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DS:
Good morning and welcome. My name is Dimagatso Shongwe.  Today we are interviewing Mr Billy Nair, who is a member of parliament, at the Documentation Centre of the University of Durban, Westville.   


Mr Nair, we are honoured to meet you and thank 
you again for your time. I just want to find out, 
could you tell us a little bit about yourself?  Where 
and when were you born?

BN:
First of all it's a great pleasure to be with you, to assist in your project and I have a soft spot, you know, for students in particular, and do everything possible to assist them and it's a great pleasure to be with you.

DS:
Thank you.

BN:
And you must feel free to put any questions you feel like, even the awkward ones, and I'm here to answer any questions.  To answer your question, my name is, of course, Billy Nair, born in Sydenham, Durban and we were a family of five.  My youngest brother died in 1942, kind of typhoid, but otherwise there were five of us,  two sisters and three brothers.  I was actually born in Sydenham, Durban.  Sydenham is about five miles from the centre of Durban.  We were altogether a family of five, that is, apart from my mother and father.  There were two sisters and three brothers.  The youngest of the family, he died in 1942, and that is during the last world war.  My father actually hailed from India.  He was not an immigrant but worked on a ship, cargo vessel called the "S.S. Frontier". He was what was called a donkey man; an assistant to the engineer, feeding coal, coke and so on; and it was a cargo vessel, actually carrying sugar from Durban to all the ports in South Africa, [and] then of course [to] Madagascar, Mauritius and so on; and during the war years they went even beyond the South African ports.  He, of course, only used to visit us say once in two months or once in three months, that is while they were conveying cargo and so on, depending on the distance from Durban.  There was a lapse of time before he used to visit us and it took - the family in fact was actually, to the extent that my father was there all the time, was catered for, in fact reared by an assistant in our growth, and so on.  It depended entirely on my mother.  She, in fact, looked after us and was responsible for our wellbeing.  She had a little stall [for] many years, that was much later in the '50s, late '40s early '50s, she had a little stall in the market which income from that stall, it was a fruit and vegetable stall, actually supplemented the income, you know, of the family.  While we were well-catered for, insofar as food and welfare was concerned, we were, you could say, poor.  Poor in the sense that we lived in a rented - in a house.  We had a home but this, through my father's illiteracy, my father was actually illiterate and born in India (who) was conversant in Tamil and Malayalam and so on, in languages, but otherwise did not know English and he actually through, largely because his inability to read and write and so on, he actually signed documents and so on which ceded the property that we had to an agent who was responsible for building the house that we lived in.  It was our own house and so on.  This of course we lost in 1942.  Soon thereafter my brother, as I told you, died and we were then began to rent.  We lived in homes where it cost, of course.  At the time the rental was about five pounds a month.  We lived in homes, for instance, which had no electricity.  We actually, all of us were studying, had to study by candlelight or mostly by use of paraffin lamps and this of course filled the whole room with smoke and so on and we had to actually manage with that.  Now we were not poverty stricken, poor in the sense that we could not afford all the essentials, or you take those who were well off had shoes and clothes and so on, we didn't, you know, have that.  We had clothes but we had to make do even with patched clothes.  Shoes, of course, sometimes we walked barefoot to school.  Patched pants, I remember, but otherwise good insofar as food and accommodation and so on, we were well catered for. And this became the entire responsibility of my mother.

DS:
Okay.

BN:
The father used to visit us, as I told you, once in two or three months and then brought in monies, other goodies, fish and other things, etc.  Right, my dear, let me stop there; I think it's been too long.  You obviously want to put questions.

DS:
No, it's fine; I just want to find out, your first schooling.  Where did you go?

BN:
You see at the primary school level - do you want it in the form of question and answer?

DS:
Like the primary school the name of the school.

BN:
The primary school was actually at the Essendene Primary School in Sydenham. That is where I did my - rather to standard six.

DS:
Okay.

BN:
And when there were three of us who, you know, simultaneously got through our - two were at standard six, my elder sister and I and the younger one a year later, were unable to go (to) - although we got very good passes, we in fact headed the class from I think what they called it standard one at the time, right up to standard six were either first, second or third in the class.

DS:
Okay.

BN:
But were unable to go to secondary school, notwithstanding the good pass.

DS:
Would you like to tell us the reason why you were not able to?

BN:
Ja, leave it to the fact as I already explained it.  We were unable to manage, you know, parents were unable to pay for our secondary education, couldn't afford the books and so on and at the time we had very little, you know, family or public support, any system that actually could assist us in going to secondary school.  It is mainly because of my financial, you know, inadequacies that we were unable to manage it.

DS:
Okay, would you like to tell us something about the community that you lived in while you were growing up?

BN:
Ja, now just to complete the picture about my schooling.

DS:
Okay.

BN:
What actually happened was, both my sister and I, the elder one and I, she worked at the King George V Hospital as a nurse and I, of course, worked as a shop assistant for a timber merchant and then also doubled up as a clerk, invoicing, as a delivery person and so on. This is what you normally do when you work for an Indian, you know, person.

DS:
Okay.

BN:
So then I also studied.  At the time it was called the Natal Technikon and before it became the Sultan Technical College and then it was at night from 5 to 7.  I actually worked during the day, studied at night and completed my matric, got through my JC and I think it was in 1945 or '46, 1946.  

DS:
1946?

BN:
Within a year I completed the JC and the following year started my matric in the evening classes and completed it, did my diploma in accounting, got that and so on.  Then what had happened, I worked and studied at the same time so in that way I was unable to complete, but unable to take it any further, go to university.


This I was only able to do while I was on Robben Island, did my degrees there.  I got my BA and the B.Com through UNISA and I also did my law, didn't complete it.  I've got ten courses to my credit but came out of prison in 1984 after 20 years and I found it impossible to study.  Registered twice, detained both times in 1984 and in 1985, and lost all my fees and so on in the process and unable to - so I gave up studies altogether because I was fully involved in political activities.  Okay, now?

DS:
I just want to find out what made you to be politically active, actually?

BN:
You put a question, earlier my dear?  

DS:
The question?

BN:
You know the question you put earlier and you stopped short.  Did I disturb you?

DS:
No, I wanted to know, I wanted to ask you like when you completed your matric you did your diploma, did you do your diploma in M L Sultan?

BN:
Diploma in accounting.

DS:
Okay, can you still remember what year was that?

BN:
Somewhere in the late '48 I think, '48 or '49.  I completed primary in 1945, then during that period from '48 right up to - now round about - you see, you asked a question earlier, just now.

DS:
Ja, I just wanted to know what was the community that you lived in like; in terms of did they mobilise ...[unclear] or how did they perceive the situation in those days?

BN:
Ja, you see at the time; and especially during the course of my brother; during this period I completed, 
as I said, primary school, started work in 1946 and not far from where I worked, this was in the Red Square in Pine Street, Durban, already there were 
massive, you know, rallies taking place. It took 
place at what is called the Red Square.  You see the Nicol Square, it's called now the Nicol Square Garage. It's a massive structure, four or five stories high. That was actually a vacant ground and the Indian Congress held regular meetings there and during that period the Indian Congress led a campaign against what is called the Asiatic Land Tenure and Indian Representation Act. The government wanted to segregate Indians, take away their land, remove them from so-called white areas and get them into what they called Indian areas. Now, in return for this, the Indians were told [that] they'd get representation in parliament, that is, whites will represent them in.  I think there were three Indian representatives but who will be representing them will be whites.  The Indian Congress totally this law.  It was this, incidentally, this was brought by not the Nationalist Government but by the Smuts government in 1946. So already I grew up, I matured during this period. By attending these meetings, a number were students, 
my fellow students and I every evening these mass rallies except for weekends, used to take place in the evenings, that is during the course of the week, come out at weekends during the day.  Now then, in 1947 India, you know, got its independence and this, of course, also stimulated, you know, Indian resistance against these oppressive laws where the government was now trying to make - use us as either stooges or to win us over surreptitiously onto the side of the government. This was totally rejected and on the other - also, this is very important, in 1947 both the Indian and African Congresses, Dr Dadoo and Dr Naicker of the Indian Congress and Dr. Xuma the President of the African National Congress, at the time he was president. They got together and they decided that the destiny of the Indian and African people was one; which had to unite and struggle jointly; and this happened during the course of the Passive Resistance campaign against the Smuts, you know, the Bill that he was introducing in order to win over the Indian people. Now the resistance began against this, there were thousands of Indian Passive Resisters who got imprisonment; went; defied the laws of the country; for instance sat in a vacant block in Gale Street, you know, and which was a white area and because they were in a white area and they were seated there overnight and decided to pitch a tent and just stayed there for a few hours. They were arrested and imprisoned for that. There were thousands of them. There were also Indians who crossed the borders between Natal and the Transvaal. Every Indian who went into the Transvaal had to have a permit.  If you did not have a permit to cross into the Transvaal you were immediately arrested. So the passive resisters also defied that law. Went into the Transvaal without a permit and voluntarily courted imprisonment. There were thousands of them, as I said, between 1946 and 1948 who went into prison, defying the government's laws, actually challenging the government, refusing to accept the - you could say, the so-called half a loaf, accept something that was actually a fraud.  Now we, I together with my fellow students and a number of them were moulded during this period into also resisting, so not that - I didn't go into prison but I wanted to know more about the struggle.  Read all the documents; was inspired by what: you take this Chittagong Armoury Raiders in Bangladesh at the time; it's Bangladesh today; Bengal at the time; students who actually got together and defied the British government. They took arms, fought them.  Now these are the books at that time, I think 1947, also Kaplani Dutt, who actually wrote the book.  It's available, you must look at the - it's a little booklet which was really inspirational and as a matter of fact she called it the Chittagong Armoury Raiders and her name was Kalpani Dutt. She was sentenced; a number of them were sentenced to death. She, of course, was sentenced in 1929 or 1930 and only came out of prison in 1947 when India got independence. She was really an inspiration. She, and of course, other students. So India's struggle also impacted on the struggle of the Indian people here.  It also impacted on the struggle of the African people. You will find the African people were also inspired, tremendously. Not only in South Africa. No, no, throughout Africa and Nkrumah of Ghana and in other, in Tanzania Julius Nyerere, were all inspired by that struggle and it accelerated the struggle for independence and freedom from oppression of the British, the foreigner, in Africa as well.  Now this is history, but now we, I personally grew up, in that milieu, in that atmosphere, and of course, we worked; slowly I was dragged into this, you know, I'll tell you just now.

DS:
Okay.

BN:
Obviously you've got questions?

DS:
Ja, I just want to ...

BN:
Sorry, I go astray.

DS:
No, it's fine.  I just want to find out, the impact of the Asiatic Land Tenure Act which was passed by apartheid government by then - I just want to know the direct impact on you?

