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--------------------------------------------------------------------------MN:	Good afternoon and welcome to another session of Oral 	History for the Documentation Centre. I’m Musa Ntsodi.  


	Today we are talking to Dr Farouk Meer, who is a medical practitioner.  Dr Meer, good afternoon; and thank you for inviting us to your home.


FM:	You are more than welcome, thank you very much for coming.


MN:	Thank you, Sir.  If we may start where it all began. Please tell us where and when were you born?


FM:	I was born in 1938, in Durban, on the 2nd of July.  That makes me a rather old individual so I suppose I shouldn’t have given you an honest answer to that question.


MN:	And can you tell us how many of, your siblings, how many of you in the family?


FM:	There’s four of us.  Three are my own children and one is 	adopted.  So I've got four in the family.


MN:	And at home, how many where you, I mean you as a child, how many where you to your parents?


FM:	Oh in my family?


MN:	Yes.


FM:	My family? We were a family of nine.  We had a father with two mothers.  So between the two mothers there were nine children, and I come number eight of the nine children.


MN:	Can you tell us about your parents, who are they and where they were from?


FM:	My father was Moosa Ismail Meer, who was born in India and came here as a very, very young man. He spent his life as a journalist; and he was the editor of an Indian weekly newspaper called 	The Indian Views.  


MN:	Can we pause?  


FM:	Okay.  I was telling you about my father he was a journalist and editor of The Indian Views, which was a weekly newspaper.  Extremely wide circulation, not only in South Africa, but it also went into then Nyasaland; it went to then Mozambique; it went to Northern Rhodesia; it went to Southern Rhodesia.  And it was all by subscription - there was no sales on the street, everything was by subscription.  So it was a very, very widely-read paper, particularly by the Indian community.  It was published both in English and Gujarati, which was the local language, because at that time more Indians spoke the vernacular rather than English.  So all the news, current and otherwise, was read in The Indian Views, which was very, very widely read.  Although it had 4000 subscribers, I would say at least three times that number of people read that paper every week.


MN:	And can you tell us more about your Mum?


FM:	I had mothers.


MN:	Mothers.


FM:	Two mothers.  My one mother was born in India, and my father married her in India.  And my own mother - if you can talk in terms of my own mother - who was a South African and my father, met her when he was working as a young man in Kimberley.  That’s where he met her.


MN:	And do you know anything about grandparents?


FM:	No.


MN:	No.


FM:	All I know is that my grandparents - my father's father died of - I was a very young man - I think he died at the age of 42 he's buried in Washbank.  And that is all I know about him, not very much, way before my time.


MN:	What were your parents doing for a living or your father; you said he was a journalist?


FM:	My father was a journalist.


MN:	Yes.  Mum?


FM:	Both were housewives.  They did nothing, they, I mean they looked after the house.  They weren’t in any occupation, other occupation apart from being housewives.


MN:	How was it like the family life, I mean interaction, how was it like with two mothers?


FM:	It was unique; it was unique in the sense that both mothers lived in the same house. There didn’t seem to be any conflict between them.  I had no idea who my mother was, in terms of my real mother.  The first time that issue was ever raised with me was when I went to study in high school in Dundee.  I did my high schooling in Dundee.  And I had a relative over there and the relative asked me: 	"Do you know who's your mother?"  And I said, "Ja."  I mentioned the two mothers and then they said, "But who is your mother?"  I didn’t even think about that, you know, it was not an issue.  So I didn’t think about it, so he says, "No, let me explain to you."  And then he worked out that these children belonged to this mother; and this lot of children belonged to the other mother.  So you know, in that sense it was unique.  Both mothers stayed together there didn’t seem to us to be any conflict at all, whatsoever.  They seemed to have their duties well cut out. My mother from India was regarded to be like the senior person in the house.  And she, you know, took all the major decisions and my so-called mother - my real mother as you can call it - got on very well.  And you know she just took my elder mother to be the more senior person and that seemed to be the accepted situation.  


MN:	Can you tell us about the life in the community you grew up in, what was it like?


FM:	Ja, most of my recollection is in Pinetown.  We had a very large house in Pinetown.  My father bought a house in Pinetown.  And we were very fortunate in that the house was surrounded - we had 25 acres of land.  So we had a big house, a big rambling house.  We had lots of people in the house, because apart from the fact that there were two mothers there were - well at any one time there were at least eight children.  Because my eldest brother was not in South Africa, before I was born he went to study in India.  So there were eight at most time eight children in the house.  And then we had an interesting situation, a relative of mine got divorced and he suddenly off-loaded all his children onto my parents.  And there were four of them.  So the number of people in the house increased from eight children to twelve children and my three parents.  So it was always a very, very big household.  


MN:	What's the make up of the community, what can you tell us about the make up, was it pure Indian only?


FM:	Our interaction was entirely I would say with Indian people. The school that I attended was an entirely Indian school.  Social interaction was largely with Indians.  The only time we saw - well I think we were a bit fortunate in the fact that we were able to meet and socialise with people who were non-Indians, largely because of the fact that my father was a very, very respected journalist.  And lots of the leadership in those days used to come to my father for advice.  I mean people like Dr Dadoo, was a regular visitor at our home; he used to come over and ask for opinion.  


	There was early African leadership that used to come, not only to see my father, but they used to come to our printing press.  You see we had our own printing press where we printed the newspaper.  So we saw like people like WT Champion; he used to be a regular visitor to the offices of the newspaper.  And there were other lesser lights within the what-d'you-call, Congress Movement, who were there. But there was a strong political input in the family largely because of the fact that we were a political family.  People like IC Meer, the late IC Meer, who married my sister Fatima Meer, he was also, you know, a very close member of the family.  And he had very close feelings for the Natal Indian Congress; and through the Natal Indian Congress had very close links with the African National Congress.  So, and then my father-in-law, that’s my wife’s father was also Mr AI Meer, was also active in politics at the time.  He had a very senior position both in the Natal Indian Congress and the South African Indian Congress, at the time.  So because of that interaction we saw a lot of the early political African leadership, the African National Congress people coming in.  And we knew exactly what was happening in terms of the Defiance Campaign, Passive Resistance Campaign, because a lot of such issues were discussed in the house.  Very often with my father because my father, although he was not himself politically involved, was a person whose advice people listened to, and they looked up to him.  And if you look at the issues of The Indian Views - and they have all been micro-filmed, by the way, and they are in the Documentation Centre at UDW.  You’ll see the early writings and the anti-apartheid approach that the editorials took in the newspaper.  


MN:	Yes, can you tell us about all your beginnings, your school beginnings where did you start schooling?


FM:	Primary school was at St Aiden's Primary School, which is very close to St Aiden's Hospital.  Where the present bus-rank is situated, there was a little school.  I was in that school for two years and thereafter we moved to Pinetown. And the rest of my primary schooling was done in Pinetown.  And then for a year I was - it was when you passed your standard 6, it was very difficult to get into high school because at that time there was only one high school in the centre and that was Sastri College.  If you didn’t get into Sastri College, then the other nearest high school, at that time, was in Verulam.  But what happened is that the Natal Indian Congress then set up an afternoon high school. And that school used to function from two in the afternoon to six in the evening.  And it was situated at the Greyville Primary School, the building is still there, incidentally.  And the principal of that school - the staff were all voluntary, you’ve got to give credit to our teachers.  I don’t think they got any extra pay because it was the Natal Indian Congress that ran the high school.  The teachers were all volunteers, Indian High School teachers, who came in the afternoon.  The principal of the school was the late Dr MB Naidoo - very, very well-known person.  And we had our tuition, so I did my standard 7 at - it was called Congress High School.  And as I told you functioned from two till six in the evening.  After one year we then decided to do high-schooling in Dundee because there are a lot of relatives in Dundee, and we felt it will be better to go into a regular school with regular hours, eight o’clock in the morning you know how it is.  So I did my 8, 9 and 10 at Dundee High School.


MN:	When was it when you completed your high school?


FM:	I completed my matric in 1955.


MN:	Yes.  Am I right in saying you grew up in politics; you grew up being politically conscious regarding the fact that your father was a journalist and all these political leaders, your Champion came to the house.  Am I right in saying that?


FM:	No, you're right I think the biggest influence; political influence, in our lives was largely my father, my sister, Fatima Meer, because she is considerably older than I am.  I’ve always known her to be very active, even when she was in high school. I mean, you know, she was very, very active; so there is her; and my late brother-in-law IC Meer. I think they had a lot of influence in my political thinking and political direction subsequently, that is quite correct. And the fact that there was this interaction taking place.


MN:	Which year was it when you completed your matric?


FM:	1955.


MN:	1955.  Where to from there?


FM:	From there, in 1956, I went to do medical studies in Dublin, Ireland.


MN:	In Ireland.


FM:	So I completed my medical studies in 1962 and I returned home.


MN:	And returned home?


