic Front in South Africa
1983-1991, Cape Town: David Philip.

33 Rioufol, Veronique. (1999). The Making of a New Past for a “New” South Africa: The
Commemoration of Robben Island, Unpublished thesis, M. Soc. Sc.,University of Cape Town.
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like when they got to the training camp might elicit explanations fempered by current
knowledge about the logistics, resources, and leaders. But a question asking what
they expected the camps to be like, then what their first impressions were, and finally
how they think it should have been, with the benefit of hindsight, should provide a
more objective viewpoint. By separating the past values and ideas from the present in
this way, it is easier to arrive at something near what they thought at the time.
Another suggestion by Seekings is to create “a window” to the past. Rather than just
accepting that the camp commanders were corrupt or that the leadership didn’t care,
the interviewer should ask for specific examples of this, so that there are concrete
stories to augment the generalisations.™

As much as hindsight can distort an event in an interview, it can also clarify
things in é way that cannot always be found in resources from the time in question.
For example, witnesses in a trial might not tell things exactly the way they happened
in order to protect themselves or someone else from the consequences of punishment.
However, twenty years later, when the threat of punishment is no longer there, they
may be much more candid than they were at the time. In this way, sometimes oral
testimonies about past events can be more accurate than things like trial transcripts
recorded at the time of an event. Trevor Lummis also notes that:

The retrospective element in oral history is important because it asks

questions of the past which reflect present interests and seeks evidence

which was not produced at the time. That evidence is collected within

a changed culture and, therefore, is not vulnerable to the biases and

pressures of the period which produced it however much it may be

shaped by the biases of its own day.”

This retrospect also allows interviewers and researchers to discover material that has

been unavailable before. By finding gaps in existing documentation of a time or

3 yon den Steinen, L. Conversation with Jeremy Seekings, 3 October 1997, University of Cape Town.

55 Lummis, Trevor. (1987). Listening to History, London: Hutchinson, 27.
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event and asking about the issues not addressed in the available sources, the record of
an event or time can be augmented by oral history.

In the end, the most important thing is for a person collecting oral evidence of
historical events to be fully aware of the pitfalls inherent to such a project and to do
his best to avoid it. Also, by gleaning as much information as possible from many
different people involved in the event in question and from integrating.the oral
evidence with written sources and documents, it is possible to gain a more complete
picture of historical events and to add to existing material available on some subjects,
as well as to add a new, human perspective unattainable through traditional sources.

As to the interviews conducted by the author, many problems arose and
influenced this study. The first problem was that without any sort of rggional, gender,
age and background breakdowns of the soldiers of MK and APLA, it was simply
impossible to establish a picture of what a representative group of soldiers would look
like. In the absence of this guide, the author attempted to find a variety of different -
people who experienced different aspects of the armed struggle, both men and
women, those who joined as students and as adults, and those who emerged satisfied
with their contribution and their experiences and those who did not, as well as people
of diverse backgrounds. Some attempt was made as well at regional distribution
among the interviewees, but as the author is based in Cape Town, proportionally more
interviewees either came from the Eastern or Western Cape or now reside there.
However, it was possible to interview several people in Cape Town when they were
visiting from other parts of the country, and the interviewees spent their time in MK
and APLA in various parts of the country, providing more diversity.

Many contacts were available, some from UCT students who returned from

exile and decided to continue their studies, which were interrupted by their
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participation in the struggle. Others were found through official channels and still
others from acquaintances who knew ex-MK and APLA mefnbers. Even with
references however, many people were reluctant to speak of their experiences. Of
fourteen calls to members of Parliament, even when furnished with the names of their
friends and colleagues as referrals, only two responded and agreed to be interviewed.
Many other contacts were sometimes unwilling to talk about their experiences, some
because they feared reprisals against them if they were frank, others because they just
wanted to forget, and a few because they couldn’t see the importance of sharing their
memories.