BN:
Now as I was telling you, my dear, the direct impact - one is that I became part and parcel of the Congress Movement. Not that I went into prison for this during 1946 and 1948, those was the years of Passive Resistance, but I became active in that I joined political classes during this period and began to study the politics of Congress. Firstly, these were classes that were led by, conducted by members of the Communist Party. Now I began to imbibe communism through reading literature of Marx, Lenin and others.  Marx I was unable to understand at the time, it took me many years.  It was only on Robben Island that after I got my economics I was able to understand Marx.  But at the time there were teachers. So I decided to groom myself politically; and roundabout the late '40s and the '50s I said no, I had to give up working in the normal way; working for an employer because I worked in that shop and worked part time as a bookkeeper; then worked during the weekends to keep up the family to ensure that I supplemented their income and then although poor and did not manage, I decided to give up working for an employer and became full time political activist, and in 1950 or 1951 I became a full time trade unionist.  I worked for a dairy, you know, in Durban, earned - it was a princely sum, 24 pounds a month and I worked there only for six months but while I was there, I organised the Natal Dairy Workers' Union and the employers came about to know about this, not only did I organise the workers in that particular place but organised them in all other dairies as well and it soon spread throughout Durban.  Indian and African workers, in the main, were members of the Natal Dairy Workers' Union and I became, got fired, first.  I got fired from the firm within six months. So the family suffered a great deal in that 24 pounds a month at that time, it was quite, you know, a tidy sum and notwithstanding that I then became full time secretary of the Dairy Workers' Union in 1951 and earned only six pounds a month. Seriously, six pounds a month.  It made quite a dent in our income and I had to rely on my mother for bus fares, even for food.  So in fact, travel -we used to travel by bus at the time, there was no such thing as a car of your own, and so on.  So all this was costly and my lunch and upkeep and so on came largely from my mother, just the food and travel expenses used to just exhaust that six pounds that I earned. Now - or why and then, working in - in fact I knew 
nothing about trade unionism, I had to accelerate,
work day and night to organise workers. You 
remember at the time, you had the rickshaw, you didn't have trucks to deliver milk and so on, you had what you called a rickshaw pushers or pullers who used to actually deliver milk and these were the workers that were organised. It was tough but we got more organisers, began to accelerate the organisation and we won concessions at the time from the employers but it meant an uphill battle. But soon thereafter, my good colleagues who were communists, who were trade unionists for years before me in the '30s and '40s, they got banned in 1950 in terms of the Suppression of Communism
Act. They were not immediately banned, by the way, the Suppression of Communism Act was passed in 1950, but my colleagues were banned in 1953 and they had sixteen trade unionists, three of them were all banned more or less at the same time and they were secretaries and organisers of sixteen trade unions. I had to immediately take over those 
sixteen unions and you will just imagine; then we had to move into a bigger office and there were thousands of workers to be organized; it meant working round the clock, day and night; from organising the factories; travelling out; holding meetings and so on; having committee meetings; general meetings etc, every weekend and for sixteen unions. It was an impossibility but you had to do it and gradually of course, we got people, functionaries trained, organisers trained, it meant working, and of course, those who were banned, forced to resign and so on, also helped in training our people, all done illegally, they had to work under cover and that's how we were able to establish an infrastructure so that we could continue with the organisation, you know, of the workers. Okay, my dear, in case you want to ask 
some questions?

DS:
Okay, earlier on you said you were arrested.  I just want to - can you please tell us or expand on that?  When and how, why you were arrested?

BN:
Ja, now I - you see I'll be jumping the gun.

DS:
Okay.

BN:
Okay, now let me tell you. You see, in the course - let me just develop this in sequence. You see, what happens, in the course of the struggle, it was quite a battle organising the workers and fighting for higher wages and better working conditions.  That was one. The employers, the bosses, we had to constantly clash with them. That's one. Then you had the government, the Nationalist Government came into power in 1948 - very hostile.  It was very hostile to the workers, hostile to Congress, hostile to anything that they said was revolutionary or wanted change or opposed the policy of apartheid of the Nationalist Government.  So you had to contend, on the one hand, with the employers, the other is the government. So at every stage, wherever you moved, if you - for instance I'll give you a good - there are thousands of examples. If I go to a factory to hold a meeting, the employer in the first place would not allow me to use the cloakroom, the cloakroom or the hall where you could, where the workers could, meet en masse and I could have a meeting. He wouldn't allow you to enter the factory. So you had to have the meeting outside the factory.  You were arrested. I was arrested several times, hundreds of times.  The employer simply called the Police to say that I'm illegally holding a meeting in public property, on a railway property or something like that, and they would charge you for holding a meeting on a public property, R5 fine, 5 pounds fine or something of that sort. Or they caution and discharge you. Just to harass you, just to get you into trouble. Now this used to also inspire the workers. Workers were never intimidated, they were inspired by this.  There were a number of these workers at that time seriously, African Workers, Indian Workers.  African workers, in particular, were earning - you know when I worked in the shop - let me go back - in that shop as a shop assistant, I earned one pound eighteen shillings and seven pence. If you reduce that, one 1pound 87 was my wage per week, that is R2 or R3 - less than R3. Now it's R2.87. That's what I was earning, R2.87. Now you may just imagine what the African workers were earning, they just - you know, they land here in Durban, lived in Cato Manor - from the rural areas into the urban area and there was wholesale exploitation.  Mbongeni Ngema was now shouting, screaming through his head, he knows nothing about the struggle, you know, of the workers, of the people at the time. The greatest exploiters were the mine owners who paid the workers a pittance a month, two pounds or one pound a month and they gave them samp or phutu or mealies, boiled mealies and they slept on bunkers, cement bunkers and the gold mines, diamond mines, and all the mineral wealth of this country, came from the super-exploitation of the African worker and he died of pisces disease, you know, he breathed in what, in the mines?  Dust! And at the age of 40, 43 or 45 he was dead.  Sent back to the farm to die.  That is how, you know, you had South Africa growing into - you take Johannesburg or you take all the wealthy areas, Houghton, Clifton, you name it, all of those things, you know, came from the sweat and the blood of the African worker and through the super-exploitation of some diamonds in 1867; gold, 1886 gold was discovered and South Africa takes off. You had all the foreigners coming here, scrambling over, grabbing the land and so on, grabbing the goats, the sheep and whatever, all the animals of the African, took their land away and drove them into the mines as cheap labour. Now, Mbogeni Ngema says Indians are exploiting.  Where the hell does he come from?  Anyway, that's a different story.

        Okay, you see now what I do want to say and let me, to be sure, you have Indians, Africans,
Coloureds and Whites, White employers who are all of the same mould, you know?  They exploit us; where they get a chance for squeezing, you know, the blood out of you so that they could profit by it, they do it.  Now you get that running through the old, the employing class, as a whole, but that doesn't mean every single employer is of the same mould, you know. You have, of course, some of them who are sympathetic, some of them who are genuinely for the welfare of the workers.  Like you take, for instance, you have an Afrikaner, Afrikaner farmer, you know, who has got a massive vineyard in the Cape. He has now ceded - he's an Afrikaner - he has ceded his vineyard, a portion of his vineyard to the workers free of charge so that they could run it as a compensation for the valuable service, the faithful service that ran it over the years for him.  Now he’s ceded it and he is also turning those grapes into wine for them free of charge and they are marketing it, together. They work for him, they've also got their own vineyard; and this is happening.  Now you have also Indians who are good employers but Indians were also rascals who also exploit. They not only exploit the African, they exploit the Indian.  I know for a fact over the years and I want to tell you, in the course of my work as a trade unionist, I know. Workers used to be paid their legal minimum standard wages that is in terms of the wage agreements and wage determination, laid down by law. They used to earn it on a Friday. Do you know, on Mondays they 
had to refund, take a portion of that wage, two pounds or three pounds, you know, and give it back 
to the employer. They earn it legally on a Friday so that if inspectors and so on come suddenly, they'll check the envelopes, they'll find money, it's perfectly - you know, it's adequate in terms of the law. But on Mondays, the chaps were forced to return a portion of the wages. This is where the employers steal from the workers' pay packet. This happened, Indian employers stealing from Indian workers.  So that does not necessarily follow that, as Ngema is claiming, that Indian employees are now exploiting African employers.  No, no, no, it's been happening right through across the board.  I'll give you another example. A very big bus owner, 
African, he had, I think, if I recall correctly, over 80 buses at that time. He was the biggest bus 
owner at that time in the '50s.  If any of you lived at that time or, you know, asked any of his workers, bus drivers and conductors what they earned - what they earned, you see, you'll be surprised.  Now ask the taxi driver who is working for the taxi boss. He may have five, ten or one taxi but he is working. He starts at two or three in the morning. He is hungry, you know, he is half dying. He used to work around the clock and he is told, you have to bring so much at the end of the day. He works flat out, overloads the taxi and so on so as to get the requisite amount. Does Ngema talk about that?  You see, so this is where the problem lies, you know, where you distort the picture and you have a one sided view, a racist view, to now point out at Indians as being the exploiters and 
forgetting that there are white exploiters. Go now today, look at what the farmers are doing to the Zimbabweans who are coming from Zimbabwe in 
their thousands, they are running away from Mugabe because the farms are closing down, they 
are starving, they are coming into South Africa.  Look at what the white farmers are doing in the Transvaal, the Northern Transvaal.  They are fleecing them because there are thousands of them who are pouring in. They are paying them starvation wages, giving them the bare essentials, 
mealies and so for food, and making them sleep on the floor etc. etc. etc. Go and see it. Now. Today. What's it, the sixth? What's the date today, you know?  Now here you get, right here, in July 2002, you get a situation like that and here this guy is talking a whole lot of rubbish, you know, and painting a distorted picture. Anyway, that's the way. Now let's get back to my story.


Now you had this issue, what we have today is nothing compared to the situation at that time. You had government on the one side squeezing; there were mass removals of Africans; you had here in Durban, Cato Manor, this is where the African lived, all in shanties, it was thousands of people coming from Zululand, you know, all over, pouring into Cato Manor, living in shacks. Then you had Indian, what do call, landowners also exploiting, rent racketeering was going on. Then there was black marketeering where you - if you wanted to buy yeast, yeast which is now about what, 5 cents or 10 cents, I don't know what, a little block of yeast, it used to be 50 cents or R1. Now yeast used to be used for brewing beer. So they squeezed. So you had all of them, Indians who were - Indians also had to pay a black market price for rice, you know, ghee and other things that were scarce. So you had a situation therefore, in the short term where the shop keeper, the land owner, the employer, everyone, where they see an abundance of labour they exploit or on the other hand, when they see there's a shortage of food, they overcharge for that food.  Indians wanted rice at that time, in '46 you couldn't get rice. Indians were very fond of having rice as a commodity for weddings and all sorts of functions.  Now rice was scarce so black marketeering took place, you know, and they out of the rice squeezed the highest price out of you.  So you had these rackets taking place across the board.  All racial groups were involved in that.  You had an African, if you had he chance, if you take an African employing a domestic worker, it was the same thing. Say okay, I'll give you R10 per day, shut up, you know? Or R20, R30 a week and then the poor worker has no alternative [but] to work for that.  Now I went through the same thing, okay?

END OF TAPE 1 SIDE A
DS:
You may continue.