FM:	Ja. I returned home immediately after qualifying.  I did my internship at King Edward VIII Hospital.  I remained at King Edward Hospital right until 1967; and then in 1968 I decided to specialise.  I got an opening in America; I started my training as an anaesthetist in America.  I spent a year over there returned to South Africa continued with anaesthetics and did my post-graduate examinations here in South Africa.


MN:	Okay, during your time; that is before you went to Dublin when you were still in the country, what sort of - was there any political happenings, civics and all that happening during your schooling days?


FM:	Ja well the thing that I remember you must you know it’s a long time ago and what I can recall quite clearly are the things like the Defiance Campaign, the Passive Resistance Campaign, and then I recall the 1949 riots.  Because, at that time; when the riots took place; our house was turned into virtually a refugee camp.  Because lots of Indians fled; and because we had the land, 25 acres of land; and because my father was so well-known; there was a general trend for people in the Pinetown area just to rush to our home for protection.  And so overnight our entire house was turned into a - I would say a refugee camp and we had large numbers of Indian people seeking refuge.


MN:	Okay you said your sister was, as far as you can remember, was always in politics... 


FM:	Ja, that's right.


MN:	...so was your brother-in-law.  When can you say was your turning point, where you started involving yourself in politics?


FM:	I became involved in politics with the revival of the Natal Indian Congress.


MN:	That was in?


FM:	And that was around 1971, is that correct? 1971.


MN:	So that was well after you - [interruption]


FM:	That is the first time I gave open expression to my feelings. Because at that time you, will recall there was so much repression that all political work came to a virtual standstill.  And really nothing was happening and then the first stirrings took place around the early, the late - well I would say around 1970.  And I think it was about 1970, that we got the stirrings even of the Black Consciousness Movement. I mean we heard the name of Steve Biko and then we you know started meeting people like Strini Moodley and Saths Cooper.  And of course, they were strongly opposed to the revival of the Natal Indian Congress in 1971.  And in fact I remember they made very, very strident speeches why the Natal Indian Congress should not be revived, and they in fact did everything possible to stifle the growth and development of the Organisation.  But of course, the forces that wanted the NIC to be revived you know were successful and the Organisation was in fact revived in 1971.  And that is how I became involved actively in politics from 1971 onwards.


MN:	Can you give us an overview if you can, what lead to its revival or what lead to its demise then the revival of the NIC?


FM:	The demise of the Natal Indian Congress was largely due to repression.  They banned its early leadership; there was a threat also the Natal Indian Congress had two properties, which it inherited from Mahatma Gandhi.  When Mahatma Gandhi was in South Africa there was a property he owned in Umgeni and there was another property, which is still in his name; because the one in Umgeni Road was taken over by - was lost at the time of the Group Areas Act.  But in what street is that now - Prince Edward Street Gandhi’s property is still there and it is used as a parking lot, but it is, you know, there was fear that Congress would lose those properties, as well.  So repression and the striking down the leadership by way of bannings lead to the demise of the Organisation.  And then, I suppose the revival takes place and the background it was a long period of repression.  And it took courage, I would say, to revive the Congress in 1971 inasmuch it took a lot of courage for people like Steve Biko, Strini Moodley and Saths Cooper to talk about Black Consciousness and revive Black Consciousness.  But both these things happened almost parallel, at the time.  It took a lot of courage. I certainly cannot take credit for being one of the prime movers in reviving the Natal Indian Congress. , The prime movers were people like the late Rabi Bhagwandeen and Mewa Ramgobin. They, in fact, took the initiative to revive and they set up meetings and I attended one of their meetings and that’s how the Organisation was revived.  


MN:	I was going to ask you to name the leaders, but you just did.  I take that in 1971 you were already an adult, I mean.


FM:	Yes I was very much I was a medical practitioner from 1962, so and I was practising for some time already.  Most of it at that time was in provincial service.


MN:	Did you have a philosophy by then?  You find that, at a younger stage, when people are younger; they just take politics for politics.  But did you have a philosophy that you followed by then?


FM:	No I think the philosophy was always there because of the tradition in the family and you know what my father stood for.  My father stood for non-racialism and for us we believed in non-racialism.  As I told you we had a whole range of different types of people coming to the house, whether it was - in fact a lot of whites used to come to my house too.  People like Alan Paton used to come to our house to also to speak to my father.  And some of the people from the Liberal Party used to come home as well;.  either to see my father; or interacting with either my late father-in-law AI Meer; or IC Meer; or my sister, Fatima.  So there was this interaction; so the whole idea of non-racialism was as strongly ingrained; and also I would imagine my father was a deeply religious individual; and Islam and non-racialism are very comfortable. I mean it's part of - one of the tenets of the religion.  So this was strongly ingrained; it was something that was a culture that was ingrained in the family.  So I mean it was a given, the whole concept of non-racialism.  The whole concept of, you know, leaving the individual to decide what he wants to do for himself or herself. You know, it should be the right of people to determine the type of lives they want to lead or the type of political system.  So that ethos was there already, that you know you cannot have a minority government deciding for the people how the country should be determined and having all power to itself.  So that sort of ethos was always there, within the larger family.  So I mean it was something that I was just born into.  And it was just something that I naturally took to and which I, you know, carried on to promote.  


MN:	How did you juggle the two things, being an activist and being a medical practitioner?


FM:	It was very difficult because on the one hand you had to earn a living; and on the other hand you had to take part in political activities.  And it was hard financially, I can tell you that.  Because there were instances, and there were many instances, when we were on the run, as it were.  And when we are on the run, I mean we knew that the security police were after us so I had to leave the house and disappear for long periods and live in so-called safe houses. That happened on a number of occasions.  And there were two occasions on which I was imprisoned.  So from that point of view you know my medical work did in fact suffer, yes.


MN:	You were already married by then?


FM:	Yes, I was already married. I got married in 1965. But I was fortunate in that my wife also comes from this.  My wife is a Meer; comes from the same stock.  She's my cousin, so you know, she knew about politics because her father was heavily involved in politics himself.  So it wasn’t very difficult for her to understand because it was a milieu that she had lived in all her life.


MN:	Now, if I may ask, what made you choose NIC because you also mentioned that it was also in the prime of the BC time? What made you choose the one from the other?


FM:	Perhaps we might have misunderstood the Black Consciousness philosophy, at the time.  But the way it was portrayed, at the time, and certainly although I heard Biko speak, I didn’t have one-on-one interaction.  The one-on-one interaction was through people like Saths Cooper and Strini Moodley.  And with the type - or the way they were promoting Black Consciousness, it came across as a racist ideology.  Because you know this business of no whites should be in the Organisation regardless of what the white thinks of you know, even if he’s a person who believes in non-racialism.  Even if he believes in democracy you must have nothing to do with him.  We saw it as too much as a racist organization, which was catering exclusively for so- called blacks as opposed to the Congress philosophy which was a much wider philosophy, which was an all- embracing philosophy, which says look, believe in non-racialism; believe in democracy; and you can become part of the Organisation.  Now that philosophy was quite different from the Black Consciousness philosophy.  And that is the reason, and of course, the very fact that Congress policy had become a tradition within the family. So it was therefore quite easy for me to enter that stream of political thought.


MN:	Okay now you also mentioned that the BC guys were much against the revival of the NIC.


FM: 	Yes, correct. 


MN: 	Did they say specific reasons why they didn’t want it revived?


FM:	Ja, they said it that it was being an ethnic organization;  and that by reviving an ethnic organization; we were reviving ethnic divisions.  And this was counter to the whole concept of non-racialism that we, in fact, were propagating.  And our answer to that was very simple that, you know, this is nothing more than a strategy.  The Natal Indian Congress is not fighting exclusively for Indian rights.  It’s not fighting for an Indian Utopia.  It is mobilising one particular sector of the community and moving them towards a broader South Africa; a broader non-racialism; a broader umbrella that will encompass what we consider to be a non-racial democracy.  So that was our approach.


MN:	Okay then you revived it in 1971. 


FM:	That’s correct.  


MN: 	Were you - did you take any position, or you were just an activist?


FM:	No, no I was for a number of years the Treasurer of the Organisation.  And then I became the Secretary of the Organisation.  So those were my positions within the Natal Indian Congress itself.


MN:	Okay can you take us through - when it is formed can you take us to your political life what did you do then from 1971?