- Many people who were. interviewed or approached for interviews were
distrustful of the interviewer. This largely comes from cultural and political issues, as
many were not eager to talk to a young, white, American woman whose politics were
unknown to them. Some distrusted the motives of the interviewer, or worried that
their words might be twisted in ways they did not intend. Although these worries
were unfounded, it is understandable that they would not immediately trust someone
they &id not know well, and who came ﬂom.a very different background. This
problem was exacerbated by many people’s experiences with foreign researchers. In
the years immediately after the first democratic elections in 1994, many foreign
researchers came to South Africa, interviewed many people, then went home,
published books, and made money from their research. A number of people have
expressed reluctance to contribute to other peoples’ studies and then be left behind
and forgotten. Many articles and books were published that address the issues from
the authors’ point of view rather than somewhat objectively or from the participants’
point of view, which has made people even more wary of talking to just anyone. The

stigma of being American also raised its head on occasion. A paranoia, largely
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justified, about American government activities and interference in foreign affairs
came up when one APLA operative, introduced to the author by a stalwart and trusted
PAC member, refused to believe that she was anything but a CIA agent. That
particular source was adamant in his belief and unapproachable for an interview. The
very nature of apartheid system and the struggle to defeat it made the race of the
interviewer an issue. Nevertheless, all of the people who did agree to be interviewed
were very open and friendly, willing to share their experiences and able to look at
themselves critically and delve into their deep emotions and experiences. To these the
author is very grateful, and from them much was learned.

As for interviews conducted by others and available to the author, these
provided more of a problem. With an already completed interview, one has to be
satisfied with the questions asked at the time, and cannot explore issues which were
not touched on or cla;ify ones that were not clear. Sometimes, the interviewer’s
methods were much different than the ones used by this author, often asking closed
questions in the style of, “Waén’t it like this,” or “Don’t you mean to say this,” whicﬁ
limits the responses from the interviewee, and can make a difference in the answers
that are received. These intérviéws, however, did allow for a larger regional base and
for some ideas from people who might not be available to be interviewed today, due
to their current positions, or on a couple of occasions, from people who are now
deceased.

Overall, the interviews that were compiled for this study are very rich and
informative, and the ex-soldiers as a group are very intelligent, open, and honest about
their experiences and their feelings, which brings about pictures of life in MK and
APLA which are very detailed and human, and rarely documented. Perhaps in the

future, more oral testimonies such as these can be captured, or even better, more ex-
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soldiers themselves will write histories, autobiographies, and fictional accounts of
their experiences, but for the time being, this study hopes to start down this path in the

hope that others will follow.
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Chapter 1
Politicisation
There was a girl
There was a girl
eight years old, they say
her hair in spiky braids
her innocent fist raised in imitation
Afterwards, there was a mass of red
some torn pieces of meat

and bright rags fluttering:
a girl in a print dress, once, they say.’

“Vacancies. Government of Azania. Majors, Lieutenants, Captains.
: Duties: To train and lead 50 million Blacks.

Apply: SASO, BPC before Vth’e reach of the 4™ Century of racist oppression.””
Introduction

Politicisation comes from many things. Life can politicise, events can

influence, and people can sway others towards finding their stand in politics. There is
one thing the people who joined Umkhonto we Sizwe and the Azanian People’s
Liberation Army have in common: at some point in their lives they came to have
certain opinions about ’the country they lived in, the government that ruled them, and
what their role was in attempting to change things. Some learned from their families
and their position in society very early on that something was wrong with the way
they lived. Others found themselves gradually coming to terms with their society and

the things therein with which they did not agree. Many were recruited into politics by

! Brutus, Dennis. (1980). There was a Girl. In Feinberg, Barry. (ed). Poets to the People: South Afvican
Freedom Poems, London: Heinemann Educational Books Litd., 10.

? Slogan at Turfloop University, mid-1970s, cited in Hirson, Baruch. (1979). Year of Fire, Year of Ash:
The Soweto Revolt: Roots of a Revolution?, London: Zed Press, 284.
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friends, neighbours, relatives, peers, or elders. Some simply found themselves caught
up in the events of the times in which they lived. A few can point to a particular point
in their lives when their views changed irrevocably. Many were discouraged by
others as they pursued what they thought was right. But whatever the cause, their
opinions and views about the society they lived in and their own roles in it guided

them towards joining MK and APLA.