BN:
Now, to follow the chronological order.  Following on the what do you call, The Three Doctors’ Pact,  in 1947, the Indian and African National Congress, in 1950, conducted a joint protest, nationwide protest against the Suppression of Communism Act which was passed by the government to suppress not necessarily communism but all, you know, manifestations of resistance and opposition to apartheid.  So that being so, both the ANC and the Indian Congress, together with the Communist Party and other trade union movement jointly conducted a protest. It was a protest made in May 1950.  Following on this you had the Defiance Campaign that was launched in 1952 both by the Indian and African National Congress, that is the South African Indian Congress and the ANC.  Now their volunteers for instance the African volunteers or passive resisters or defiers decided not to carry the passes.  We sat on the benches, for instance, at the railway stations and so on that were reserved for Whites and now what must be said at the time no parks, gardens and so on that you find around, Blacks were not allowed at all to - you're not allowed there in the park. You had a board for instance which openly said dogs and Blacks are not allowed.  Apart from that, you were not allowed to sit also on benches, at the bus stops, at the railway stations or in any public places at all. What we did in 1952 we defied all these laws. We went to the railway station for instance. I was part of the first batch of the resisters here.  It was led by Dr Naicker, the President of the Indian Congress, here in Durban. There were 21 of us. We sat on a bench, on benches that were reserved for Whites only at the Berea railway station. We were all arrested immediately, taken and because we decided, we pleaded guilty and they sentenced us all to a month's imprisonment and similarly a number of, you know, of other forms of resistance, for instance the curfew. No African can walk in the streets of Durban or in any centre, you know, of the city anywhere in South Africa after 7 o'clock in the evening. So Africans, therefore, in their hundreds or twenties or thirties, they had to be all volunteers, registered by the Congress before they took part in the Defiance Campaign. They walked through the streets highly disciplined, not causing any problems whatsoever to anyone and were all immediately arrested for defying the curfew regulations. They refused to carry a pass, that was famously called the "dompas" and they were charged for not carrying, you know, a valid document or the "dompas" and they were also sentenced.  So you had the Defiance Campaign, thousands of volunteers throughout South Africa, African and Indian in the main, and of course, you had some Whites and also Coloureds who took part in that campaign and it was a resounding success. It openly defied the government, which was becoming terribly, terribly hostile at all levels.  Let me give you a picture of that.  Thousands of people were removed, you could say not thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, millions if you accumulatively take the number throughout South Africa. Large numbers of people were removed from where they were staying for all their lives and marched out of there, into no-man's land, 
into vacant plots of land over rocks and boulders. They didn't care, the government just simply started the removal scheme. Then you had for the Indians and Coloureds in the main the Group Areas Act.  That was passed in 1950 and in terms of which they began to create what are called Group Areas. Indians were moved from, you take here in Durban, Seaview, Hilary, Belair, you take all from central Durban, Berea, Greyville, you know, the AK block in Greyville, cleared out. Thousands were simply just kicked out and then you get townships like Chatsworth, you know, and Phoenix and so on developed. So Africans, they shunted you off to what do you call KwaMashu, and so on. Then they declared - the irony of it all, Indian owned land, which was largely now occupied by Africans in Cato Manor, they declared it a White area and 
Africans were now removed in their thousands from Cato Manor and that is where you get KwaMashu, you know, established.  So you had mass removals of people. You get - there was no such thing as Soweto before, you had Sharpeville, you had a number of areas in - Africans had their own homes also. They were removed en mass and that is where you get the creation of Soweto, Attridgeville, Mamelodi in the Transvaal.  Then you have Guguletu, Nyanga, Langa and what now, all developed, people just shunted in the tens of thousands. Then Coloureds, the same thing 
happened in District Six in the Cape.  Thousands 
and thousands of Coloureds were taken out of District Six because it was in proximity, it was 
right in the centre of town. They were all cleaned out, thrown out, and that is where you get Manenberg, Elsies River, you know, and so on, developed there. So you had mass removals of people, millions of people were removed in terms of various laws. You get a law called "locations in the sky". Now that meant any African who was living in a building, you know, right at the topmost, say in a hotel or instance, where the workers, you know, were permitted to stay. Right on the, say it's the 14th storey or 15th storey, right on the uppermost.  You see, they stayed there. They had to be cleaned out too. Lifts were reserved for Whites only.  Queues, Black and White queues. African in one queue - you take a post office. You stood in your own queue.  Blacks, all 
in all, it could extend right out into the street, ja. Right into the street.  To hell with anyone, you 
stand. And the White queues, the three or four of 
them, no one's standing there at all.  Similarly with the banks, and so on. If you got in the lift, if you 
were lucky you got into a goods lift at the back.  Right at the back, at the side door on the side of the building, you had a goods lift.  But, as for getting into the passenger lift, forget it, you could never get in there. So you see parks, gardens, if you go into a plane, if you're booked in a plane from Durban to Johannesburg, the four or five seats at the back 
were reserved for Blacks - African, Indian, Coloured.  If those were full and the rest of the 
plane was empty, good, bad luck, you take the next 
one. Similarly with the train.  You go from Durban to Johannesburg, the coach immediately behind the 
engine, that was the coach reserved for Africans, Indians and Coloureds and it was steam engined, you know, trains at the time.  There was no electric units. So the smoke from there when they feed in the coal into the engine, the smoke from there, especially when the train takes off fills your coach.  Now the five or six coaches that follow that, all reserved for Whites. They could be practically empty, no Blacks could get into those coaches, you know?  You can only - this coach that is, when full, was the only one that was, if it were full, bad luck you could not get into the other coaches.  Same was the position with the trams, the trains, the double-decker buses, there were a few seats at the back 
reserved for you and that was it.  So you had, therefore, wholesale discrimination. Now come to the workforce, the workers.  Workers - no African, Indian and Coloured could get skilled worked. No one can tell me stories about that. Skilled work was reserved for Whites only in terms of the law. The law was passed, Job Reservation Act was passed, you had the Industrial Colour Bar before that, all sorts of things where there were categories of employment closed to Blacks altogether, irrespective of your qualifications. I wanted to do, me personally, I wanted to do chartered accountancy at the time to become a C.A. Impossible. They blocked me. That was in 1950, ja.  Well, unfortunately I do not have the documents.  A whole series of letters, you know, and a lawyer was helping me out, he wrote letters on my behalf to become a C.A. They just put a block, they say if you get articles you can, mm?  No one will article you and that's it, you see?  So you had this. If you wanted to become a printer you could never become, you know, an operator of a machine, for instance, on a typo machine, printer 
or anything. So you are blocked.  So the key thing was they could never in the same way as I was not allowed to article myself to a Chartered Accountant, the same principle applied here.  They'll tell you you cannot become an apprentice, 
assuming that you want to become an artisan, mechanic or typo assistant or something, you 
cannot become an artisan. They wouldn't register you. The union also, trade unions at that time, 
White unions controlled by - would never register you as an artisan, as an apprentice.  The end result was you were blocked. You take the University of Natal. You had what is called here a University of Natal, a “non-european” block just here, in Lancers Road and only operated at night.  Blacks cannot enter the Natal University. Yes. And that was it.  So you had the Black component, African, Indians and Coloureds, studying at night, and they were lectured to or lecturers came from the university but who would work at night and that was where you got your education, your university education. 
So, if at best, you wanted to advance your studies and so on, you get out of the country or you go to Forte Hare. That was open.  
Now this is what it was.  So this is a picture that you must, what do you call, must be imprinted in your mind so as to appreciate the resistance, the 
struggle. The struggle took various forms throughout this period.  The Defiance Campaign I mentioned earlier in 1946 to 1948, the Passive Resistance campaign.  Then in 1955, we had what do you call the Congress of People; the ANC; the Indian Congress; the Coloured Peoples Organisation; the South African Congress of Democrats, 
which is a White body and the South African Congress of Trade Unions jointly.  There are five 
organisations that, collectively led by the ANC, decided to call a Congress of the People and the people sent delegates from throughout the country; they formulated the demands which must be incorporated in which was the - later on became known as the Freedom Charter. Now these demands were then incorporated and on - in 1955, 
June 26th, on June 26th 1955 the Freedom Charter, you know, was adopted in Kliptown. I spoke there at the Congress of the People.  In fact there were two of us.  Ben Chauke is also a member of parliament now and he moved and I seconded and spoke on a clause relating to that the wealth of the country must belong to the people and that was the clause. Now after the adoption of the Charter of 
course, there was a raid that took all the documents including the placards and banners which said "soup without meat" or "ladies toilet here". They took every single document.  There were 3000 delegates present there at the open air conference.  They waited until we adopted the Charter and on the 26th June, that evening, they raided, they stripped us of everything, they took all the documentation from the Congress of People.  The following year; 1956 on the 6th December; I recall it clearly; they arrested us all; 156 of us.  All the Congress leaders were arrested and we were all charged for high treason. It was Chief Luthuli, Professor Mathews, the whole lot of us, Drs Dadoo, Naicker, the lot. All of us were charged for high treason and 
that case lasted four years from 1956 to 1960.  They bottled us up.  Trial took place in what was 
famously called the Drill Hill in Johannesburg.  For eighteen months it lasted, thereafter we were committed for a trial.  Of course the number was reduced from original 156 to 91 and we were then taken to Pretoria and, ultimately, after a long battle, we won the case. The case was - the State wanted to actually bottle us up, thinking that the struggle will die out, they'll keep us there. We were all on 
bail, charged, we had to come to Court, sit there. They brought in all sorts of evidence that we were plotting to overthrow the State by force and by violence and they brought thugs, gangsters, everyone. Every conceivable racketeer you could think about as witnesses in that case. They even dug up a fellow who was originally the Minister of Justice and he was a famous fascist, Oswald Pirow. He was Minister of Justice under Hertzog in the
'20s - in the '30s but he was a brilliant lawyer, he was a Q.C.  So he had retired as a farmer and so on. They brought him out virtually out of his 
grave, you know, he was pretty old, to lead the case 
for the State. So he led the entire team, the State team, notwithstanding all that, they lost the case.  We won.  But then the State went on a massive repressive campaign, you know, and we, of course, hit back and not with violence, always peaceful, but the State used violence against us. There were  boycotts, the potato boycott I was referring to - Bethal.  The crimes that were committed against the people there in Bethal were horrific. Scores, if not hundreds, of our people over years were whipped to death and buried there. Skulls and skeletons were actually discovered, you know, in the farms -workers who resisted and so on the farm - because of brutalities. They were, what do you call, whipped to death and when this was revealed we decided to launch a potato boycott in 1959, and then of course, there were other boycotts over a whole lot of things. Mass marches, defiance, etc. 
etc. General strikes, we had many throughout the '40s, throughout the '50s. So it gripped the country, and we were now mobilising the masses, and they came out hitting us with force.  In 1960 the discussion began and in 1961, you 
know, we decided to launch, to actually establish, 
to let me say this - to hit back the State with 
violence.  That's when uMkhonto weSizwe was formed and in 1961, on the 16th December, uMkhonto weSizwe was launched.  The first violent attacks, in an organised way, were now launched against the State.  It left us with no alternative.
All our peaceful, non-violent methods were met with violence on the part of the State, leaving us with only one alternative, to hit back with force. Now of course, we ensured; and we were hell bent; even in our declaration on the 16th December; that we were not to take life.  Although we said in our 
slogan “life for a life" you know, we of course didn't use - we didn't use violence with the object of taking, you know, taking lives. This came later 
as the momentum, you know, as the struggle sharpened.  Then of course, there was that - lives were taken. Now the State - let me say this, in 1955 after the Charter was adopted, the State was openly invited by the ANC and the Congress Alliance, “look, let's sit and discuss".  What they did, they rejected it outright. No discussion, nothing. We have to adhere to the dictates of the State or - what they did, they hit back with the charge of high treason. They charged us for high treason. That was the 
State's answer. Said oh, you adhere to the Charter? We'll fix you up. You'll have not meetings, nothing. No discussion and then they started the whole repressive action. In 1960, before the launch of uMkhonto weSizwe, they declared a state of emergency because the country was in a grip of 
this, who had them, you know, not completely on the same carpet, as it were, but the country was gripped by mass action, you know, and it was being shaken and the State hit back by declaring a state of emergency and thousands of us were locked up in March 1960. This was when the
Sharpeville, you know, massacre takes place and the pass burning action takes place led by the ANC 
and you had a number of factors, you know, 
culminating in resistance and State reaction by the 
declaring a state of emergency and locking us all up.  We all - I was also in jail, many thousands of others. All the entire leadership of Congress was behind bars. So when we came out, after this emergency lasted five months, when the emergency was over all of us were immediately - decided on - the ANC, by the way, was banned.  The Pan Africanist Congress was also banned and a number of other organisations were banned in terms of the law, that is Suppression of Communist Act where they listed a number of organisations.  So the ANC 
then goes underground and decides to launch ANC 
together with the other Congresses, launch uMkhonto.  Now the interesting one was Chief 
Luthuli, was the first Nobel Peace Prize winner in Africa, you know?  He received the Nobel Peace Prize and he returned to South Africa on the 16th December.  Now they gave him ten days - actually, 
they expected him to stay permanently overseas.