FM:	Ja okay, I can break it up into two phases.  When we were revived, initially, in 1971, I think we were nothing more than a protest voice within the Organisation raising issues, from time to time.  We were certainly not mass-based.  We did not lead any massive campaigns. So we met on a regular basis, once a week.  We chartered the various issues that needed to be taken up, and we took up those issues largely in the form of either petitions or memorandums or press statements.  So it was nothing more than a flag-carrying Organisation to say you know, "we are here."  You know that’s all it did, nothing more than that.  Then we got an injection of younger people; and the younger people were really outstanding people. I still consider them to be outstanding.  We had people like Praveen Gordhan, who came into the Organisation;  Yunus Mohamed; Zac Yacoob - he is now on the Constitutional Court; and a number of other young people, who had already begun working at a community level.  They had begun their base in Phoenix; they were beginning to take up bread and butter issues; housing; difficulty in paying your electricity accounts; that type of thing.  And when they came into the Organisation, the Organisation then went through its second phase and that is we then became more of a mass-based Organisation. We began taking up issues.  The first time when we really took up an issue was the time of the LAC.  I think that was around 1974 where we actively campaigned against the LAC.  Whereas previously, we would have just issued a couple of statements; and maybe did some pamphleteering to say why we should not take part in the Local Affairs Committee.  We were now you know - bloodied our hands and we went into the fray - we actively campaigned against them, door-to-door both on the Local Affairs Committee.  But largely as a result of the input of the so-called younger radicals, you can call them - I don’t like the term radicals - but the younger activists who came in, within the Organisation.  And from then onwards the Organisation took a completely different bent. We became now more mass-based; we took over issues around which we could mobilise the community.  So whether it was housing; we formed the Durban Housing Action Committee [DHAC], for example.  And lots of the housing issues were taken up.  At the same time it also gave us cover from the repressive machinery of the state.  I mean if you were seen to be a member of the Durban Housing Action Committee, and if you did political work through the Durban Housing Action Committee as a cover you could always tell the security police: "But look, we're only trying to improve the housing, you know, of the Indian community.   And you know, they can’t pay their rent so you know we've got to help them to pay rents.  And how else can we do that except to go to the council offices and you know protest."  And those types of things.  So it did form a cover, in a sense.  And then gradually we became involved in - more and more civic issues.  And that’s how we became more mass-based and we became, you know, far more popular.  So that by the time you came to the Tricameral Parliament we had a lot of experience.


MN:	Sir, can we pause please?


FM:	Ja.


END OF TAPE 1A


TAPE 1B


MN:	Okay, we are back.  You were telling us, Sir, about how you used to cover with your jobs what you were doing while you were political - you were doing political things and how - [interruption]


FM:	Well you see it was more than that, because we 	learnt that without mass organisation and mass mobilization, you are not going to be able to oppose the authoritarian structures that were ruling the country.  And this was a lesson, as I told you, which we learnt from our new colleagues who came into the Organisation.  So in fact it was, it was a deliberate attempt to mobilise the community politically, because at all our meetings we had the NIC logos there; we talked about the history of the Natal Indian Congress; we related, you know, people’s poverty to the political system. So in that way we were able to actively mobilise the people; and the culmination of our success, our efforts could be seen at the time of the Tricameral election, where we went on a massive campaign.  And where we got massive support, both from the Indian community and, I think, this was very important you know that all our finances came from the community.  We did not receive a cent from the African National Congress in exile; neither did we receive a cent from any sympathetic organisation abroad.  All the money for the Natal Indian Congress was raised within the community and large sums, in fact, were raised.  Because, if you take the whole question of publishing pamphlets; or organising meetings; or advertising - and we advertised massively against the Tricameral system now that cost a lot of money.  And all that came from the community, and it only came about because the community knew us, respected us, we had mobilised the community on issues that affected the community.  Whether it was housing; whether it was poverty relief programmes; whether it was difficulty in meeting your water bills or your electricity - these are bread and butter issues.  People may not be interested in politics, but they are interested in the way they are living and you know how you could improve the quality of their lives. So these were issues that we took up to mobilise the community and in that way the community automatically becomes politicised.  Because it sees the relationship between its present predicament, and the manner in which the country is being governed, and for who the country is being governed, and who is benefiting from the manner in which the country is being governed.  


	And all these things - we didn’t necessarily have to spell it out openly, it was revealed in the course of our campaign.  So then we went on with the SAIC and the Tricameral Parliament, and soon after that we had the sit-in at the British Consulate - that was the other major activity that we engaged in.  You remember the sit-in and the subsequent formation of the United Democratic Front.  Because the formation of the United Democratic Front - a lot of the work was being done by the Natal Indian Congress activists, a lot of the work.  And the UDF in Natal was in fact the Natal Indian Congress, working on a larger platform because the ANC was still not around.  So we, in fact, were the cover for the ANC, post-1985.


MN:	Thank you.  Now coming, still sticking to the 1970’s there were - I mean our history was shaped mostly in the 1970’s it seems, judging by what most people are saying, by what was happening on the continent, the independence of certain states.  


FM:  Correct.


MN:	And tell us about your life during those times the independence of Mozambique, during the 1970’s that’s when most states became - in the southern part of Africa - became independent.  Tell us about your political life during those days, what were happening what was the NIC up to?


FM:	Well the NIC - I mean we were obviously fully aware of what was happening in the rest of Africa.  We knew about the struggles in Mozambique; we knew about the struggles in Zimbabwe; and we knew what was happening in Angola.  But I mean we were in no way actively involved - we were, in fact, passive viewers of what was happening to the north. Because there was nothing an organisation like the Natal Indian Congress could do.   So all we could do was to see what was happening over there; to learn some ideas from the struggles that was taking place to the North; and see if any of those ideas could be implemented locally.  I think that was, in all honesty, the only sort of correlation between what was happening to the north of our borders and as far as the Natal Indian Congress was concerned.  And also the hope that there will be a fresh awakening internally, by what is happening in the north.  But I think beyond that, I don’t think there was very much more that affected the manner in which the NIC functioned.


MN:	Okay during the 1970’s, was your old man still doing the paper work?


FM:	No, my father died in the year I returned from Dublin.  In fact he died in 1963.


MN:	1963.


FM:	Ja, so he was no longer around.


MN:	Okay, you mentioned your struggles with the security, with the securities of the country then.


FM:	You are talking about the security police?


MN:	Yes was it during was it in the 1970’s, or was it in the 1980’s?


FM:	It increased in the 1980’s.  It increased from the time when we began to do mass work.  You see as far as the State was concerned, so long as we continued to function the way we had functioned earlier on, you know, just memoranda and press statements, we were not a threat.  We became a threat to them when we went - mass mobilisation.  And we became a bigger threat to them because ANC was banned and people then saw the NIC as the political organisation in Natal.


MN:	As a home?


FM:	As a home, not only for Indians. We had a lot of Africans, who had returned from exile and who were looking for a home.  And who were very, very comfortable with the NIC because they knew us and we knew them.  People like Griffiths Mxenge for example, I knew him very, very well.  In fact, as an aside, I mean you know in those days, whenever a person got killed under suspicious circumstances, pathologists were too afraid to be present at the post-mortems. And Professor Coovadia and myself were the people who were called on repeatedly, if somebody died under suspicious circumstances, we were asked to be present at the post-mortem by our people, by ex-ANC people to say, "Look so and so has been killed under suspicious circumstances.  Please come down to the mortuary and be present when the post-mortem is taking place."  So you know we can confirm whether there was foul play or otherwise.  Not that I’m a pathologist. I’m not a pathologist but at least the other pathologists in the community weren’t comfortable doing this work because of the problems they may have subsequently with the security police.  So in that regard I mean I was there at the time Griffiths Mxenge’s post-mortem was done.  So we became as I say a threat to them when they saw that we were not only confining ourselves to the Indian community, but we were attracting African support as well.  We had also on our executive - I mean this may sound incongruous - Archie Gumede.  Archie Gumede was an executive member of the National Indian Congress.  Because that was the only political home he could find, there was no other political home for him, see.  And there are so many names that I just cannot just remember I cannot remember, but at the time but they were all ex-ANC people.  So that is when we were engaged in mass struggles; and mass action; and they saw the mass mobilisation taking place.  That’s the time they took a new interest in us, and that’s when our lives became problematic.  Beginning in the early 1980’s; in fact my early my first incarceration was in 1981.


MN:	Okay now the - tell us about the 1976 uprisings.  What sort of influence did it have, especially here in KZN?


FM:	We were very weak in 1976, as an organisation.  In fact much stronger than us was the BC Movement.  And there was certainly discussion within the Organisation as to whether we should somehow dovetail our activities with the BC.  And in fact, there were some meetings that did take place, at the time.  There was - they called themselves I think the Black is it Black Consciousness Convention?  Was it the Black Consciousness Convention I think, we were invited to that meeting.  I did not attend that particular meeting it was held in the Transvaal.  But although discussions took place there was really no meeting point, because there were different ideologies.  The ANC ideology is quite different from the BC ideology.  And there was very little meeting ground, but then with Steve Biko’s death that was what year was that in 1977? 


MN:  '77.


FM:	I was invited; I spoke at Biko’s funeral.  And I did say at the time at the speech and I remember saying this that the Indian Congress needed to work very, very closely with the Black Consciousness Movement.  But nothing ever really came of it.  I mean we were all inspired by what happened over there and I think it must have spurred us on to redouble our own activities over here.  And as I told you by then we were moving into the phase of mass mobilisation.  So to that extent yes, it had a definite impact on us.  The BC philosophy definitely had an impact on us, but that was it.