Background

The 1950s were years of open and robust protest for many people. The early
fifties saw the Defiance Campaign against unjust laws, in which people from all walks
of life offered themselves for arrest for contravening many of the apartheid laws,
particularly the pass laws and the Separate Amenities Act. The theory behind this
campaign was that by filling the jails, the government would see that the laws were
unjust, unenforceable and unfair, and change accordingly. The Congress of the
People in 1955 resulted in the Freedom Charter, a crucial document of the liberation
struggle still celebrated today. Various campaigns followed this, notably the anti-pass
crusade of 1960, which resulted in fierce government repression and the Sharpeville
massacre. A year later both the ANC and the PAC despaired of achieving change
through peaceful means and formed and launched armed wings, Umkhonto we Sizwe
and Poqo respectively. By 1963, with the arrest of many key leaders of MK and
Poqo, the government largely crushed resistance. The 1960s saw a resultant wave of
repression and new laws from the government and was a time of defeat, fear, and lack
of opposition to the apartheid regime. While some did work to rebuild the
underground, and MK managed to set off a few pamphlet bombs, this period

remained mostly quiet. This lasted until the early 1970s, which saw a wave of strikes
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and student protests, usually at a tertiary level, and the rise of Black Consciousness
and its allied organisations. The youth of the early to mid-1970s, who were to
become the fighting force in the revival of resistance to apartheid, were largely born
around the time of the previous wave of resistance and grew up in a period when
harsh repression forced acquiescence on the part of most of the black population of
South Africa. Brooks and Brickhill characterised this generation as: “a generation
reared in a period of defeat but which has never known defeat itself””® The Soweto
uprisings, details of which can readily be found elsewhere, began in mid-1976.* The
uprising lasted until 1978, when the apartheid government finally crushed it. In 1983,
the United ‘Democratic Front (UDF) was launched, and the next year saw the
beginning of township revolts which lasted until 1987. These periods"'o.f_ unrest,
particularly the first one, were largely dominated by the youth aﬁd characterised by
unprecedented levels of violent resistance to the apartheid government. Most of the
people who joined Umkhonto we Sizwe and the Aéanian People’s Liberation Army

came from these two periods.

Politicised by Life

The discovery of politics for these youths happened in many ways. For some,
simple existénce sufficed to awaken their interest in politics. By the 1970s, most
forced removals had already been undertaken, some bantustans were approaching

independence, and citizenship in South Africa and the right to live in the cities

* Brooks and Brickhill. (1980). Whirlwind before the Storm, London: International Defence and Aid
Fund for Southern Africa, 67.

4 See particularly Hirson, Brooks and Brickhill, Kane-Berman, John. (1978). Soweto: Black Revolt
White Reaction, Johannesburg: Ravan; Mashabela, Harry. (2006). 4 People on the Boil: Reflections on
June 16 1976 and Beyond, Johannesburg: Jacana; Hopkins, Pat and Grange, Helen. (2001). The Rocky
Rioter Teargas Show: The Inside Story of the 1976 Uprising, Cape Town: Zebra; and Ndlovu, Sifiso
Mxolisi. (1998). The Soweto Uprisings: Counter-memories of June 1976, Randburg: Ravan.
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became more and more problematic for the majority of Africans. Contrasts between
their township living arrangements and those of the whites in neighbouring suburbs
were hard to miss. Many had witnessed police brutality at first hand and its effects on
their families and themselves. In circumstances like this, there was often little need
for subsequent events or outside organisations to bring the realisation of unfairness
and despair at the lot of the Africans to the youth.