DS:
What year was that?

BN:
1960.

DS:
Okay.

BN:
And it was on the 16th we decided to time this launch of uMkhonto.

DS:
Oh, okay.

BN:
Not in his absence - but he had to return.  So he returned on the 16th December 1960, and when he landed in Durban, he landed at about 7 or 8 o'clock that evening from Johannesburg and he drove with a convoy to Groutville, that's where he stayed in Stanger, and exactly at about 9 that night, we then launched uMkhono throughout South Africa. We then hit at the Coloured Affairs Department, Indian Affairs Department and the Bantu Affairs Department. These were the three, you know, different components dividing the people, you know and we hit, we bombed all those three departments, three buildings that night and of course there was nationwide, what do you call, bombardment taking place.

DS:
Okay.

BN:
Railway lines, this, that and the other. Now it results in - of course we carried out the battle from 1961 to 1963, when we were all arrested.

DS:
1963? During all this time were your families supporting you?  Like you were already married by this time?

BN:
Ja, I'm married, I got married on the 10th December 1960.

DS:
Oh?

BN:
10th December and 1960 and in 1963 I was arrested, and of course the family and so on, my wife fortunately she was working and I must tell you that if it were not for her during all my battles I would not have been living because rent, this, that and the other, she worked as a supervisor in a clothing factory and, of course, she did her own sewing at night, private sewing, wedding dresses, this, that and the other. Worked up to 11, 12 at night.  Otherwise we would not have been able to - the highest I ever earned, started with 6 pounds a month, that is in the 1950's and I earned 25 pounds a month when I got arrested in 1963.  That was the highest I ever earned, that was the trade union movement, trade unions and Congress was actually paying me 25 pounds a month.

DS:
While you were in prison?

BN:
No, not a cent.

DS:
You got not a cent while I was in - that was the highest I earned. If it were not for the wife supplementing our rent and this, that and the other, no we would not have been able to manage. Now she continued, self-supporting. Later on, when I was in jail on Robben Island for 20 years, she had to take on a job when the rents went up. She worked in a take away food firm, worked from - she immediately after work I think, she started at six in the evenings, she finished off at five and at six she starts with the take away firm and works up to eleven at night and that's how we were able to manage. Now this - no, now insofar as the Congress Movement was concerned no, it was in serious difficulties. Large numbers of people were detained, arrested and so on. The organisation itself suffered.  Quite a section of our leadership had to go into exile and the even relatives, family members and so on really were - some of them were afraid of even coming to visit Elsie, you know? That's my wife's name, Elsie.  Now, not even to visit her. So they kept their distance thinking that the world was now coming to an end, and so this was the position and a large number of people like my colleagues, they were eighteen of us who were charged, actually nineteen, but eighteen found guilty in Howick, in the trial that I was involved. Two of us, Kurnick Ndlovu, who died about a month ago and I were sentenced to 20 years imprisonment. The others got 16 years, 15, 14, the lowest was five. So we all served our terms on the Island. So during the course of our battles, a number of us including myself went into prison several times either emergency or you take the treason trial. Then constant arrests, the arrests were normal, part of life.  You were just locked up and taken in and you find that evening somebody brings you food and so on and so on as if it's routine.  This is what used to happen.  So it's not that we were criminals but they wanted to actually turn us into criminals but in Congress, generally speaking, we were, what do you call, of the highest discipline.  Once you volunteer, once you become a member of Congress and so on, you had to adhere to all the codes of Congress and carry out everything.  It's not a question of money, workers and wages and salaries and so on, that was crucial, even if you didn't get wages for ten years like during my imprisonment, no not a cent, you know, except for my studies etc.  No question about that. The organisation assisted otherwise we would not have been - all of us would not have been able to study.  NUSAS did quite a great deal and other organisations helped to keep us going. Then of course constantly we were also worried, our own families were battling.  Sent my wife a letter, please send me five pounds or something to keep us going inside, buying cigarettes, sweets and this and that.  Even Christmas we'll make demands.  So if she can send five pounds or ten pounds, she'll send this over, you know?  That is how you kept going - so to come back to the question.  You see, indeed it took some time before family, friends and when the organisation begins to develop, yes there was a renewal, there was a change, you know, where people began to organise supports and so on.  But Elsie, no.  Elsie turned down all - not turned down, said no, she could manage, she was quite independent. Refused to accept and worked her way up, taking on as I said these two jobs and so on.  So it was tough.

Now soon after coming out of prison in 1984, I spent those - we were sentenced in 1964 and I came out in 1984, twenty years. So soon after coming out of prison and within that week, that very week, 
I declared just outside prison that - when I was questioned by the T.V. people and the media as to whether I was going to now continue with my activities after coming out of prison having served 20 years, whether I'm going to continue in the same way, will it not land me into trouble?  So I declared quite honestly - you could see the papers at the 
time – that there is no question about it as long as apartheid is in place, as long as we have exploitation and oppression of our people in the 
same way has been going on over the years, there's no question about it, I'll continue with the struggle.  And that very week I addressed a mass rally held by the churches here, you know, not far from my place, right here in central Durban, where I'd declared publicly, my position. So within a short while thereafter, took part in the United Democratic Front, became the vice-chairperson in Durban, National Executive Member of the UDF and we accelerated the struggle.  So in about - and at that time the government was now imposing the tri-cameral system. Indian Affairs and other, 
House of Delegates, House of Representatives and 
House of Assembly and of course, for the Africans, 
the Bantustans, you know?  The ten Bantustans.


So immediately, in 1984, or it started in 1983 but 
continued 1984 onwards, we ...

DS:
Mr Nair, just to go back to the arrest of 1963 to 1964.  I believe that you were finally convicted.  I just want to find out, under which Act were you finally charged and also if you could tell us the experience during 1963 to 1984?

BN:
I was actually arrested on the 6th July 1963; at home at about two in the morning.  These were not the Durban Police who arrested me, they were all from Pretoria and obviously they were acting on information that they'd already got from people who were previously arrested. Soon before, just before I was arrested a number of people were arrested in Durban and obviously they spoke, gave them information.  So the Pretoria Police, therefore, did the arrest and I was flown - kept in a few police stations here that morning and at about two in the afternoon I was flown to Pretoria.  It was a military, you know, operation from the military airport, taken by military plane from military airport here in Durban and flown to Waterkloof, you know, in Pretoria and thereafter they detained me at Pretoria Central.  Now Pretoria Central, just let me describe it to you, you had to sleep on the floor and it was July 1963 and I think it was one of the worst winters ever.  Now it was icy cold, I had to actually sleep with my clothes fully on.  I had my pants, shoes and the lot and you wouldn't believe this, I think there were millions of lice, white lice in the filthy blankets that they gave us, you see?  Now you're in a single cell, you slept on the floor and the blankets were lice-ridden and they crawled into your clothes and you were shivering to death in the ice cold conditions.  There was no such thing as exercises and so on.  So after a day or two in those conditions, no exercises, no question of you coming out of your cell.  You were given a bucket there, you know, and your porridge.  Three times a day, by the way, porridge.  A plateful of porridge was thrown in.  I didn't touch it.  So then they checked out and when they cleared the bucket and the food and so on, they said "oh, you're not eating?"  So I just said no, I'm not going to be eating this, you see?  So then they threw, what do you call samp, you see, three times a day.  Porridge in the morning and twice samp.  Just boiled samp.  So thereafter they came, you'll have about say at least six chaps coming into your little cell.  They say "Ja?  You're not eating, you are defying.  You think you're a big shot."  They provoke you and "you see, we're going to finish you up here.  We are going to deal with you and we're going to ensure you're going to talk.  You're going to reveal everything about uMkhonto weSizwe.  You are one of the commanders in Natal and you're going to talk."  I said look, let me make it quite clear, you can do what you want to me, I'm not going to utter a single word.  Right, they say, you are defying.  One, two, you all of them get stuck into it, six of them and you are just one chap and these are all swines of the first order, all bullies, you know, well-trained to really hit you in your weak spots as it were, and within a short while you are down, you know, and what has happened, this they do four, five, six times in the night.  At any time they come in, even during the day but mainly at night they come so that you could not rest and they want to actually disorganise you to an extent where - that is one.  Then of course all the deprivations, food and so on.  This is in detention, you're not yet sentenced.  In detention.  So all they are doing, using these methods to break you down and it's quite clear.  So you - no question about this, I was working this out in my own mind, you know, and psyching myself in such a way that I'm not going to break.  Well, if they what do you call want to kill me in the process, yes let them destroy me but I'm not going to be a coward unto myself.  Seriously.  And that's exactly what happened.  So irrespective of what they did, they knock you about, they bash you and you just stay put and they weaken.  They weaken.  They tried all sorts of tricks, they wanted to - they tell that you that – Colonel so and so, big shot comes, they tell you they're going to - ja.  Well you see, then of course food, food was also a problem.  They constantly gave you the worst type of thing.  Then, as I told you, the blankets were lice-ridden, white lice.  Were packed, they get into your clothes, into your socks, into your pants and so on and your body turns red.  Seriously.  My body was red.  There's no question of you washing and bathing and so on.  No, they keep you there locked up and no exercise, coming out of your cell so that you can move around.  No.  In there you do everything and they just throw your food in whether you want to eat, you know, the so-called food or not, it's your indaba.  And then I took to killing lice. I began to kill [them] and you catch them, kill before they multiply.  Then I discovered, you see, it's not the question of the lice coming from nowhere, there were cracks in the wall, you know?  You see and these were laden there, packed and they used to crawl in there especially at night and they get into your clothes.  And of course the authorities, they issue [you] with a form, say after about two weeks time and the magistrate, he pitches there.  The magistrate from Pretoria comes over and of course there were other political prisoners for the first time when I was for the first time taken out, no exercise or anything and they said no, you are to see a magistrate and you are dishevelled and you're not even the least concerned about your shape and what you look like.  So I was handcuffed and then I see a chap who was now - who was on Robben Island and subsequently he is now a member of parliament also, I was handcuffed with him and he was in a cell about three of four doors away and so he was trying to talk, and of course, each one of us had to shut up and you were disciplined there.  So we were all handcuffed, taken to the magistrate.  Just outside you are unlocked and then you meet the magistrate.  The magistrate would not, you know, turn his head up [to] look at you.  You just stand in front of him, he is behind the desk and then ask you "Yes?  Have you got anything complaints?  Requests?"  So I reel off a whole host of things, I'm not getting food, I find it impossible to manage."  Although I went through even worse times, I could manage the samp and even the pap.  I used to eat the pap in the morning, just eat a bit.  There was no sugar or milk or anything to talk about there and then a bit of the samp and so on and etc. etc.  And no exercises, no baths, I couldn't, you know, wash adequately and so on.  So then this chap says, he doesn't look at you, he doesn't turn his head up.  He looks at you and he says "you mustn't think that this is a five star hotel." And that is it, he says, alright ...