MN:	Can we pause please?


FM:	Ja.


MN:	Yes Sir, you were telling us about the Steve Biko's funeral, the call that you made.  What made you say that the NIC and BC should work together, BCM should work together what prompted you to say that?


FM:	What prompted me to say that was the fact that you cannot work without unity.  If there is no unity of black people there is going to be no opposition to the government.  And the government strategies have always been to divide and rule.  It's done that everywhere whether it was in South Africa, or whether it was in India it always divides and rules.  So the only way to oppose this government was to unite, bring all the forces together, which is what we tried to do in the United Democratic Front.  To bring all the disparate forces together.  And it was really with that idea in mind, at a time when things were really hotting up.  And we sensed that we were now being propelled in a different phase of the struggle, where we are now going to be far more confrontationist in our approach.  And when you are reaching that stage, then you need to mobilise all the forces that’s available on the ground.  And you’ve got to, what do you call, bury your ideological differences.  And it is with that objective in mind that I said what I said at the funeral in King William's Town.


MN:	Now if I may ask, I know that Steve is not the only one who died; but his death, do you think it spurred activists to go even more harder or it frightened most people who were active to quit politics?


FM:	I think if it frightened people, it frightened them only momentarily.  I think the quest for a genuine non-racial democracy was just far too great a force to be dampened by the death of one activist, important though he might have been.  It in fact spurred us on that we felt, you know, we would be doing a great disservice to the memory, not only of Steve Biko, but to all the other heroes, and they were all heroes, whether it was Nelson Mandela whether it was Oliver Tambo.  You know these were all heroes.  And the only way was to press on and that is exactly what happened. History has shown that nobody really got frightened.  In fact from that period onwards the resistance just continued to increase, exponentially, to the apartheid regime.


MN:	Okay can you tell us about the FRELIMO rally?


FM:	I’m afraid I can’t tell you too much about the FRELIMO rally, apart from what’s written in the history books.  I have no inside information so I would prefer not to comment on the FRELIMO rally, because I have very little information.  I was not actively involved, I cannot recall that particular period.  I know what happened, but it's you know hearsay.  Rather than me being actively involved in any way in the FRELIMO rally.  Except to say, that I my own personal opinion at that time was that I thought it was a meaningless exercise.  And I still maintain that I don’t think the FRELIMO rally should have taken place; or the way that it took place.  I think there were better ways to handle the situation.  But apart from that, I don’t think I’m prepared to comment any further on that particular issue.


MN:	Okay, and let's view of the late 1970’s or right in the early 1970’s it was then that the Transkei and most Bantustans got their independence.  What was the Organisation's reaction?


FM:	Well we opposed it vehemently.  And we opposed it to the point where we, in fact, got into trouble with the IFP.  And the Chief Gatsha Buthelezi, because we were at loggerheads with the IFP on this issue.  Because the Chief had his own ideas about the rule of Bantustans, we didn’t agree with those ideas. We didn’t believe that the Kwa-Zulu Bantustan was any different from any of the other Bantustans.  And that put us into conflict with the IFP, and the IFP became extremely critical of the Natal Indian Congress.   In fact, lots of threats were issued to the members of the Natal Indian Congress and to the Organisation as such.  I can’t see anybody came to any physical harm as a result of that, but I can tell you quite honestly it was quite a frightening experience when we were at loggerheads with the IFP.  During that period I used to do work at Prince Mashieni Hospital and I decided that it was too unsafe for me too work at Prince Mashieni Hospital.  And for an entire month I took leave.  Because I used to do a lot of night work over there, it meant my travelling at night from here to Prince Mashieni, and I didn’t feel particularly safe being called out at twelve o’clock and one o’clock in the morning to do an operation. I really felt that my life was at risk.  And not risk from dying from the hands of the security police but from the IFP. I really felt it.  And it was, you see, it was tangible in the air the type of threats - that we were receiving at that time was particularly difficult.


MN:	Even though he maintains even now that the Kwa-Zulu Government or the Kwa-Zulu state was totally different from the Bantustans?


FM:	Ja.


MN:	Do you believe it was?


FM:	No I told you myself that I don’t think so, and incidentally I had a very, very cordial meeting with Buthelezi, no more than two to three weeks ago, in which we discussed a whole range of issues.  And if anybody was there, they would think that we were the biggest chummies in the world.  And yet politically we had very serious differences.  And we lived through some very trying times, I can tell you very, very trying. 


MN:	Can you - let’s enter the 1980’s can you tell us about - continue with your political journey in the 1980’s you and your - [interruption]


FM:	Ja well in 1981 there was the education issue; we rallied the community on the whole education issue. And the differences in education between what was being provided for the whites and for the blacks, and we mounted an entire education campaign.  And that led to the arrest of a whole lot of us.  And that was the first time I was locked up.  


MN:	How - can you take us through your arrest how they got you I mean they got you from home or - ? 


FM:	From home, interestingly. We were going to have a big rally that particular evening there was going to be a big rally at Orient Hall.  And at about six o’clock in the evening, they knocked on the door and they said, "We’ve come to detain you."  And that was it.  And the usual pattern was they come into the house and they search the entire house they would take out my clothes and they looked through all my pockets to see if there is any bits of paper lying around, incriminating evidence.  They took all went to the library, took a whole lot of literature which they were going to look through subsequently to find out whether it was subversive or not.  But that was their modus operandi.  They searched you all over and they spent a good time I mean they spent about anything up to two hours searching your house.  And then you are driven off and locked up and that was it.  I was taken to the police station at Brighton Beach, and then there was interrogation at Fisher Street.  At that time the security police were - the headquarters were in Fisher Street, which is off Point Road.  And then we were all sent off to Modderbee Prison. After two weeks at Brighton Beach, we were incarcerated at Modderbee Prison in Benoni.  And we spent a period of time over there and then released after a period.


MN:	Physical abuse?


FM:	No, there was no physical abuse, no physical abuse.


MN:	Then you returned - they returned you, or come on your own home?


FM:	No, no they release you, and then you find your own way back.  


MN:	Even though they take you without money at home?


FM:	No, they just release you and that’s it, and you come back home and we just went straight back into the next campaign.  


MN:	So you continued with - ?


FM:	Yes, we continued because the next big thing was the Tricameral Parliament and the opposition of the Tricameral Parliament and the mobilisation against the Tricameral Parliament. And then came the Koornhof Bills, if you remember. The Koornhof Bills, and then we started opposing the Koornhof Bills, and it was at that time that we decided to occupy the British Consulate.  


MN:	How tell us?


FM:	How did that happen?


MN:	Tell us please.


FM:	George Sewpersadh, our President; Mewa Ramgobin; Paul David; Archie Gumede; MJ Naidoo and Billy Nair were charged for treason because of opposition to the Tricameral Parliament.  They were incarcerated and they were kept in Maritzburg prison, and then I cannot remember the reasons why they were released briefly, I think they were, on some legal technicality they were released.  And the moment they were released we picked them up from Maritzburg and we put them into hiding.  Because it was on a technical thing the manner in which the orders were served, so we knew that within twenty four hours they would just change the regulations; overcome the technicality; and pick them up again.  So we met in - near Tongaat, at a home of a doctor over there, who was a silent member of the Natal Indian Congress, we met at his home.  And we discussed what’s the best to do, so initially we hid them in Stanger; they were all hidden in Stanger, while we worked out what should be done.  And then we struck on the bright idea that why not occupy the British Consulate.  And there was a lot of discussion whether they would get immunity from the British Consulate, rather than if they went to the Embassy.  Because if we went to the Embassy it would mean going to Pretoria, and that means putting them at greater risk.  So we got some legal opinion to find out whether they would get immunity if they occupied the British Consulate.  We were told no there will be immunity because that territory is British territory, they can’t do anything.  So we felt that the best thing to do was to occupy the British Consulate, because by doing so we would serve a number of objectives.  Firstly, there was the Koornhof Bills; we would popularise the Koornhof Bills.  We would popularise the UDF because the UDF was still in its early formative it hadn’t become internationally recognized, as it subsequently became.  Then if you remember there was the Vaal Triangle uprising at the time.  So to give impetus to – and we also wanted to expose the whole Section 28 regulation, which allowed for preventative detention.  So if you looked at these four issues, we felt why let these guys go back into prison, you know, like sitting ducks in their homes? Let us have a spectacular impact.  Also, if you remember at the time there was the Coventry four, you remember the Coventry four these were these South Africans agents who went to Britain and who were able to obtain secret military information about making some equipment or the other.  And they were caught in Britain and then as a result of this South African Government making representations, the Coventry four as they were called were allowed to return to South Africa on the understanding that they would return to face trial in Britain. When they came to South Africa, the South African Government reneged and refused to send back the Coventry four, so we said highlight that issue as well.  So that was the basis on which we said let us occupy the British Consulate.  And so on a given day, we all went and just marched into the British Consulate and they gave refuge.  