The harassment of a child’s parents left an effect on many of the young people
who would later enlist to fight against apartheid. No matter how old, these children
were aware of their parents’ fear, and often made the connection between the fear of
their parents and the white run police force that induced it. Reverend Barney
Ngakane, a prominent Soweto leader explained:

Every black home is a political school. The husband comes home

~every day and tells his wife how he has been kicked around and
arrested for things like pass offences. The children are listening and

they take all this in. This is why African school children have become

politically aware so easily.’ '

This is also acknowledged by the youth themselves. One man who became active in -
the Soweto uprisings traced his political awareness to his childhood:

One of our duties that one can recall there was brewing home brew . . .

that was made in the back yard at that time. And it was [an] illegal

affair . . . Now as infants we would be in some way told to go and play

at the top of the sand dunes there so that when we see [the police] we

would then indicate . . . then I mean conceal everything so that when

the boer boys come there’s nothing, only the smell would be

remaining. Its [sic] one thing that is still very, very clear to my mind.

This was going on- this was my first contact with a white man. I then

from that stage, that age, had seen them as people- when they come

here they never come peacefully. When you see a white coming to
your area, we’d know it means trouble®

5 Rev. Barney Ngakane, quoted in Kane-Berman, 25.

¢ Interview with Mxolisi Petane. Interviewer Unknown, not dated.
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Another young girl recalled the forced removal of her family, who resisted the move.
She was about 5 years old, and remembered that police and their dogs used to come
every day around two in the morning to harass her family to move. Her parents
feared the police, and this was not lost on her.” Run-ins with the police when the
youths were at very impressionable ages taught them at an early age what sort of
society they were living in and what their family’s position was within it.

Often apartheid dictated the family situation itself, with the men being forced
to go to the cities for work, and families having to stay in the reserves. Sometimes
even the women remaining at home had to leave to get work, and the children were
left with their extended families. One man remembers;

I’ve never seen my father. When my mother was staying far away

from me and I grew up with . . . my aunt you see, who took me as [her]

son. So all those things I could question, why should our people- I

mean why should this thing happen you see. And I could see . . . [if]

people [weren’t] forced to work far away and so on and so on, I would

be having a father and mother . . . So it- I could see some sort of

immorality of the regime you see. Being I mean what I am- I think

that I am partly the victim. Because they- it was not their choice.

Even if my mother neglected me at an early stage . . . it was not [her]

choice to do that.?

The basic premises of apartheid often resulted in children having broken homes, and
this influenced them greatly.

Children also noticed differences in the living conditions of blacks and whites.
Many had parents who were domestic workers and were able to see the insides of the
white houses, which were nothing like their own. One woman remembered:

My mum used to take us to her work, place of employment and, you

know, there was that element whereby you find that the employers

were having two fridges full of food, you know . . . and by that time,

we didn’t have any fridge at home and we didn’t have any electricity
. . . they had kids not far from where they were staying, they had a

" Kodesh, W. Interview with Veronica (Mpho) Msimanga, 17 August 1993.

8 Interview with Nkosinathi Robert Mjoli (Joseph Setshesh). Interviewer unknown, no date.
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playing ground and at one time I said to my mum, ‘momma may I
please go and play with those kids?’ She said no, you can’t go there
because you will be arrested, its not permissible,” and I said, ‘why?’
She said, ‘no, its only white kids who are supposed to play there’. And
at my age, at eleven, I wished I was white because all those kids have
these opportunities.’

Another noted that:

My mother was a domestic servant at Rondebosch [in Cape Town]
. . . and life was totally [the] opposite of the life that you are used to
. . . big houses; there’s no house that is that same [as] another one.
Unlike where we’re staying and the carriages, every house is the same.
There’s electricity when we entered their kitchens. There’s fridges,
whatever, the life of the white man which was a contrast to what we
are used to.'° ‘

Some did not even need to go into the homes of white people with their mdthers to
realise the .situation. .One man explained: “When we went into town and saw the
relative luxury in which white people lived, this made an indelible impression on our
young minds.”!! Another young man asseﬁed:

The economic and social conditions of the blacks in this country are
such that no normal person or right thinking person could tolerate
them. In Soweto where I lived, I have seen children die because of
malnutrition. Ihave seen my people slaughter one another so as to get
bread in order to survive. In my own family I have seen my brothers
and uncles going endlessly to town in a fruitless search for work. I
have seen my own father struggle to bring us up. In as far as housing
is concerned, one need only look at Alexandra Township, crime-
ridden, foul-smelling with the long-forgotten walks being used for
sanitary purposes. It hardly compares with the posh white suburb,
Kew, just 300 metres away. These things have not passed unabsorbed
in my mind."?