DS:
We need to pause.

END OF TAPE 1AB
DS:
 We are back.

BN:
Okay, you see the police used all sorts of - oh ja, you wanted to actually know earlier, you wanted to know as to who was handcuffed in Pretoria Central Prison.  At the time when I was handcuffed and I mentioned there was a fellow MP of mine today.  We of course - he was sentenced to life imprisonment, he was part of the Rivonia Trial and he was Andrew Mlangeni.  He was actually - he's a member of parliament today and now I was handcuffed with him and when we chatted with each other on our way to the magistrate the police of course stopped us and so on and we were actually discussing cigarettes, you wouldn't believe it, you know, and nothing else and they stopped us.  So okay, so when they unlocked the handcuffs the magistrate said it would appear it's routine on his part, it was another magistrate from Pretoria.  He didn't look up at all, he was looking down on the papers that he was writing on and simply asked bland questions as to whether I've got any requests or complaints and I reeled off a whole host of things including my food, the conditions under which, the lice and not having exercises, not having bath facilities, etc. etc. and also requested that I wanted a visit, you know, from a family member and also requested that I be given the opportunity to write a letter, for instance, to the family and receive correspondence.  He simply said - he's making notes, he made notes of all those things that I complained and requested and that I complained about and requested, so he simply said that I must not think that that was a five star hotel and he said you may go back to your cell.  So that's the last time I actually saw Andrew Mlangeni or my colleagues, you know, other colleagues there. So it was at Kompol or Pretoria.  You see, you are moved from one police station to another.  You are not constantly in say from prison, Pretoria Central, 
you are taken to a police station, other police 
stations constantly so that you would, what they feared was that you would establish a communication system.  I did establish it, by the way.  I was 
able to get the newspapers, you know and also got 
food, one plate a day clandestinely.  This chap, who brought this to me, was actually originally from Natal. It was a white policeman, no Africans or Indians or Coloureds were allowed, you know?  So 
it was a white policeman from Durban and his brother was here and his brother was working as a policeman here and he said that I must pass on a message if I go back to Durban and so on to him.  So we became friendly and he was my source of newspapers.  That was more important to me than seriously, than food or anything.  So also, through the same channel, I was able to wangle some cigarettes, two or three a day, you see?  So the condition, those conditions that were the so-called 
like the food and so on that he brought in was his own that he got from the canteen and he knew that I was not eating, I was getting thinner every day and he's seeing my condition, no exercises, nothing. So in any case, that didn't you know, get me down.  So he then, out of his own free will, not my prompting, gave me this food of his and that was only once in the evening, that was all.  So but otherwise I managed with the pap, the bread. They gave me bread without any - no such thing as jam 
or you know, butter or margarine or anything of the sort.  Just plain bread and a cup of black coffee. 
Now that was a treat so I used to just simply wack the bread and the coffee.  So that's how you 
managed.  Now in - when you are shifted say to a 
police station you have to start anew your whole 
system and so on. Food sometimes was slightly better or even worse.  All they do is they want to squeeze you. If you cooperate, so-called, cooperation with the authorities then of course you are given a treat. We heard about this much, much later, that some of the fellows were having good treatment because they were collaborating with the 
authorities, passing on information, and so on. So when you are being stubborn and refuse to talk they of course turn the screws on you.  Besides the physical, this thing, they bash you and you're knocked around and you just have to keep your senses together. I want to tell you quite honestly, throughout all my arresting, there were only from the 6th July 1963, we were only sentenced in 28th February 1964, not a word to the fascists, not a word to the oppressor and so on, giving any 
information about myself too. They said look, 
don't talk about anyone else, yourself as a person.  No. That's a ploy, you just - once you slip there you are now, you know?  No ways.  So that was it.  So detention, then of course, ultimately taken back to Durban from Pretoria.  Now you - at one stage I know, they deliberately did this when I was brought from Pretoria down to Durban, I was kept in Durban North Police Station. Next to my cell, I was in a cell next door, a chap began to shout at night.  He says "you know who is - I believe you are there" and he mentions my name and so on.  So then I asked him as to look, how do you know who is here?  Who is in this cell?  How 
do you know that I'm here, you know?  So he said no, "I was told by the police officer" and it was Bruno Mtolo who was Mr X, chief witness in our case. He was also the chief witness in the Rivonia Trial and then he said "how are you?  Morning, greetings" and all sorts of things in the hope of eliciting information from me.  So I said look, I didn't know at that stage, we were still in detention, that he was actually being used by the police. And I said look, I cannot talk to you across.  Rather, he was not across, rather next to each other and I cannot do that because of the conditions here unless I see you face to face and I said "otherwise, how are you keeping?"  And so on. I say no more communication, I'm shutting shop.  No way, I'm not going to utter one more word.  Goodnight, it  is over.  So I think the following day they removed him because there was more greetings, nothing of the sort.  So they were hoping that there will be some communication and that they'd be able to take this all, you know, that he'll get some information. So in any case, from one police station.  Look, in South Africa as a whole, I think I went through about - I'm just trying to count the number of police stations, you 
know, and prisons that I went through. There were scores of them throughout South Africa. So in Durban, for instance, practically all the police stations and you're just kept there for a few days 
and then you move to the next one, and so on.  All 
they wanted to do was to break your possible communication with the outside world and then 
what you do as a political prisoner and what everyone in the world did was to try to get the newspapers and that you'd do anything for. In some cases I was actually allowed to smoke, buy cigarettes and so on.  So when your money ran dry then you had trouble. So you cannot communicate with the outside even with family or anything because you are not yet convicted, not yet sentenced and so on.  So all in all the detention lasted just over four months and then the trial 
started.  So this is when we were now able to 
communicate with our lawyers, family, friends 
and so we were then lodged, all of us were 
lodged at the Point Prison which is now no 
longer a prison. So we were all kept there and we had, when we were now able to communicate with each other as prisoners and of course in the course of which we found a number of fellows had spoken and so on and we were able to work out roughly 
who the witnesses were going to be.  In our case, Ronnie Kasrils succeeded in hiding and leaving the country altogether ultimately, he and his wife, wife to be, Eleanor. They married outside. She also successfully escaped by pretending to be off her head, she was taken to the lunatic asylum in Pietermaritzburg and from where Ronnie successfully got her out and she went through a number of psychiatric, you know, these things and she pretended to be mad, she's a damn good actor, I must 
tell you.  And they succeeded in getting her out.  It was a beautiful job and they then ultimately, skipped the country. Ronnie remained here in South Africa until he got her out, you see, which was very good and they decided to then end the whole thing in wedlock.  So they got a few children outside. Now otherwise, two of the five people, Kurnick and I were members of the High Command and then - I shouldn't call it the High Command, it was actually the Regional Command of Natal, and it was actually President Mandela and others were - Mandela was the leader of uMkhonto weSizwe and he was of the High Command.  So Kurnick and I 
were the ones who were ultimately charged and the other two, Bruno Mtolo and Solomon Mbanjwa who were the key witnesses.  Bruno Mtolo was the famous Mr X, he was a star witness in the Rivonia Trial against Mandela and the others. Now because Mandela came down, from 1962 he went into hiding. He was subsequently detained here in 
Natal in 1962, in Howick after he'd met us and there 
was a slip up on the part of some of our colleagues 
from the ANC and insofar as uMkhonto was 
concerned it was very tight knit, we met, we had a 
whole day with him.  He had just come down from 
Algeria in an African tour and the greetings that he greeted us by saying Salaam Malaikom, you know, 
he was dressed up in Arabic garb and at the time - 
so Bruno described this in detail, exactly the greetings, what he wore and so on.  All those details in the Rivonia Trial when he gave evidence 
against him. So Bruno Mtolo actually flew from Durban, from Pietermaritzburg to Pretoria, you 
know, flitted up and down giving evidence in both the trials.  So Solomon Mbanjwa - now incidently, Solomon Mbanjwa, just last week - I didn't know, I really thought he was dead but he phoned to say he wanted some assistance for his pension, you know, veterans' pension, and see if I could help him and so on.  Unfortunately, I was not in the office but he left a message.  I tried to contact him on his cellular phone but was unable to get him. I was quite prepared to assist him although he gave evidence, damning evidence against us in the trial.  Anyway, that's just about - then let me jump.  After the trials, sentencing on the 28th February 1964, we were taken to first of all Leeukop Prison in Pretoria 
and thereafter, landed on Robben Island.  We were of course 61 of us; 18 from Natal who had joined other political prisoners and of course, they also joined with other common law prisoners, criminal elements and so on, from Leeukop Prison who were taken by these Maleko, what they call these 
massive size trucks who drove down from Pretoria to Kroonstad and Bloemfontein and number of prisons on the way ultimately landing on Robben 
Island.

Now when we arrived on Robben Island, little did we know that already, on the Island in the expectation, they'd already heard from their own sources that a big number was coming down from Pretoria including ourselves from Natal and they then - that is inmates, political prisoners already on the island, they decided to have a strike, a work strike on the quarry that they were working in on the Island on that very day.  So when we landed at about 4, about 3 or 4 in the afternoon.  Just came out of the boat, we went through the entire process of changing our clothes etc. registration etc. Then we were told casually by the authorities - the sun sets incidently, late there, you know, in the Cape.  So we were told by the authorities that - we were now in our new garb, shorts pants white 
jacket and so on, then sandals, we were given 
sandals.  It was icy cold, but sandals, open, there's 
no socks or anything and okay, you move the rocks from here and there were rocks and stones and boulders, this in the courtyard, from one end to the other, not far from there.  So all 61 one of us, we were all separated from anyone else, began doing this.  So within say about an hour after doing that at about 5 or so, they then unleashed, you know, it was really figuratively and in actual fact there was a reign of terror. They used batons knocking us about, you see?  These are the prison warders and we didn't know what it was all about and what we were doing, they say no, we must speed this up, you 
know and we were too slow carrying the rocks from - boulders and so on, from one end to the other and 
they used it as an excuse.  Only that evening when 
we were all got a bashing we were told that this is 
as a result of the strike that took place in the 
quarry by other political prisoners and that they were actually disciplining us, they were actually trying to terrorise us into submission.  That is the one, that is on a Friday.  On the Monday, we were all taken to the quarry.  We went through, under what is called the so-called medical examination and so on, and then thereafter we were taken at about ten to the quarry and there at the quarry was another onslaught against all of us.  A constant 
bashing, what have you, they just let loose, batons whatever on us, and this was a reaction to what happened on a few days earlier on that Friday.  So Dennis Brutus, who is now in America, a professor 
actually, now Dennis Brutus was one of the inmates sentenced to 18 months.  He joined us at Leeukop.  He already, when he was actually arrested, he was shot because he tried to escape. He was shot by a policeman through the stomach and his back, the 
bullet pierced his intestine and so on and exited through his stomach.  He was then - went through, 
you know, medical treatment, went to hospital and so on before he was sentenced and he suffered, you know, a great deal.  So, when we were beaten up 
there he was part of this 61 of us, were joined with the other political prisoners and we were all beaten. Brutus then suffered internal injuries as a 
result of his earlier .. 