MN:	You were untouchable for a while?


FM:	We were untouchable. They were - they were there, I think, for about three months. I may be wrong in the length of time.  But some of us had like - I was given the task of looking after their medical needs.  It was a very interesting period, because I not only provided medical needs but we became the link between them and the outside world.  They would pass me letters, which was quite illegal, but you know British being British, they would stick by the rules, the British.  I mean when I went there for example I would be examining Archie Gumede, and checking his blood pressure, and a British official would be there.  But he would make sure that his back was towards me because this is a medical, what you call, check-up that is taking place and, you know, because of privacy he turns his back.  And while he's turning his back Archie Gumede is passing me written statements about what needs to be done or you know what we should do or something to that effect, you see.  Or Billy Nair would be doing the same, all the others were passing on - and I would take those things and give it back to the leadership in the ANC and say look this is what the guys are saying, I mean in the UDF.  And this is what the guys are saying.  So this went on for a long time, and the security police were parked outside twenty four hours and they would harass us when we came out after seeing them, there was a lot of harassment.  And it's interesting that when they first moved in we hadn’t thought our way very, very clearly.  I mean we there was a lot of pressure from the government that they should come out; and we in fact said okay we’ll consider telling them to come out if they make sure that they are not detained under Section 28 detention laws.  We also said that you know they should be allowed reading material, we were seeing about their creature comforts in prison.  And then we said what the hell are we pussy-footing. I mean we tell them plainly, "No, we are not coming out.  And that’s it.”  So that was the reason they did not come out and they stayed for the period that they did stay.  And then when we did get them out, you remember, there was a huge big we came out with great fanfare.  I mean we had thousands of people outside the streets I don’t know if you remember that period?


MN:	Thousands of journalists.


FM:	Do you remember that period; no there were thousands of people; the streets were clogged.  You know, if you stood on the - you know, it was at the corner of Field Street and Smith Street corner - was the building, it was a Barclays Bank building that they occupied.  And if you stood on the second or third floor where the British Consulate was situated at that time, and you looked down, you only saw heads, both in Field Street; all across and you looked spreading out into Smith Street; and the security police were waiting to what-d'you-call to detain them.  And I’ve got all this on video by the way, because what was happening at the time was that the television people were parked permanently outside.  And we even arranged for a clandestine interview with the people occupying the Consulate and the British television, and I’ve got that as well.  That was shown internationally, where we smuggled equipment, as you know, when I went to see them we took speakers with us.  And we gave these guys the speakers and through the speakers we were then with the British journalists/TV people. They stood at another building overlooking this building, and the interview was carrying on the British didn’t know about it.  So they had speakers they were able to speak and with the TV camera we told them to stand by the windows.  So they stood by the windows so you can see MJ Naidoo; you can see Mewa Ramgobin; or Billy Nair, being interviewed, you know, from one building to another building. I’ve got the tapes.  I’ve just got to find it, wherever it is.  And we conducted this thing as this was shown on television.  And the television people were there on a permanent basis, so all this is what you call well-documented on film.  So when they were released I mean when we decided that - [interruption]


MN:	Can we pause, please.


FM:	Ja okay.


END TAPE 1B


TAPE 2A


MN:	We're back.


FM:	The Consulate occupation was a spectacular success.  I think it was successful beyond our own anticipation.  I mean the type of publicity it received abroad was absolutely incredible.  Because I think that was the first time that a step of this nature had taken place. If you remember Valli Moosa and [Murphy] Morobe, when they occupied the Consulate in Johannesburg - it was much later.  


MN:	Now can we go back a little bit into the '80s, and can you take us through the formation of the UDF in '83?  How did it come about?


FM:	The Transvaal Indian Congress was going to be revived, and I think that was in 1984. You know the Transvaal Indian Congress had remained dormant, and they decided that they should revive the Transvaal Indian Congress.  At the Transvaal Indian Congress meeting, where they decided to revive, the guest speaker the main speaker was Boesak.  And Boesak, in the course of his speech, alluded to the need of forming a united democratic front.  Those were the very words that he used.  He said we should have a united democratic front and bring all organisations together to oppose the government.  And that is, to my knowledge, where the idea first was put forward.   And then we acted upon that idea.  And work then started taking place on the ground, not only here in Natal but all over.  And then that culminated in a major rally that took place in Cape Town.  I can't remember the venue but it was in Mitchell's Plain.  There was a very, very big turnout.  It was an incredible turnout.  And I must give credit to the Cape Town newspapers.  They gave massive publicity to the formation. I mean it was front-page news for a couple of days, preceding the formation, of the official formation of the United Democratic Front.   And that is how the United Democratic Front was formed.  And interestingly - and I must tell you this - when we were going up subsequently to a meeting a lot of these UDF declarations were written by NIC people, that means there was Zac Yacoob; Jerry Coovadia, Prof Coovadia; there was myself; and there was Thumba Pillay.  We were all travelling together and we drafted that declaration as we were travelling up to the meeting.  And was then subsequently adopted at a meeting in Johannesburg and that is what was then presented in Cape Town.  The UDF Declaration. 


MN:  Were you there during the - 


FM:	Yes, I was there in Cape Town.  


MN:  Can you take us through, can you tell us a little bit briefly, about the proceedings?  Who were there?


FM:	Oh, it's too long.  I remember Albertina Sisulu was there.  I remember Alan Boesak making a fantastic speech.  I mean he's always a beautiful speaker.  Of course, our President spoke as well, George Sewpersadh.  But I cannot tell  you anything more than that, it's too far in the distance, and I don't have that type of a memory to give you intimate details. 


MN:  Now, coming to the UDF itself.  Will I be right in saying the UDF served as an umbrella body for all other bodies like the NIC and the civic organisations fall under?


FM:	That's absolutely accurate.  That is correct.  


MN:  Now you told us about the siege of the Consulate, can you continue with your political journey, thereafter?        


FM:	There was the siege of the Consulate, and soon after that, we became heavily involved in isolating South Africa. About the same time, I must tell you, Victoria Mxenge was murdered, Griffiths’ wife. I was at Victoria's house the night she was murdered.  But prior to that, we had decided that the UDF needed to isolate the South African Government and ask foreign governments to cut ties with South Africa.  And we were in Praveen Gordhan's chemist; Praveen Gordhan ran a chemist in St Edward Street.  And that very night we were drafting a memorandum for presentation to the different governments.  And while we were at the chemist drafting this memorandum word got through that Victoria Mxenge got murdered. So a couple of us went to Victoria's house, and Reverend Nxundu, remember Reverend Nxundu?  And we went mainly to commiserate, but then we started discussing. We said we've got to accelerate this process, and call for countries to cut all diplomatic ties with South Africa.  So, I don’t know whether it was the next day or a day or two after her death that a gentleman by the name of Coleman, from Johannesburg, he was in one of the organizations, I can't remember which particular civic structure that he was involved in, but both him and I were given the task of taking this memorandum to all the different Embassies in Pretoria.  I remember flying over to that meeting and we went to all the governments, whether it was the British, the Italian, the German, the Americans, we had appointments with the whole lot of them.  And we went and we had a very hard-hitting memorandum to say, “You cannot continue to have economic ties with this government; you've got to cut all relations with the South African Government.”  And we went to all the Embassies, and the very next day I returned and I was detained.  I was detained with a number of other people; and this time very vigorous interrogation by the security police.  I was taken to Pretoria Central. 


MN:  Which year was this?


FM:	It was 1985.  Pretoria Central, and then through the grapevine I then found out that Reverend Nxundu was also imprisoned in the cell below me; and in the cell above me they had imprisoned Boesak.  So Boesak, Nxundu and I were at the same time at Pretoria Central Prison.  


MN:  How was the treatment, I mean were you physically abused or just?                                 


FM:	Never physically abused.  I was never physically abused.  I must quite honestly tell you, never physically abused.  But interrogations, you're scared as hell, you don't know what is going to happen to you, and you have three to four guys interrogating you, and they put you in such a position that each of the interrogators doesn't sit directly in front of you, they sit at all different angles, so you've got to turn around and answer the question here, and turn around and answer the question there.  So they had spread themselves out in a way, see.  So, as you're moving your head - this is what happened to me, I mean I was getting quite disorientated, because the rapid-fire questions coming through, one from this side, one from that side, and suddenly from this side, it was a very, very unnerving experience.  Although I was not physically assaulted  - I was not one bit comfortable, and you go there on the understanding that at any stage you are going to be assaulted, and at any stage they might do you in.  But that was the sort of atmosphere that was created over there. But I wasn't physically assaulted.     


MN:  How long did your detention last?


FM:	Maybe about three months.  I can't remember.  But it's about that period, all in solitary confinement. 