The huge differences in the quality of living conditions between the black and white

communities made a big impression on many black children, and often gave them

® Bernstein, H. Interview with Caesarine Gwanamakuru. No date.

19 Interview with Petane.

1 Excerpt from Mosima Gabriel Sexwale’s statement to the court in the “Pretoria 12 trial, from
Benson, Mary. (ed). (1981). The Sun Will Rise: Statements from the Dock by Southern African Political
Prisoners, London: International Aid and Defence Fund, 66.

12 Excerpt from Naledi Tsiki’s statement to the court in the “Pretoria 12” trial, from Benson, 70.
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their first glance at how unfair life was in South Africa. These experiences sometimes
had a very negative effect on the self-esteem of the youngsters. One woman
remembered: “When I was still a baby, my mother used to ask me, ‘what do you want
té be?’ I said, ‘I want to be a white man.” Because I saw a white man as the
person.”13

Another major politicising factor for this generation was the issue of forced
removals. The government compelled many families to leave their homes and move
to new and usually worse living conditions in the 1960s. This memory had profound
effects on these children. One man recalled the forced removal of the community
where he grew up with his grandmother. A teacher in his school talked to the class
intimately about the removals, and told them never to .forget it. She .asserted:"
“Anywhere black people have good places, good land, they are cﬁased away just as
you do with a dog. If a dog is sitting in a nice spot in the shade, one will kick him

away to sit in the spot.”*

Another girl recalled being moved with her family from a
nice place attached to a ‘coloured’ family’s house to Naledi township in
Johannesburg. She remembered arriving at the new place and finding the family
living in a small four roomed hoﬁse with another family, eight peoplerin all, and an
outside toilet. They also had to cook outside, by digging a hole, making a fire, and
using it as a stove. This change in her environment played a large part in her political
development.”” One woman had a very personal response to the issue of forced

removals. She remembered that after her family was removed from Cape Town, she

moved to the Eastern Cape, where she contracted tapeworms, and had to have two

13 Bernstein, H. Interview with Joyce Stofile, no date.

1 von den Steinen, L. Interview with Thabang Makwetla, 23 September and 12 October 1998, Cape
Town.

15 Kodesh, Interview with Msimanga.
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operations. She said: “In fact at that time I was interpreting it according to my age. It
was like if I was not sent to the Eastern Cape, I could have not got these [tape]worms

from the Eastern Cape. So that was basically my involvement and that was my

anger.”'® Another man remembered:

We were staying at Addersvlei. It was a mixed area, we were staying

. . . Chinese, you know people of the other races. When we were

removed to Guguletu it was only us. As a young chap that didn’t

matter. But as you were growing up you then began to realise that it’s -
only people of your skin that you see around. There’s no longer other

race . . . There were so many meetings around whether the families

would be going or not . . . you’d see parents gathering at certain houses

and notice that the debates were very, very tense. Because the mood

from them was not as jolly as we were used to.!”

Some didn’t even have to be moved themselves to have this effect them. One woman
remembered the removal of Crossroads and the KTC squatter camp in Cape Town:

People were transported in big trucks being taken all the way from

Cape Town and being dumped somewhere there near the Transkei and

then people had to find [their] way back. It had a serious impact on

me. And the KTC squatter camps, I remember one night when we

were with some friends, white friends, I mean they were shocked when

they saw the situation there. The situation was terrible, it was raining

and people were sitting outside without blankets."®
The moving of people from comfortable communities to new and unknown places
which usually had worse conditions than their previous homes was a sure way to
foment dissatisfaction in the children of these families.