DS:
Accident?

BN:
Ja, he was then airlifted from - taken by helicopter from Robben Island to the mainland for treatment.  Internal injuries, he was badly bruised up.  He had a fair skin but it was all blue.  It was horrific. So then a number of us, like you take Andrew Masondo, a what do you call who was a lecturer, a mathematician, he was a lecturer of mathematics at Fort Hare University, he's got a double degree in maths and statistics, he - they broke his right arm, dislocated his shoulder, he also had to go for treatment.  So they were really brutal.  Now what had happened was I started a process.  You see, this was just a shot in the dark.  It took a bit of time, it took some months, decided to then - first took a shot at writing a letter openly through - to Elsie, that is asking her to visit me, you know, urgently and so on.  So that they allowed but then the other, the clandestine ones, you know, through a builder - now this chap saw - you see at that time 1964 they started the building operations on Robben Island.  So we were what was called a zinc tronk, that is the old, you know, corrugated iron, this thing was now going to be replaced with properly well- constructed, you know brick and brick concrete- walled prison.  So they brought in builders, etc. who were both wardens who were in the building industry and also prisoners who were in the building operation.  So one of the fellows, I just took a shot, I asked one of these builders, a Coloured bloke, I said look, please, I want to actually illegally, clandestinely send out a letter.  Could you, you know, assist?  He said ja, but it will cost you money.  I said what will it cost?  He says no, it will cost five   pounds.  Five pounds at that time.  So I said no, okay.  I wrote the letter and sent him the five pounds, but I want you to actually instruct the lawyers to come to see me, you see, that's all, without giving the details. Ask the lawyers in Durban to arrange [for] them to come and see me urgently and oh ja, this is largely my mother's will, you know, to sort out my mother's will, property and this and that. That's the excuse I used.  So what this fellow did, he succeeded in sending out this letter to Elsie at her address in Durban, and then what do you call, she receives the letter, she sends the five pounds to an address in Cape Town, unknown to me.  She comes over to visit me in June, apparently wanting to know because why the lawyer, she was concerned about all this and about - she didn't quite understand about my mother's will and she tried to tease this out with some lawyers or somebody or other about the will.  But anyway, she then comes to visit me and this, I tell you, the worst winter we ever had. The boats and what not, she was vomiting, you know, on the boat. She went through quite torrid time, you know, icy cold winter in 1964. There was small all over including Natal by the way, snow on the road.  In fact in the Cape, it was even worse, you know, during that period. So it was June or July. June, she came over and then she - now we were at the time we didn't have the sophisticated system of a two way telephonic system that you have today on the island. That we had much later. So she then wanted to know look, is there any trouble, you see?  So each one of us had warders.  Behind me and there was another chap the other side all listening in and they told her look, you're not going to discuss this thing, we will shut up this visit immediately, so she asked me to lift my hands, you know, she wanted to see what - I'm okay.  I said no, don't worry about all that, you know, it's about the mother's will, you know, I want the lawyers to come over please, you know, it's urgent, ask them.  Why did you struggle here?  She said she went through a torrid time on the boat, you know, because at the time we didn't have these modern boats that we've got now taking you to Robben Island, you had this thing, used to actually, when the waves heaved, you know, ten feet the boat is carried ten feet or twelve feet up in the air.  So that's what happened.  So in any event, I was able to slip to her the urgency of the matter and the lawyers came over.  Then I confirmed this again clandestinely. I told the warder on Robben Island, the Chief Warder, then his deputy, I told the deputy, I said look, I've got a will, properties and so on.  My mother left me quite a lot of property, I want to see a lawyer urgently, you know, to sort this out because the property may go and I'll lose out.  He says okay.  He actually sent this out.  Now Roley Arenstein and Co., Roley and I were unable to communicate with each other so I sent this to his articled clerk.  This is an open letter through the prisons to his articled clerk.  I thought he was still there.  Now this chap was no longer, you know, articled, he had completed his articles and he is practising in Ladysmith.  So this letter goes from Durban to Ladysmith and then this chap then smelt a rat, you know, he is quite a sharp chap.  What's his name, Singh or something.  Anyway, he then sent this back, came over to Durban with the letter and said no, I probably require something or other. Then Roley immediately instructed Cape lawyers and so on.  They came over.  So it then starts, when the lawyers come over to the Island I then actually - lawyers in the office had a whole lot of wiring around there. They openly had, you know, recording, you know, recorders etc. etc.  The whole place was - this was on the island.  So the lawyers are worried.  They said look, you see this place?  Although what they do normally, the warders don't remain, the Chief Warder and the security and so on don't remain in your company now, they were outside.  They looked through a glass door.  So they were watching from one side.  So we were then free to talk but he said look, you've got all this, you know, the equipment here which is actually recording what you are going to say.  Are we free?  I said no look, I'm not bothered at all about this recording, let them record, but I've got something to say it's absolutely important.  I reeled off from day one what happened at Leeukop. We were also beaten up in Leeukop, by the way, Leeukop Prison. Ja, the eighteen of us got beaten up.  What happened at Leeukop, I reeled off the whole thing, on the Island and details of all that. I asked him to take this down.  I say I don't care what happens, please there must be an urgent court application as to the atrocities that are being committed here and we're not going to stand it.  So then I even told him look, I've been put - you know, they gave me a new garb, new pants.  I said this is just, you know they just togged me on largely to bluff you, you see, knowing that you are coming along and to bluff you, otherwise I'm in junk clothes, you see? It's impossible for me to actually resist the cold here and that applies to all the prisoners.  So all the details, everything, about food they'd locked; the hiding that we got; and about Masondo.  Masondo became a general in the army, hey, later on.  Ja, he became a general in the army and Dennis Brutus became a professor.  So what had happened is, gave details of all these guys. 

So then he starts a process.  Lawyers come over now including the president of the Constitutional Court, Chaskelson, ja he came down from Jo'burg with another team on a - and he interviewed us, quite a number of us. He was very progressive, even at that time. He was an advocate, not yet 
senior and a number of other guys came over but all those people who were assaulted, brutalised, you know, including Stanley Makoba, by the way. Stanley Makoba was PAC leader.  He was part of 
the group and he was saying about - even Dennis, you see?  I told Dennis seriously, that look, we'll 
have to open it up, you know, we'll have to actually to go for the authorities in order to cure the rotteness here and Dennis, you know, he was highly religious, he was actually praying to Virgin Mary the whole night and then I knew that, you know, there was something, you know, it was impossible to get 
him over. But in any event, the lawyers did meet all those fellows who were assaulted, whom I named.  Some of them I did not know, some of them I didn't know by name but asked all the chaps.  But [because of] what I did, immediately after the lawyers, I was taken - removed from my colleagues. I was taken out of what they called the general 
section and then isolated straight away.  Dennis and I were isolated.  We were in one end, I was kept in one end of the prison in that particular section, that row and Dennis the other end, so we were unable to communicate.  Except at night we used to shout and they put in common law prisoners in between us so every morning they used to actually report us to the authorities, you know, that we were talking the whole night and so on.  So we were charged inside, three meals off for talking at night, disturbing other prisoners.  So we were 
not having three meals for the day, so and so, also the punishment. So from that time, roundabout July or so, June, July somewhere there, I didn't see 
my colleagues at all and I was kept in so-called B-
section on Robben Island.  So it was a constant 
battle. Now first of all food.  We were given, what do you call, porridge in the morning, no milk, hardly any sugar, no sugar.  You cannot see it.  No 
milk at all and a cup of black coffee and I believed that most of this was actually chicory, not real coffee. Now then for lunch, Indians they had 
mealie rice or boiled samp.  Then you had - 
Africans used to have mealies, boiled mealies for lunch.  In the evenings, Indians, Coloureds used to have a piece of bread, that is a quarter loaf of bread with a little bit of lard and a cup of black coffee in the evening.  Africans used to get porridge again, a plate of porridge in the evening and a cup of black coffee.  Or they used to also 
give a cup of soup and of course during lunch you 
had what is called Puzamandla, that is the mixture, 
you see, in water.  I don't know what it is but they 
said Puzamandla.

DS:
I remember it.

BN:
Now this was the diet.  Then of course three times a week you had in the evenings four small cubes of meat boiled, four, three times a week.  Oh no, four times a week you had boiled beans.  Red beans, boiled beans, now in the evenings.  Then if you had vegetables there was pumpkin, boiled pumpkin with the outer cover.

DS:
Okay, they didn't peel it.

BN:
It's not peeled, unpeeled. The whole thing was boiled,  you know, the whole thing and you had to now wade through, you know, whatever helping they gave you to get the nutritious part and throw the junk away.  Now this was pumpkin that is not - probably ten years old, you know?  That's what we used to describe it as, old junk stuff.  Things that are normally thrown away, that used to come to us to the prison.  Same with the say vegetables.  Boiled turnip or beetroot and so on.  Just a chunk, just a half of it and so that used to constitute your vegetable, you know?  Now you found that generally speaking the food was just to keep you alive, not - you don't put on weight or anything, you lose weight, everything.

Then you engaged in hard labour.  We worked in the quarry.  There were 24 of us, Mandela, Kathrada, all of us, we worked in the quarry from the morning, you know, seven o'clock in the morning up to four in the afternoon in the lime quarry.  You'll see it up to now, you know?  That's what you see on T.V., and so on.  That and there's the glare of the sun.  All of us were affected by the sun's glare and the sun shines behind you and the quarry, even the 
lime actually is white in colour and it reflects, you know, on your eyes.  So all of us were covered in lime and so on.  So in the old days, in the sixties, 
'64, '65, '66 I think for the better part of '67 you 
actually didn't have fresh water.  There's no such 
thing as fresh water.  You actually had to bath in 
salt water and the salt water actually congeals.  In 
fact lime and salt don't mix so you just cannot use 
soap at all, you see?  Now it worsens it - your skin,
you have a thick layer of that on you and if you use soap on salt.  So you had to actually have a bath just with salt water, shower, you know, with salt water.  That's what they had.  So it was much later in the sixties, '66 or '67 that we had boreholes sunk on the Island. That became operational, so you had during summer there, you know, on the island, this thing used to salinate and you had a heavy dosage of salt in there so it didn't help.  In winter it was not so bad, you see, where the water was much softer.  So you had to, you know, make do.  That water, the borehole, the water is the one that you drank also on the Island. Now we sent this out all clandestinely, for testing whether this water is good for health.  Now it used to be salty, salty and so on.  Up came the report after month that that water was better than any of the water, the water that we have outside normally because it had all the chemicals, you know, the minerals and so on that were essential for good health.  This was the borehole water, you know?  Not the salt water, by the way. Now the same water we used to have, it was then, you know, diverted even for our bath so 
it softened issues.  At least you didn't have to any longer bath in salt water pumped directly from the
sea.  So you had that.