MN:  And the following year, the State of Emergency, 1986.   


FM:	You're talking about the meeting at - that was a very big meeting where [Matthew] Goniwe and [Ford] Kalata were murdered.


MN:  The Cradock four.


FM:	The Cradock four.  Ja, the Cradock four. I can't remember what year was that, but we were there at the funeral.  We travelled down for the funeral, which was an absolutely inspiring meeting, that one was.  And it was the first time, as you entered the Eastern Cape, and I've never seen this before, and I don't think I'm ever going to experience it again, as you entered every little dorp, there were crowds of people lining the streets, all of them giving the Amandla salute.  All of them saying: "Viva."  You know, and all of them sort of encouraging.  They sort of knew - they saw the cars and sort of knew these guys are going to the funeral.  These are our guys.  And you saw crowds of people, and you know there are a number of dorps you pass along the way.  I think it was again in King William's Town, hey?  


MN:  Yes.


FM:	It was in King William's Town.   So every little dorp, I can't remember the dorps, but we passed a number of little dorps on our way to King, because we drove down.  And it was immediately after the funeral, when we were returning, that we heard on the radio that there was going to be a State of Emergency.  And we left very, very hurriedly because we knew that there would be a round-up, people whom they considered to be in a leadership position, they would just throw a cordon around the area in King William's Town, so we immediately left the area, and took as circuituous a route as we possibly could returning home. And a lot of us went into hiding for a period of time.  


	Because by then; in the '80s; we adopted a position that we're no longer going to sit in our homes, waiting to be arrested.  By the late '80s we'd also begun to see a change, certainly among the Indian and African Security Police.  They were now beginning to fear for their own future. They sort of sensed that the writing was now on the wall, and there was a feeling, you know, and the people actually asked us, "What are you guys going to do with us?"  You know as though we were going to be the future government; we are going to be the people to determine their fate.  And of course we said, "It depends on how you behave."  So, I'm only telling you this because; why I'm recalling this, because by then we had developed our own channels of communication with CR Swart.  So, whenever there was going to be a raid, we always got a message, to say the guys are coming.                       


MN:  From inside?


FM:	Ja.  They informed us.  So whenever we got this message, I just took a few clothes and I left home. And I lived at some house that I considered safe; and I stayed there for two, three weeks; or for the duration I thought was necessary and until things calmed down; and you just got a suss on the ground, okay they're not interested in you anymore; and you resurface, and come back home.  So we did that on a number of occasions.     


MN:  Any events in 1986, after the State of Emergency?


FM:	You know, there was the next Tricameral election.  We went on campaign in that particular issue, and there was again a pathetic turnout.  Then of course, we were openly calling for the unbanning of the ANC, and we openly started defying laws and, for example, we'd occupy the beach, you know the white beaches, we occupied it and nothing really happened.  And then we took African and Indian patients to Addington Hospital, and they were all treated and nothing happened.  So in other words we were again going back to the old Passive Resistance Campaign, we were just – defiance open defiance, to say you don't want us on the beaches, we're going on the beaches.  So we used to take seven or eight busloads of people and occupy the beach, and spend the day on the beach. 


MN:  There was, I can't remember the year exactly, there was this major rally on the beach, where people occupied the beach.


FM:	Yes, that's the one I'm talking about.  That's the one I'm talking about.  We'll occupy the beach the other side of Addington Hospital. That's was the section of the beach that we occupied. 


MN:  No hassles?


FM:	No, nothing.  They did nothing to us.  We took patients into Addington Hospital too; they did nothing to us.  I think the authorities by then said, "Don't do anything to them."  Because I think they were already having a lot of negotiations with the ANC at the time.  


	The other thing I must tell you about and I can't remember the exact year, it must've been around 1986, is that we arranged for prominent Indians to meet with the ANC, for the first time.  And they were accompanied by some of our UDF people, and I think we must've taken at least 50 prominent Indians to Lusaka to meet with the ANC.  My passport had been taken away from me in the late '70s, so I was never able to travel abroad, but the people who travelled with them - was one of them was Prof Jerry Coovadia.  He travelled with them, and for the first time they met [Oliver] Tambo and [Joe] Modise and all the people that eventually took senior positions in the government.  But that was the first meeting that took place between prominent Indians and the ANC and the funds for that came from the ANC.  And The State knew about it, and although the State made noises they did not stop, they did not prevent the...              


MN:  The trip.


FM	Ja, they did not prevent the trip. 


MN:  Now the late '80s.  That's '87, '88.


FM:	We're already in the late '80s, we're now talking about '88 or 89.


MN:  In the late '80s, then we started seeing changes.


FM:	Ja.  We saw some movement taking place.


MN:  Some political leaders - [interruption]


FM:	Ja, and then we come to CODESA.  


MN:  CODESA, that's the World Trade Centre talks.


FM:	Ja, the World Trade Centre.


MN:  Let's start by saying, was the NIC in existence?     


FM:  Yes, very much in existence. 


MN:  Members of the  NIC - [interruption]


FM:	We were part of the CODESA, as NIC at CODESA.  As NIC, we were at CODESA.   


MN:  Can you tell us about your role?  What was it like?  Can you brief us?


FM:	Ja, they had different committees, looking at different aspects. And we were represented on every one of the committees.  And we played throughout a very, very close and a very supportive role to the ANC. In fact, all the caucusing took place, whatever caucusing took place within the ANC took place between the ANC and its allies.  And we were the allies.  They took the NIC and the TIC as one organisation.  We tried to get extra representation by getting the TIC as a separate organization, but we were not successful in that regard.  So they regarded the NIC and TIC as one delegation.  I can't remember the exact number of delegates that we had between the NIC and the TIC, but we as a part of the talks and as I say it was a different Commission that looked at different aspects of what the future South Africa would look like.  And that is where, for the first time, Praveen Gordhan's talents were recognised.  And then Praveen Gordhan became virtually the fulltime chairman at CODESA, and he chaired most of the meetings at CODESA.          


MN: Were you happy of the composition, I mean sitting at the table with - [interruption]


FM:	Most unhappy. Most unhappy with the Bantustan crowd; and with the ex-Tricameral Parliament people.  But it is one of the compromises we had to make, because we did not win a military struggle.  That was a compromise because we didn't have a military victory.  If we had a military victory, circumstances would have been different.  


MN:  You would have dictated terms.


FM:	We would have dictated terms.  We were in no position to dictate terms we were there as equals, and we had to accept delegations.  That was decided upon by the ANC and the State. 


MN:  Now, looking at it now, do you feel like probably you compromised a lot?  You, as a Freedom Movement? 


FM:	No, I don't think so.  I think on some issues like the Sunset Clauses, I think there was too much compromise over there.  But I can understand the reasons.  I mean it was Joe Slovo, who pushed for the Sunset Clauses, and who won support for it.  And that's how the Sunset Clauses became part and parcel of the Agreement.  But another way of looking at it, if there was no compromise reached at CODESA, then we might've gone back to square one.  And we don't know what would've happened to the country then.  So some of these compromises I believe were necessary to save the country from further bloodshed, further violence, and further deterioration of the economy, which would've been to the detriment of all South Africans.  So I think compromises had to be made by all parties.  And those compromises were made. I mean if you look at it from the Nationalist Party side, they also made a lot of compromises.  


MN:  Dr Meer, going back a little in time, what do you think made the Nationalist Party, I mean start the changes?  What do you think made them, because you'll hear now most of the people who are Right-wingers, saying the Freedom Movements never won the fight, they were given the country.  What do you think made FW do the changes? 


FM:	No, I think, there was a realisation from De Klerk and those close to him, that if you continued the struggle any longer there was going to be a scortched earth policy, and the whole country was going to be destroyed.  And they would have nothing to rule over.  And that in the long-term, there was no way they could win the struggle.  So they then decided that they must come to a compromise, in terms of which the rights of the Whites would be safeguarded.  And I think they tried very hard at COSEDA to try and get certain additional privileges for Whites.  I don't think they succeeded very well, you know, in terms of guaranteeing certain rights for Africans, I mean they eventually had to accept a non-racialism.  But they tried, with either non-racialism and democracy, as opposed to a scortched earth policy, which they could never win.  So there was that realisation.  I think it's plain and simple.  The writing was on the wall.  So maybe they could hold onto power for the next five years, because the economy was in a total mess, they were almost totally isolated, there was a lot of pressure from their friends particularly America. I think the extra-parliamentary pressure even on a President like Reagan, who was very supportive of the South African Government, at the time, he himself, found it untenable to support South Africa any longer.  And there was a lot of pressure from the Allies.  The economy was eroding, they couldn't hold on, what-d'you-call, be sure of their security in this country, and so they did the only pragmatic thing that was feasible and that is to come to some arrangement with the ANC. 


MN:  There is also a public opinion, or popular opinion that says we won the political freedom, but we have not won the economic freedom, are you happy with the transformation?  Are you happy with the changes?