Sometimes less conSequential issues led youths towards politics. One in
particular remembered the influence of rugby and the sports boycott of the early
1970s that got him involved in politics. With activities such as sports playing such a

significant role in the lives of the youth, it is not surprising that this issue became his

16 von den Steinen, L. Interview with Thandi Zonke. July 2001, for the SADET Oral History Project.

17 Interview with Petane.

18 Interview with Thundezwa Booi, Interviewer unknown, no date.
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training ground. He recalled the issue of non-racial sport being in vogue at the time,
and noted: “So that came with a lot of politics in fact, because we began now to see in
a practical way, defiance of all these . . . measures and acts of the apartheid acts and
all...We had a very good slogan, which was saying . . . ‘No normal sport in an
abnormal society.””!® A few people credited reggae music as the key factor in their
politicisation. The “Africa for the Africans” slogan of Marcus Garvey and the
revolutionary messages often mentioned in reggae songs led some people directly into
the PAC which advocated the same slogan.”® In these Ways, some basic issues
surrounding the lives of the youth found expression later on a larger scale in the
politics of the country itself. . |

Another hotbed of politicisation was the scho"ol. Many students who didn’t
know of politics before getting to school begah to explore and learn about the
situation in which they found themselves. Some who had attended more progressive
schools found their circumstances different from the norm. One woman recalled that
she went to a multi-racial boarding school, and then transférred to a township school.
She noted:

Well things were quite different then at that school because we were

used to mixing with all the races . . . We also had quite a hard time

there because of this problem of ours that we are used to mixing really

With everybody and' all of a sudc}en we find omselv§s e;clposed to all

kinds of laws and things . . . well it was not easy to adjust.

This change in circumstances helped her realise that there were different ways of

doing things than those that were done in the townships. Others discovered politics

19 yon den Steinen, L. Interview with Lerumo Kalako, 10 June 1998, Cape Town.
2 APLA questionnaires, from the PAC archives at the University of Fort Hare.

2! Bernstein, H. Interview with Gloria Meek, no date.
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through their teachers, particularly history teachers. One man remembers two
dynamic history teachers who influenced his ideas:

The man who was teaching us history then was a very articulate and a
dramatic person. He would start a battle to your mind and dramatise
the whole scene . . . At the end of the day the British, because our
fighting...was not with the Boer boy it was the British themselves that
we were fighting. Superior . . . arms, military formations, military
science, they were quite superior but we were putting our resistance
there, fighting very fierce and hard. And after each battle, they would
gain ground, they would capture certain lands. You know we fight
back, we try to recapture those, they would again defeat us in battle,
gain some more. So one’s knowledge then was a little bit advanced by
knowing that well, we are living the way we are living because we had
been defeated in this battles. . . . I was [a] history student at high
school taught by . . . another dramatic teacher. When we were learning
about the French Revolution, it had then you know came with many
answers and to that information that we were having that it is possible
for people [to] mobilise, organise and rise against whatever system that
they are sick and tired of . . . As small groups we were beginning to
study these things very, very serious. Try and see whether there
couldn’t be any solutions to our problems as the French had done.?

Others also remembered their history teachers. One girl recalled that they learned
history from a good teacher, who would explain things to them in details. Then in and
out of this history class, they would read banned books and pass them around, and this
inspired them.”?> Some had more negative experiences with their teachers, but found
politics through the experiences nonetheless. One woman remembered:

When I went to high school, I went to Vlakfontein Technical High
where two-thirds of the teaching staff was white and most of them
were Afrikaner, only a few were English-speaking, so they were from
the SADF, they had this mentality in them that they will deal with us
and all that. And looking at the South African situation, for a white
person, an Afrikaner for that matter, a real Afrikaner, to come and
teach at the black school, it shows that they are the rejects because if
they were good, they wouldn’t have come to our school . . . You are in
this situation where apartheid is seriously practised right inside the
school yard. For instance they had a white staff room, catered for by
the school and there was an old black man cleaning it, it was very

22 Interview with Petane.

2 yon den Steinen, L. Interview with Tsidi Mhlambo, 12 February 1999, Yeoville, Johannesburg.
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clean and there was a black staff room which looked like a toilet, you
know. And that thing affected us.>*

Other young students found themselves frustrated by their future opportunities. One
man related:

As a young man, I would have liked to advance myself so that I could

secure myself a desirable future. But the question I had to ask myself

was what were the prospects? This is the question that brings about

frustration bordering on desperation to a great majority of young

blacks. I knew that I could not be what I really wanted to be if in the
-opinion of the powers that be, such an occupation was unfit for blacks.