And now you take food and our conditions of work or you take - it was a battle.  Right across the board all political prisoners, PAC, ANC, later on, much, much later in the seventy what, '79 or '80, you know, '78 or '79 or somewhere there, the Black Consciousness guys came, you know?  Azapo and others. When they came, across the board, we united them. United everyone and we took united action.  Now these guys from Azapo and so on only joined us much, much later. But earlier it was only the ANC and PAC but it's mainly the ANC who were the largest number. All MK chaps were 
brought there to the island.  So we were united and 
we fought the authorities.  We had hunger strikes 
lasting five days. We didn't eat anything for five days except water. We drank water and we won 
battles but it took some time and gradual 
improvements took place. So the authorities always insisted that if there were improvements in food and other conditions, this had to apply 
universally to all the prisoners and therefore they cannot discriminate and so on.  That was the excuse that we had and we did not want, we did not also want discrimination and so on, we wanted it to apply throughout the country, you know, whatever 
conditions were there. Like for instance, when we fought for beds and so on, which they did ultimately, provide after a seventeen-year battle.  They did 
provide beds but it had to be applied throughout South Africa. The food and conditions that were - 
the changes that were brought about were largely started there on the Island because of all the fights that took place there.  We also publicised this abroad.  Whenever we had hunger strikes, the authorities blocked us out from the outside world but we had methods of sending it out, you know?  
So it was publicised even overseas.  So while they tried to tighten it, we opened up, you know, 
avenues. It took some doing.

Now in any event, the changes that you find or you take some of the guys who are boasting, especially the AZAPO chaps.  I know Moodley, you take Saths Cooper when they came out, he was actually making a big noise.  How they actually came in there and changed the conditions in prison, you know, on Robben Island, all of us were lackeys excepting, you know, the dictates of the authorities and the horrible conditions.  They came there and they
were the fighters that brought about changes.  A whole lot of rubbish again. They came into this thing and when I came out of prison in 1984 I actually publicly said that these Coopers, the AZAPOS, the Strini Moodleys and the whole shoot of them actually came into a five star hotel.  We changed the conditions so much that they were living in milk and honey virtually.  You take the 
time (er) Newspapers. We had newspapers then at the time they landed there. You see. We could buy...

END OF TAPE
DS:
Okay, let's continue.

BN:
You see we were conditioned actually by government policy.  Government policy at the time was and it was made quite clear by John Vorster who was at the time the Minister of - he later became president but at the time he was Minister of I think Justice.  Oh, he was Minister.  He actually came out openly to say that we as political prisoners and that is all those on Robben Island were to be treated in the same category as murderers, rapists, highway robbers and were not entitled to any remission of sentence.  If we were sentenced to 20 years it meant 20 years.  No remission whatsoever.  Then also, the conditions under which we were to be kept were to be - our conditions were to be the same as the worst type of criminal.  We were not to be given any special privileges, anything special whatsoever.  Now that being so the authorities, the prison authorities and so on got the go-ahead to implement government policy being one of being really harsh, really to get us disciplined in the same - in the manner in which the government was thinking, that is to bring us, cut us up to size, make sure that we now adhere ultimately to government policy, that we'll become tools of government except apartheid and so on.  Now what will happen on the other hand, if you look at it as a whole, the Robben Island was actually turned into a university.  Political prisoners, I mean all our colleagues whether they were from whichever political party, we had a number of people who crossed over from say the PAC and joined us or they also joined from AZAPO.  You take people like Terror Lekota who is the Minister of Defence today. He was with AZAPO. He crossed and joined us.  Now what had happened, the university was not - through a battle, through a fight that we had with the authorities, they were forced to grant us concessions to study.  A number of us got our degrees there.  We take Govan Mbeki, got his honours degree and there's Dr Neville Alexander, he was already a doctor of philosophy, Neville Alexander got his honours degree in history and then you take Masondo who got his degree in statistics, honours, on Robben Island.  A number of us got single degrees, double degrees, more than one, you know, more than two degrees and then you got a number of people who didn't study at all, who didn't have even primary school education, they were taught their a, b, c and they got through standard six and moved up.  That is one aspect that is academic education.  The other and more importantly was political education.  All of us who were more experienced than others who were, you know, who were there for years, wrote essays.  Some of our essays have now been published, you know, in book form.  It was published recently, launched in Durban and then published throughout the country.  Now a number of us, Govan Mbeki, Walter Sisulu, President Mandela, Kathrada, you know, myself and others, all wrote on different aspects of the struggle.  The trade union battles, the national liberation struggle, history of the ANC, history of the Indian Congress, history of the struggle generally.  Now this was then disseminated among ANC political prisoners and of course those who joined us from other parties were also educated politically.  So what you had, therefore, far from the authorities, the Nationalist Party government actually reducing us, you know, to tools of the apartheid system or little puppies through imprisonment, you know, or tools actually, where they said that they were able to condition us in such a way that we'll become disciplined and accept apartheid.  It was the other way around.  We had prepared all the people or as many people as possible and especially the ANC component, practically in fact all the ANC to become good organisers, good politicians, to be inculcated with the spirit of liberation, not to rest until the country is liberated fully.  This what we did.

So when you came out of Robben Island, you came out with a new spirit, far from saying hey, I'm now going to hide in a little hole, you know, fearful of the police and you know, on the contrary.  Most of them, most of them became activists. So what happens, when you come out of prison there was no way out, there was no such thing as accepting the status quo and accepting the dictates of the Nationalist government but on the contrary to fight it and that's what you had. The struggle got renewed; Aluta Continua, and then you had an acceleration of the struggle.  In the '80s, you know, in particular, throughout the '80s I want to tell you, we pulled out all stops 
ensuring that the change was accelerated.  A number of people were killed, a number detained, 
and I myself was detained in 1984, June.  Six of us.

DS:
Was this after your release?

BN:
Absolutely, ja.  '84, June - in July '84.

DS:
Okay, why were you [detained]?

BN:
Now we were detained because of our opposition to the tri-cameral system.  We opposed totally, rejected the tri-cameral system led by the United Democratic Front.  We mobilised the whole country against it and the elections that were held for the tri-cameral system for the House of Delegates, now you take the House of Representatives, became a farce.  Hardly anybody voted for them and you had stooges standing for those elections, elected to parliament, it became a total farce.  But the struggle didn't stop.  They detained us, we went into the consulate, by the way, the British Consulate, the six of us.  We stayed there until December 10th 1984 and we were freed there.  Then they charged because they couldn't charge me for high treason.  My colleagues, the five of them, Paul David, Archie Gumede, Naidoo the attorney, M.J. Naidoo, Mewa Ramgobin and - there were five, five of them.  I was not charged although I was in the consulate.  They charged them for high treason. That was the biggest farce.  This was a hit back, they were hitting back at the consulate that way.  The consulate, our staying in the consulate, magnified detention without trial, it became a worldwide affair, including the United Nations.  Everyone was now - and it also inflamed the passions of our people and the struggle grew anew. So that case flopped within a few months, the whole thing was thrown out of court as a farce.

Then come 1985, the following year, I was detained again.  Again in June, June/July I think and this 
time I was really bashed here at C.R. Swart Square.  They broke my eardrum, you know, that was ruptured. The eyes and so on, they gave me a beating up here and the police wanted to get their own back.  Again, clandestinely, I got a letter out.  Elsie then took action, went to court.  The full bench of the Supreme Court, three judges, sat here in Durban, and what do you call, the police and so on, the authorities were indicted openly and they said there is concrete evidence.  In fact I was sent for 
medical examination.  All this evidence was present in court to prove that I was not bluffing.  In fact I was beaten up and it's the District Surgeon and their ear, nose and throat specialists and what they brought and they all proved, you know?  So the policemen were charged and two of them were sentenced, I don't know, given suspended sentence or what and then they - we sued.  They gave me R11 000 in an out of court settlement for - now then of course even for the earlier detention, by the way, when we went into the consulate and so on they also were sued, we sued for that.  They again 
settled, I don't know, something like R10 000 or so was paid. So the old government, you know, I was 
able to - you know, I got some money out of them 
but it doesn't compensate for all the things that you went through.  Not that we want compensation, just 
to teach the swines a lesson.  Anyway, the battle - from 1985 or early '86, I said a number of us, Murphy Marobe, Valli Moosa, all the active people who were still - all of us went underground.  We disappeared.  The police could not catch us now.  We were quite determined about that.  I went throughout South Africa, right through, hiding all over, staying for a week or two weeks, you know, depending on the safety or otherwise of a particular 
place or of the vigilance of the police, travelled 
throughout the country.  Even flew, disguised, had 
wigs, this, that and the other, even took the plane.  Seeing the police at the airport in Durban, in 
Johannesburg, in Cape Town you see the police there and they've got, they know more or less who you are, they've got your photos and they're 
looking for you but you go and take your ticket and so on and so forth completely under disguise.  You had to do that, a number of us went through that and we only surfaced - I personally surfaced, only in 1989, end of 1989, when the government was now on the carpet, it was releasing political prisoners, Walter Sisulu, Kathrada and Raymond Mhlaba and others were released.  I was in Soweto welcoming them, you know, welcoming them there. 
That is the first time that I came out after three and a half years.  I hid and only appeared at the end of 1989.

Then negotiations begin. I was part of the negotiating team, even was part of the Groote Schuur group, you know, that went on behalf of ANC, had joined Congress Delegation and thereafter started the negotiations.  Mandela was released 1990, we welcomed him.  Now negotiations begin between the ANC principally 
and the government on the other side.  They brought in all the other parties, the Mangopes and the Sebes and 
the whole lot of them, all the Gulawas, into the negotiations.  So, said okay, bring them all.  There were 22 of them.  We had only five.  ANC component was only five, the rest were on their side, on the other side.  They wouldn't allow for a greater number, were part of the negotiating team 
and it was long, protracted, it was a long battle and 
ultimately in 1994 there was pressures, all sorts of 
pressures, nationally through strikes etc. They tried to use force, Boipatong Massacre, slaughter here in Natal, slaughter in Sebokeng in the hostels, what not, they tried their tricks to try to sabotage.  We then hit back with a complete stoppage of 
work. Total.  Total.  Nobody worked in South Africa for three days and then we said well, you go any further, we're going to go also a step 
further.  This is when we get arrested for Vula. We had this Vula Operation without anyone knowing.  Some of the leaders of the ANC, except for Oliver Tambo, Chris Hani, Joe Slovo, some of the key leaders, even President Mandela, he knew.  Most of them did not know - they got shocked, a number of us like Mac Maharaj, myself, then there was Siphiwe Nyanda who is now the chief of the army, he's the boss of the army. Nyanda and a number of us were locked up, nine of us were charged and this was 
during negotiations, we were all part of negotiations.  They say no, we had a scheme.  That was the allegation that was made by the Nationalist government that we had a secret, the ANC had a 
secret agenda to actually seize power by force.  That was what they say, it was not true.  We actually laid low.  We had activists throughout the country, we had arms throughout the country.  We 
said look, we decided to restrain ourselves not to use them at all even when in 1993/1994 the State 
was going rampant - Boipatong, all over the place.  Even in Natal, here.  They were slaughtering us.  We said no, we don't use the weapons that we've got.  No hitting back, nothing.  Let the peace 
process continue, let the negotiations continue and we were quite determined about that, and of course we were arrested.  They tried to play tricks and so on and we're still in detention, you know, and I had a heart attack, by the way, you know, in detention and underwent a by-pass, you see?  Now the - while 
I was showering I got a knock.  So then they 
released me from detention that way and just thinking that I'll go, you know?  