FM:	You know, my own view on that matter has changed, when I see so much poverty around me.  I've come down myself, personally, and I'm expressing a personal viewpoint. I look at affirmative action and I look at Black empowerment, and I say to myself: “Is there any real Black empowerment?  Or is it the same small Black elite that continues to re-empower itself?”  So that one individual becomes a director of 25 companies, you know?  And you see that appearing, the same names appear on the Boards of a whole lot of organisations.  Is that really Black empowerment?  


	When I look at affirmative action I say to myself, “Who actually is being a affirmed?  Is the ordinary man from KwaMashu or Umlazi or Chesterville, is he being affirmed, or is it some guy who's got the right contacts and due to patronage, getting that particular job?”  And I then weigh it up against what is then happening to the economy and jobs. And I look at the poverty that we have around us.  I mean the poverty is really mind-boggling.  And I mean I've never seen such poverty in this country in my life.  Perhaps you could say we didn't see it in the past because most of the poor people were in the rural areas and we never saw them. But if you look at the unemployment figures, I mean that's a stark reality. That people are unemployed; people are poor; people are hungry.  We need desperately to create jobs. So when you look at just that, and I think that what we need really to do is kick-start this economy.  And how do you kick-start this economy?  If the people with skills, and the people we have trained at great cost by the State, are all running out of this country, because they're see no future, whether it's a white man or whether it's an Indian, they're all South Africans.  But they are leaving.  I'm told there are a 100 000 South Africans in London, alone.  I know for a fact, because I'm just coming from there, I was in Dublin last month. In Dublin there are some 20 000 South Africans, all skilled people.   Now, if those people stayed over here, these are the people with entrepreneurial skills, these are the people who will create jobs.  If you have one person with skills coming over here, he certainly can create three to four jobs, indirectly.  And I'm told that in total, there was a figure the other day, that there are some 500 000 South Africans who have left the country, people with skills.  I'm not talking of unskilled people, people with skills. Whether they're accountants; whether they're engineers; whether they're doctors; whether they're nurses; these are people with skills.  If those people come back, how many jobs are they going to create?  Why can we not adopt the position other developed countries are adopting?  You look at Britain.  Britain is looking for all kinds of skilled South Africans.  You look at New Zealand; you look at Australia.  Just open The Sunday Times; open The Sunday Tribune, and they're advertising, they want people with skills.  And they're giving them all kinds of inducements to take up citizenship in their country.  Whereas, we under the guise of Black economic empowerment; and the guise of affirmative action; are chasing all the best people away.  I find a problem with that.  I, myself, would like to see those policies reversed, primarily so we can improve our economy, we can create jobs, and we can begin to start getting rid of the type of poverty that is accelerating in this country.  Now those are my personal views. 


	So, if you ask me, I would like everybody to be treated as a South African; I would like things to move at a slower pace, if necessary; if you're looking at Blacks occupying positions, I wouldn't like Blacks occupying positions simply because they're black.  I wouldn't want that, because I don't think that's going to help our economy.   So I'm only interested, at the moment, in our economy and what can we do to improve the economy, and I feel this is one the important ways of improving the economy.    


MN:  And the question of the TRC.  Did you testify in it?


FM:	No. I didn't testify at the Truth and Reconcialtion Commission, no, I didn't.


MN:  What's your opinion on it?  Was it worthwhile? 


FM:	Yes and no.  I think like anything else it has its advantages.


TAPE SWITCHED OFF - END TAPE 2A      


TAPE 2B                                                 


MN:  Yes, Sir.


FM:	There are positive aspects; there are also negative aspects. So there is enough in the TRC for people to be happy; and there is enough in the TRC to make people like Buthelezi very upset.  I think the positive aspects was that a lot of information that was hidden in the past was exposed.  At least people got to know what happened to their loved ones, how their bodies were disposed of.  And that, in itself, gives them some psychological relief.  So to that extent it is a positive.  As a medical man, I can tell you from the psychological point of view, I think it did have a lot of healing aspects to the entire exercise.


MN:	And the negative?


FM:	The negative aspects is, the fact, that a lot of people went totally unpunished and a lot of people were given pardon.  I mean some very nasty people were given pardons.  And that unfortunately, the TRC by its very nature, had to be a balancing act.  And it was something that I believe, and I may be wrong in this regard, it was an exercise that has never been done anywhere else in the world.  Maybe there is another TRC in another country, whether it’s in Yugoslavia they would have learnt from our exercise and they can fine-tune it and improve upon it.  But this was an embryonic exercise and obviously there has to be mistakes and there has to be errors.  But I think on the whole if you look at it, in general terms, I think it was something that we needed and I think it was, it was had more positive spin-offs than negative spin-offs.  And I am quite comfortable with the TRC in general.


MN:	So what do you say to those who say we should have gone the Nuremberg type of a commission?


FM:	You could have only done the Nuremberg type of - firstly you have got to find out whether the Nuremberg was correct, you see.  So there’s doubts about what happened at Nuremberg was the correct thing to do.  And apart from the fact you could do a Nuremberg if you had total victory, there was no total victory.  And because there was no total victory, we have to make compromises along the way.


MN:	Sir the NIC, when did it roll up?


FM:	I would say it went into a quiet period.


MN:	Why?


FM:	NIC never, ever dies remember.  NIC, if you look at the history of the NIC - it goes through peaks and it goes through troughs.  Nobody ever says the Organisation has folded up.  It's waiting for somebody to revive it if they think it is necessary to revive it.  So the NIC is in a trough at the moment, it's sleeping, and I suppose we went into a trough in the - soon after 1994.   


MN:	Why?


FM:	Because I think the beginnings of the trough was a little earlier than around 1993.  You want to know why?


MN:	Yes Sir briefly if you can.


FM:	From an ideological position, it's problematic to have an ethnic organisation when you are espousing non-racialism.  The very fact that you continue to have an ethnic organisation is contrary to your principle of non-racialism, so that’s at an ideological level.  There was a feeling at the time, misplaced feeling of course, but it happened with the euphoria at the time, that Indians will enmasse join the African National Congress because African National Congress would be their natural home and the African National Congress will take care of their concerns.  And that, of course, did not happen.  There is deep suspicion about the African National Congress, at the moment.  It’s largely perceived as a black organization; that is primarily catering to black interests; that it is not catering to the interests of the minority; that is the perception.


MN:	What is your personal opinion?


FM:	I think there is some truth in that.  There is some truth in that. I don’t blame the Organisation for it. but I blame the manner in which they have been implementing their policies. It’s a question of implementation - and particularly in Natal.  Though that is the perception, and I believe there is some merit in their perception.  Also the manner in which the ANC has being conducting itself in relation to organisations that collaborated with the government in the past, with the Nationalist government.  They have virtually said; the ANC, itself, is virtually saying by the manner in which it handles Rajbansi that if Indians want to come into the political sphere they must do it via Rajbansi.  They are literally saying that to the Indian community.  You look at Nelson Mandela’s visit to Rajbansi, which is clearly as the light; I respect you you’re a good guy; Indians must follow Rajbansi.  Then you look at the manner in which the ANC handles Rajsbansi.  The very fact that Rajbansi holds, you know, can get extra seats, whether it's at local government level or at provincial government level, he forms a strategic alliance with them.  But the strategic alliance is more in Rajbansi’s favour rather than the ANC’s favour.  Because to me, it doesn’t make sense the ANC should compromise itself so much simply because it wants more power.  I think, it's my own feeling is that the ANC has got enough power.  It seems to be wanting all power. I have a problem with that.  I agree with the Nyatsumba’s, I can never pronounce his name, his article in tonight’s - [interruption]


MN:	Kaiser Nyatsumba.


FM:	Ja I agree with Kaiser's view that the ANC is just power-hungry.  And because it is power-hungry it is prepared to make these types of compromises.  And in making these types of compromises with people like the Minority Front, what it is in fact doing, is that it is alienating itself from the Indian community.  Because with the way in which it molly-coddles the Minority Front because of that vote, and because of the fact that it wants to take power at provincial level.  It in fact was largely responsible for asking Mandela to come here to Natal and visit Rajbansi  and tell Rajbansi, “Please don’t pull out of the - you know, this coalition, which the Minority Front or alliance that Rajbansi has with the ANC”, is a clear message to the Indian community that your leader is Rajbansi.  And yet the ANC then wants to represent the Indian community and win votes in the Indian community.  And it goes against its own Indian branches that are in Phoenix and Chatsworth.  


MN:	What’s your home now, your political home?


FM:	My political home?


MN:	If you have any, yes.


FM:	I have serious reservations with the manner in which the ANC is conducting itself politically.  But at a broad basis, I’m in agreement with its policies so I’m still an ANC person.  I believe in what the ANC stands for, although unfortunately, the ANC is following policies these days that I don’t necessarily agree with.  