That is to say if I wanted to be a pilot, having the necessary

intelligence and ability, I still needed a further feature before I could

qualifg/. That is, in order to be a pilot I would have to be a white
2

man.

Government restrictions on young black people usually won the government more
frustrated adversaries than complacent citizens.

Some of the youth from thi§ generation also found politics through their
family connections. Many had parents, grandparents, or extended family members
who had been involved in resistance in earlier years. One boy who grew up in
Athlone, Cape Town, had a family in the Unity Movement. Occasionally his home
served as a safe‘ house for family members hiding from the police. As a young child,
he knew not to say a word regarding the fugitives living with them. He would listen
to the news and notice that the way life was did not conform to the morals of his
family. By the time he was 11, he wrote a letter to the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) asking them to: “take me out of this

place to somewhere without the racist terror of South Africa.”?® Others had family

members who had spent time in prison for their activities in the early 1960s. One

% Bernstein, Interview with Gwanamakuru.
% Excerpt from Naledi Tsiki’s statement to the court, from Benson, 70.

%6 yon den Steinen, L. Interview with Chalmers Nyombolo, 30 July 1998, Woodstock, Cape Town.
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recalled: “My father was politically involved. He belongs to that detachment of the
50s and he was arrested during the 1960, early 1960s and he spent some time on
Robben Island, about 3 years and he came out round about 1968 . . . I was six years
old then. So throughout my upbringing he used to not hide his political beliefs and
the way he . . . his world outlook.”™ A woman who later joined the armed struggle
had a similar background: “I grew up there, you know like politics it was something
that was in the family, because my grandfather was a politician, both sides, my
mother and my father, my [grandfather] was in Robben Island. So, in fact I was
involved from the school level in politics.®”  Another related: “I lived with my
grandparents and my grandfa‘ther had a big influence on my political development.
During his time he was the president of the ANC in the Western Cape as well as a
member of the SACP and SACTU [the South African Council of Trade Unions].”*
Another man cannot remember when he first became involved in politics: “There’s no
particular period where I can say I began to get particularly active. I come from an
ANC family, both my mother and my father.”>® Bandile “Blacks” J oyl explained:

I was born in Cape Town, my father was involved in the PAC, in its

formation. I think I got the influence from him. And in general I got

the influence from the family, because our family as Joyis, we are from

the Madiba clan, which is very political historically of course. Firstly I

experienced the apartheid system through some other things that they

have done to my family. My father was never allowed to own a home,

a house, because of his political involvement. He was working

somewhere, at K Gate wire and fence, where he was constantly under

surveillance by the security branch. That affected me as the first born.

And as a result I became politically clear at an early age of about
fifteen. 1knew what was happening. 31

*7 Interview with Zola Tyikwe (Vincent Madlala). Interviewer unknown, no date.

28 yon den Steinen, L. Interview with Chief P.O. Pumla Mapipa, 19 August 2004, Simonstown Naval
Base.

% Interview with Thamsanqa (Thami) Ngwevela. Interviewer unknown, no date.
30 Bernstein, H. Interview with Mongezi Stofile, no date.

31 yon den Steinen, L. Interview with Bandile “Blacks” Joyi, 21 November 2002, Cape Town
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Other parents did not have direct political affiliations, but their attitudes still
influenced their children. One man eloquently recalled:
[My father], who I suspect of having bequeathed me a lion’s share of
his genes, was a very rebellious character: Almost something unheard
of in the Ermelo vicinity before, he regularly boxed the ears of the
white farmers who kept on reminding him of his “inferior” skin colour
when his intellect, and what an intellect was that- surpassed theirs. A
shrewd and successful timber contractor, he spent lots of his earning[s]
on several court cases against the whites who he felt “had to be taught
a lesson against their vulture-like descending behind the generalized
ruination of Africans.”*
In these ways, family influence often played a critical role in the politicisation of

these young people.