Now ultimately we appeared in court and then we were all freed and we went back to the negotiations and the negotiations continued successfully until we have 1994, democratic elections take place and 
so on. We have a government of national unity including the old Nationalist Party government which was actually responsible for - largely, for all 
the problems.  But we said okay, let there be unity 
and that is how issues were resolved.  Not that 
everything is over but notwithstanding all the problems that the government was confronted with, our democratic government led by President Mandela earlier and now President Thabo [Mbeki].  The 
situation that we have here in this country is progressively, there has been delivery whereas houses were never built.  They were built but, you know, minimally. Houses are now being built.  Water, electricity, you know, all the essentials you take.  Okay, if you take in the case of health, there's a whole lot of gaps.  You take on the issue of AIDS and so on.  What has been bugging us is could we not get, you know, a medication that would be cheaper than AZT and so on, which are for the multi-millionaires who are - is there not a way 
out. Then look at the generics and so on, this is a reality.  Or you take the other, in the case of you 
take pensions.  For the first time in the history of this country you have pensions that are equal, 
everyone getting whereas before Whites used to get the highest pension and then you get the Coloureds, thereafter the Indians and Africans, hardly. They did get, receive pensions, but minimally.  Hardly anyone. Many did not even register, get rejected, application for pension.  You take child grants, 
you take women who are single parents who will - 
now they are also, you know, provided with grants 
for the first time. Now these are some of the 
things where you have a situation where more than sixty percent of the resources of this country, the total income generated every year, sixty percent of it is going towards social welfare, development, housing and so on.  So that is what we've been fighting for.  Indeed we could do more.  The greater the resources the better it will be.  Same with education, like the question of dismantling 
apartheid in education, opening up all the universities and so on whereas before it was closed to the Blacks, largely.  We are opening them up and it requires considerable resources.  If we have the resources, the government has the resources, no question about it.  We could transform even at a faster pace.

DS:
Oh, okay.  I just want to take you back a little.  I just want to know what kept you - what maintained your sense of hope during the years of struggle, your optimism?

BN:
You see, my dear, let me be frank with you.  The cause for which we were fighting was a just one, a just cause.  It was not a thing that was what you call motivated by personal gain, you know, and it was actually motivated by ideals and, you know, in practical terms, ideals that we could accomplish, we could actually achieve.  Like you take for instance, we say apartheid is something that had been foisted upon us.  

DS:
Okay.

BN:
It's by crackpots, people who want to continue with the oppressive system of divide, rule African in terms of the Bible, they said you are children of Ham and therefore you must be fellers of wood and drawers of water.  That's it, you remain there.  So we said no, we can change the system and what it required.

DS:
Okay.

BN:
The people are uniting and we are inculcating a spirit of - in the same way as the Nats also fought the British and won their battles against the British, a powerful force.  We too, could do the similar thing and therefore, because our cause is a just one, we got world support.  We got universal support.  United Nations condemned apartheid as being a crime against humanity. With everything, okay those are words, those are resolutions and so on but we must translate that into action.  Therefore, we say, we are going to win.  This battle is going to be won, "noma ganjani", we are going to win this and therefore you have to be steadfast, don't give up, continuously hammering until the walls of Jericho come tumbling down. That's what we did.  Ja, it meant sacrifice, it meant you were giving your all and in the process, we are lucky, some of us are lucky.  Lucky.  I am personally lucky.  Mandela is lucky. You have a number. Walter Sisulu is 93 years of age.  He gave all his life to the struggle.  Some of our comrades have long died.  They were hung.  You see, you take Vuyisile Mnini, my close friend, we were in the treason trial together, Vuyisile in 1956.  Now Vuyisile after a long struggle, Vuysisele was hung for MK  Voyenke or you take Mhlangu, same thing, he was hung.  There are many.  Baboola Saloojee was thrown from the sixth floor of John Vorster Square.  1964, while we were on the island, 1964 December, thrown from John Vorster Square and they say he committed suicide. No, he was tortured, his toes and fingernails were blue.  They tortured him to death and then threw him down.  He didn't commit suicide.  You take Imam Haroun, there's another guy and what do call Mbongeni Ngema must sing a song about that too.  Indian chaps.  Imam Haroun, tortured to death and right in the - and they had a cheek of taking photos of him.  Ja, they were going to boast about that.  While in - after torturing him, they put him in a corner, took photos of him and so on, you know?  He was killed in detention and that's what they would have done to all of us, that's what they were determined to do and the government gave them full powers to murder and slaughter but notwithstanding all that, the struggle continued and great sacrifices were made and let me tell you another thing, my colleagues.  You take the youth, the young people.  I want to tell you in the '80s, just now, the youth of South Africa including you take is Stompie Sepei who was murdered, Stompie.  He had 1500 youth under his command.  Young fellows, under eleven years of age.  He was eleven at that time.  They know the whole township, police, what not, they kept them away from attacking the people.  You take the youth from here, KwaMashu, Inanda, what not.  All those vigilantes, these were thugs that were attacking, burning people's homes here and so on.  Who is it?  The youth.  In Shongweni I give you this thing, this is a fact because I spoke on this at the city hall when I received a youth award.  In Shongweni the youth, young people, left school.  They said "parents move", get away far and live elsewhere" and so on.  They send the children, protect the cattle, the sheep and their homes, intact.  It was the youth.  Now if we are to give a bouquet or sing, you know, praises we must sing, you know, to the youth, the young people who sacrificed their schooling, sacrificed their life.  That was, I'll tell you if, you know the time I was attacked and dealt with by the police in '85 I actually saw the young people, ten, fifteen, twenty years of age - no, no, not twenty, much younger, they were youngsters in the hundreds at C.R. Swart Square, beaten up, they were thrashed there at the police station, young people, for their resistance to the police atrocities in the townships and it's that young generation who were so brutalised, you know, that has now taken to crime probably and so on.  We have not attended to this thing properly, it's one of the things that we'll have to actually deal with.  It's a thing that affects all, government and everyone.

Now a lot of sacrifices were made.  You know in Natal, in the '80s.  In the '80s sixteen thousand people were killed in the townships.  You cannot imagine how many hundred homes were burnt down, the theft and stealing and so on, how many people who were maimed and wounded, beaten up.  In the course of the struggle, in the course of the battles that were fought and the sacrifices made by the rank and file, the masses of the people, you cannot calculate.  So it is to them, it is to youth, it is them that there must be the accolades. Seriously.  We still live, we're still here, alive but what about those who are no longer with us, you see?  Now you mention Kurnick Ndlovu.  His mother, I knew her personally.  She used to actually sit under I think an oak tree.  I mentioned this at the funeral, at Kurnick's funeral.  Actually that is her favourite tree. When Kurnick comes out of prison she is still there.  When I used to go visit 
Kurnick I used to see the old lady sitting under the 
tree and it was her favourite tree, you wouldn't believe it and Kurnick rebuilt the house, you know, after he came out.  He got friends and what not nearby, all of them wanted to and help, so look this house must be expanded, he wants to entertain friends and so on. Okay, he built the house.  Thereafter a crisis occurs.  The roots from this oak 
tree began crawling under the house and they began 
to grow.  It had cracked the floor, cracked the walls 
and what not.  You know that he had to now 
demolish the house again, you see and rebuild it 
but before he had to get rid of the tree.  The old lady’s favourite tree had to go and she just died about 
two years ago. She used to pine for Kurnick.  They loved each other very much.  When he was on the Island this old lady used to sit there and wait.  When he came out she was the happiest person in 
the world.

DS:
Now we are about to come to...

BN:
An end.

DS:
Ja and I just want to find out how you felt when, during the unbanning of political organisations or during 1994 elections?

BN:
No, it happened before that, okay?  Now the unbanning of political organisations followed, you know, or rather it preceded the release.  Now it was a package.  What had happened, you see we already read the signs.  It was quite clear that our battles were going to be won.  No one was going to stop us and naturally we were elated, you know, by the victories that we'd scored.  So the unbanning of the ANC, the release of political prisoners, but more importantly, the holding of democratic elections in terms of a constitution, you know, although we did not have, it was just an interim constitution, the '94 elections took place in terms of an interim constitution and adopted at the Trade Centre.  It was only in 1997 that when we were sitting in parliament, from 1994 right up to 1997, three years.  It was a long battle.  Ultimately we got the constitution, the final constitution in place.  So it was a victory.  Naturally we were hailing this victory to the skies. There were massive celebrations.  The victory that we scored, ANC in particular scored in 1994.  Although it was a victory for everyone, but the ANC in particular, which were the leaders of the struggle.  It was an achievement of a whole lifetime.  From 1912, ANC was formed 1912, up to 1994, a long 80 year battle.

DS:
Okay Mr Nair.

BN:
A victory not only for the ANC but for the people of this country, people of Africa as a whole.  This is where the African Union which was launched on Tuesday celebrated the last country, the last outpost to be freed in Africa was South Africa. Aluta Continua.

DS:
In closing, would you like to say any words of encouragement for the youth especially just briefly?

BN:
What I do want to say, you see the struggle, battles fought for are not yet over.  It does not necessarily follow that the constitution in terms of which democracy, you know, has been established, parliament and all the structures having said is the end of the battle.  No.  We've got to constantly think of the renewing, you know, our determination to build a South Africa that will be a happy place for all.  It means mainly the youth, the students, the younger generation to take a leaf.  I mean we did do some battle, we did make some sacrifices and so on, just take one single leaf from that and renew.  They must constantly pledge and renew that pledge to build, to develop, to ensure that South Africa becomes a happy place.  Not only for themselves but also for future generations.  You can engage in "yiso yiso", you want to go to parties, to functions, dance, music, etc.  By all means do that, but think not only the present, but also the future generations.  What are we building?  What are we developing?  Let us make South Africa a happy place for Africans, Indians, Coloureds, Whites, for the whole country.  Let us actually pool our resources, get everyone together.  Not to now fight for a new South Africa, it's already there, that the fighting part is over.  Now the question is of building and regenerating our young people towards building a new and happy South Africa for all.  Thank you.

DS:
Thank you.  Now we have come to the end of our interview.  Thank you, Mr Nair, for your time.  Goodbye for now.

BN:
Thank you.

INTERVIEW ENDS
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