MN:	Still on that, can we talk about the Organisations stance on HIV/AIDS.  What’s your opinion on its stance, or the President's stance or the Minister's stance?


FM:	I disagree; I disagree with the position of the President.  In fact I will go so far as to say that I am so cross with our entire stance, that I believe that Manto Thsabalala should be reported to the Medical & Dental Council.  And that her name should be struck off the register; because what she is doing does not meet the criteria of the Hippocratic oath; does not meet the criteria that the function of a doctor is to save lives.  When you are firing people, when you are firing people for implementing drugs that are internationally recognised to work in AIDS, you know, then I believe that you are preventing the relief - I won’t say it’s a cure - it’s a relief.  So I am totally opposed to the stance of the government in respect of holding back antiretroviral drugs for those who require treatment.  


MN:	Okay coming to this, this is a quote I got from you somewhere in the Internet regarding the Mbongeni Ngema issue, the Indian song.  You said:  


		"The real problem bedevilling race relations is not the Indians or any other race group but the vast economic divide between the haves - which you say are mostly whites - and very few Indians and Coloureds.  And the have-nots almost all blacks and many Indians."  


	You went on to say:  


		"A wrong diagnosis will lead to the implementation of inappropriate solutions in attaining racial harmony in this country."  


FM:	That’s correct.


MN:	Are those your words?


FM:	Yes those are my words, yes.


MN:	Can you please Sir state more of your opinions on this song, AmaIndya song?


FM:	Well, as I say in that article or that little letter that I wrote to the press, what it is – what - Mbogeni's song is clearly racist.  The song to me seems to indicate clearly that Ngema - let me, let me phrase it correctly.  Ngema is not happy with the success of a particular group in South Africa, and that is the Indian community.  And what he is saying is contrary to whole question of non-racialism is contrary to the whole idea that we are all South Africans.  And if you look at that song, it is clearly racist; I mean it’s an attack it’s inciting people to go against the Indian community.  And it is there to instil fear in the Indian community; and in fact it is encouraging Africans to attack the Indian community.  That is my interpretation of that particular song.  


MN:	You went on to say: 


		"As in Hitler’s Germany, where Jews were held responsible for that country's ills, Indians would be paraded as scapegoats for South African problems."


FM:	That’s right.  You see, Ngema if you look at, if you look at the new bureaucratic elite that is developing in South Africa, what are they doing to alleviate poverty in this country?  And if you look at Ngema himself, what is Ngema himself, rich as he is, in alleviating poverty in this country. We know for a fact that Ngema swallowed up R14-million over this Sarafina disaster, we know that.  Where is that money?  Has he ever returned that money?  He hasn’t.  So from a personal point of view he has a lot to hide.  Ngema has done nothing to alleviate poverty in this country.  But if you deflect the blame on somebody else, you are no longer and he is part of the new elite that is arising.  Nobody starts pointing fingers at the new elite that is doing very little to alleviate the poverty that there is in this country.  And here is a community, which Buthelezi, a few days ago, in his speech in Stanger, you might have seen his speech, Buthelezi’s speech, rightfully acknowledges all the things that this little community has done.  And when you look at the contribution of the Indian community to the wider South Africa, it is out of proportion to its numbers.  If you look at the contribution made by Indians in the liberation struggle, it is out of proportion to its numbers, you know.  So even if you are talking in terms of ratios, you’d say okay, if there is 3% of Indians in the African community, do we have 3% of Indians in the liberation struggle, there were more than 3%;  very much more that 3% Indians in the liberation struggle.  That at a time when it was bloody dangerous to function as a political activist, and the same goes in the economic sphere.  The Indian community has contributed largely; it has been more than magnanimous in trying to alleviate poverty; even to this day they continue.  I mean here is this organisation in Maritzburg I can’t the Gift of the Givers, its got an Arabic name to it but it disbursed millions of rands in the country. And that type of attack by Ngema, then on the small Indian community is in fact totally uncalled for, you see.


MN:	Looking at what is happening in the country; the state of the country; is it really what you fought for; are you satisfied; are you if you are not satisfied; are you comfortable?


FM:	No, I’m not comfortable, that’s what I said that I have problems with the manner in which the ANC is conducting itself.  I have serious problems with the AIDS; the way it is handling the AIDS pandemic.  And AIDS is one of the most major issues affecting this country. I see poverty increasing; I see unemployment arising all the time; I see crime and security very important issues; we are longer safe anywhere in this country.  So on each and every one of these issues, I am very disappointed with the ANC.


MN:	The policy, the ANC policy - before they got to power they were talking of nationalization; now they are talking privatization; their macroeconomic policy and all; what’s your opinion on the whole thing?


FM:	I think there is a place for both.  I think there is a place for privatization; I also think that certain assets have to be held in the hands of the State.  So I’m, it’s a question of how you balance these two: privatisation and holding assets by the State, it's how you balance it and that is something for the economists to work out.  I also believe that we are a young economy; we are a young country; democratic country; and we have got to be more flexible in our approach.  If the GEAR policy, as it presently is being implemented, is shedding jobs rather than providing jobs, then we have got to revisit it.  We cannot just keep saying the economic fundamentals are fine, you know.  That’s all we ever hear - we hear the economic fundamentals are fine, the economic fundamentals are fine, but we see unemployment and more poverty.  


	I’m also very concerned with democracy within the ANC.  I find that it is very difficult to criticise the ANC, openly. You may do it constructively; you may want to do it so you want to strengthen the Organisation.  That is then perceived as an attack on the Organisation, and you see the intolerance coming through.  And there is this notion that if you are unhappy with the ANC; you must discuss it behind closed doors; and you must discuss it within the confines of the ANC.  And I don’t think that you can do that all the time.  Because what then happens, I mean if you have it in closed doors, all that generally happens is that again behind closed doors certain views are imposed upon you and you are being told literally follow the line, follow the line.  And I think what - if they continue to adopt this particular approach, the Organisation itself becomes undemocratic; the Organisation itself becomes ossified or calcified; whatever way you want to say it.  And new ideas you cannot germinate within the Organisation.  And there is an urgent need for new ideas within any organization, even on the ANC.  Any organisation you have to have fresh breezes blowing in.  You have to have fresh input; you have to have fresh organization, to revitalise the organisation.  And the only way to do that is to allow free discussion; to allow free discussion within the, you know, within the organisation.  So the organisation can be strengthened that way.  But I am deeply concerned with the manner in which the ANC is conducting itself with the whole question of criticism about the Organisation, itself.


MN:	Dr Meer finally; looking back at your activism and political involvement; is there anything you can pinpoint and say I did this wrongly; if I had a chance I’ll correct it.


FM:	No, I don’t think I’m quite happy with whatever I did.  There’s always a tongue in cheek people will tell you, “You know what, the guys who took part in the Tricameral Parliament and who collaborated with the South Africans are you know better off today than you are, so you know, didn’t you guys make a mistake?”  And I said, “No.  We made a principled stand. I think that was the correct stand. I think if my Organisation, today, is letting me down and, you know, promoting collaborators and marginilising people like myself I’d say, ‘well tough.’  The correct thing to do at that time was to do exactly what we did.  And if history had to repeat itself, we’ll adopt the same attitude, the same strategies as we did in the past.”


MN:	Dr Meer, what do you do in your leisure time?


FM:	What do I do in my leisure time?


MN:	What do you read? What’s your music like; what do you listen to; what do you in general what do you do to relax?


FM:	I like meeting my friends, that’s the one thing.  I do a fair amount of reading.  I try and keep abreast with medical research that is taking place in my specialist field.  I particularly like the Indian cinema, by the way.


MN:	Bollywood.


FM:	I like Bollywood, I think its great escapism.  I mean it’s a lot of nonsense, I can tell you that a lot of nonsense in the Indian cinema, but it's entertaining nonsense.


MN:	What’s your old-time music; musician; your favourite musician?


FM:	I don’t think I can answer question, I don’t know.


MN:	You don’t listen?


FM:	No, no, no I listen to everybody; but I mean I can’t say that I've got an all-time favourite musician; or anything like that.


MN:	Do you have a favourite author?


FM:	Ja. I still I’m very fond of the old authors, you know, like Charles Dickens, you know.  I mean I just don’t think there is anybody like Charles Dickens.  I mean I’ve read a few people whether it’s Rushdie; or whether it’s this girl who won the - what’s this one that wrote Tiny God, what’s her name again?  What’s her name?  I don’t know, I’m mean it’s a very good book, enjoyed it.  I think Arundathi Roy is very good except she hasn’t written any books since she’s wrote that one book, I haven’t seen another book, yet.  We were just discussing it the other day.  But I still I can read Great Expectations, and I can still cry after reading Charles Dickens.


MN:	Dr Meer, thank you very much for inviting us to your home.


FM:	You are very welcome.  Thank you very much.


MN:	Thank you for what you did for us during your activism, like many other activists.  Thank you.


FM:	Thank you.


INTERVIEW ENDS
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