The early 1970s

For those who did not discover politics at an early age, as well as for those
who did, the early 1970s were a period of great change and burgeoning resistance to
the apartheid government. The first half of this decade led many less aware young
people to become newly politicised and saw those who already had political leanings
develop their ideas further. A wave of strikes across the country, the rise of Black
Consciousness and its related organisations, and student protests at many universities
brought the realities of the situation in South Africa and the possibilities of
challenging it to the forefront of many young minds. The independence of Angola
and Mozambique in 1975 further brought the possibility of winning the liberation
struggle to the attention of the youth. Long before the Soweto uprisings, many young

'
South Africans began to become politically involved in earnest.

32 Autobiography of Goodman Phiri, 3 April 1989, on his application to join the PAC.
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The workers’ strikes in the early 1970s were not mentioned by many ex-MK
and APLA soldiers as a direct influence on their political awareness, but they
definitely provided an important component of the re-emergence of resistance to the
government. With strikes hitting every big city in South Africa, most saw their results
in the adults staying at home, and noticed that this was a new element in the recent
political trends in the country. Baruch Hirson notes in his book, Year of Fire, Year of
Ash, that the lgng period of industrial peace in the 1960s gave way to large scale
strikes in many industries, starting in Durban in 1969 and continuing until the
outbreak of the Soweto uprising in June of 1976. Many of the strikes gained
concessions from both their employers and the government, but as the wavegainéd
momentum, they were more often met with fierce repression on the part of the police
and the government. Some of the student organisations were involved in the strikes,
providing support for the workers, and the Black Consciousness Movement Woﬁ some
workers into its folds.» If nothing else came to the youth from the strikes, they would
have seén that it was possible to win on some issues, but for those that didn’t have
clear memories of the Sharpeville massacre in 1960, it also brought home the point
that the police were ready and willing to suppress resistance with brute force.

The Black Consciousness Movement became a powerful ideological force
during this period, particularly among students. The ideas embraced by the
movement found their way into the consciousness of the majority of the youth who
came of age in this period. Largely supported by university and school students, the
movement and its prigciples did not find much support from other parts of the
community, except from those who were touched by its outreach programs, although

it did attract some of the more intellectually inclined black professionals. John Kane-

33 Hirson, chapters 7 and 8.
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Berman identified three main thrusts of the Black Consciousness philosophy, namely
‘psychological liberation’, ‘the weaning of blacks away from dependence on whites’,
and the unity of ‘all black people in South Africa, including Indians and Coloured |

3 The first principle was a reaction to the fact that through long-term

people.
oppression of the black population, they began to see themselves as inferior to the
whites. As mentioned above, some black children would wish to be white, as the
white people were the ones they admired for their status in society. The same woman
who once told her mother she wanted to be a white man when she grew up was just
‘entering her teen years at this time and she remembered: “Everyqne was becoming
aware, Black Consciousness was spreading. I like it because it made you to be proud
of your colour.” She also noted that it made people react against things like skin
lightening cream and made them come to believe that “black is beautiful. ™ The
second principle of moving away from dependence on whites was largely focused on
providing black leadership rather than white, as is best illustrated in the creation of a
new black student organisation in July of 1969. Rather than the black students
remaining a part of the National Union of South African Students (NUSAS), a largely
white-led organisation, The South African Students’ Organisation (SASO) emerged as
the forefront of black student politics. One student active in this period noted:

You know during that period black consciousness was popular in the

township and of course it was sort of to try and conscientise especially

students to try and understand what role they’re going to play in

society. We shall not be submissive especially to whites as it is known

as blacks we’ve been oppressed and segregated by the apartheid

regime . . . It was during that period especially d