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ANS The political prisoners I wa"' \'lith we all tended to come from the very 

~imilar kind of stratum - middle class type . . basically. nost 

of us aoart from Johnny l~athel-rs , by the time I got there, although that 

wa~, wer e , had been to university and our convers~ion8 were ~ort of 

moral and intellectual conver~ions rather than , you know, to the ~trugge . 

Rather than as a result of wondering \'/here the next uh, 5cents were 

going to come from to ~ bus fare or something like that . My rcoecific 

background anyway, •••• that kind of background I shared \-ri th the other s 

but um, I gre''~ up in a naval f<~mily . 'N!y father wac: a naval officer and 

although he died when I was fairly young, when I \-las IO in fact . ~o I 

gu~ss you could say they •• came from a militar y caste . Hardly but anyway. 

JF Where abouts did you gow up? 

M~S Well around the n~val base~ but Simon~town was the ~ort of la~t five 

yearF or Po , of my father's l i fe ancl urn that kind of backgroun , reflected 

in some of my poems . There ' s a Paction in that collection called the 

Waval Base ', which reflects that sort of childhood. Urn, I remember in 

it must have been in the late ' 50 ' s, ja, my father died in ' 60 , so it 

was 'Bither in I960 or late fifties :X •• there were troubles and I l-tas very 

vague about what they were . I remember my father being called out uh , 

for special duties-. uh, . in the townships - never being told what they 

were or anything. Just having this va~e Pense , our world i~ being 

threatened outside beyond sort of perimeters of the barbed wire fence , 

and so on that we lived •• hind which we lived. Of course the barbed wi r e 

was less high than it i:.=; no\'1 . When I go back to ~imonsto\m its interest­

ing to see ho\'1 much more lagerred the whole place haR become . 

JF When were you born? 

liNS I949 · 

JF Aha, and your mother , was she ••• ever an influence per se or \·that? 

ANS I came from •• quite typical ~glish speaking middle ~trata . Even my 

father was not •• he was not a political person . lflas a career naval 

officer really and with some resentments coz he was English speaki ng 

and in the cour se of career the Nat i onaliAt Party hr d come to power 

lr'.d people from the Broederbond \•Tere being leap frogged into hi gher 
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ANS positions i n the officer corps so there was a bit of di~gruntlement there 

Nhich I picked up even, which I remember picking up aR a child, in regard 

to the Government. But it was a •• I suppo~e what you call in Marxi st terms 

you would say a non antagonistic contradiction. Um, bit of grumbling you 

know. Some of these chaps who were Afrikaans speaking and were . put 
'") 

and were promoted rather fas~rthan their natural talents were 

otherwise justified. Um, when my father died I was IO years old we shift-
1. was 

up from Simonsto•~ to this general area Rondebosch basically~ living in. 

And um, that kind of •• my mother was •• became very influential on me and she 

had been from the start in a. particular, not in a political way in the least 

but her attitude was and s till somewhat is you~R~t leave politics alone­

leave it to the sort of Afrikaans speakers and blacks. Let them you know •• 

and she sort of encouraged me in my interests in poetry, arts , those kinds 

of things. And •• s tarted writing pee~ quite early a~ a kid. I forget how 

early but you know, thirteen or whatever. On the one hand. On the other 

quite a l'lell •• now that was always a problem for o white South African kid, 

things like poetry and whatever are regarded as male •• not really part of 

•• not one of the •• national pastimes . I was also very into rugby and 

cricket and I was quite well integrated at that level, but I always had 

to do especially l'lell in order to make space for myself psychologically 

as well as jus t generally to be able to pursue the other interests which 

were poetic at that point and not political. Urn, we \'lere also quite poor 

so although my f ather had been a naval officer~*ere not •• I mean by S. A. 

s t andards but by white standardP my mother was living on a pension and 

we ' d sort of um, • • vre live d in Rondebosch which was a wealthy suburb but 

we were sort of on the periphery a bit and I think that looking back 

probably sort of also had it~ psycholopical and s ocial level accounted 

for Rome of my l ater trajectory •• um, in that I was interested in poetry 

and things like that whichp~ ~ a bit on the Qideline although at the 

~ame time I was anxious to integr~ te meyself into the wider society and 

I think from a good, for the firPt I5 year~ of my life my great est am­

bition was to l-lear the fpringbok colours and to play r ugby. UPed to 

live right next to Newlands R~y Ground and I u Ped to practice running 

out from the tunnel on to the you know •• from the change roomR onto the 

field. lhe,t I >-las s 1re vla~ a greater future that awaited me . Ok , really 

I arrived a t univer~ity •• then I did a yea •• nine months in the Navy a~ a 

citizen force you know draftee •• con~criptee and then arrived at univer~ity 

in 1968, my first year. '-ii th all tho" e kindf" of contradictions really 

prerent in me: on the one h<:•.nd Port of •• b r that £"tage n0\·1 I w•C" an 

aspiring poet and on the other hand f't ill ~art of ouite anxiour to •• 
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ANS followinf" rugb•r and cricket and al l tho"'e things which plugged me very 

much into the 'Vlhi te !':OCiety and ah, waf' my link up i'li th my ueer group. 

And f'Ort of the transf orm ..,tion Ccll'le for me in '68, I think~ :tt wa"" 

possibly the pill over from .. !68"'was the year of st udents, internationally 

i'Tell,North America and Europ ... (Her tern) and urn, l ater in the year, not 

quite May '68 it was . . ? ) c trugeles in Worth America and Pari s , Britain, 

whatever and w. Europe. I think it i.Yaf' pr obably about Aue;u•,t here in C.T. 

there was a student ~ march and ~ it in at Administrative buildings and f or 

completely academic and um, Port of literary reasons I found myself involv­

ed in that thing. Becaure what ha~pened was that the ~tudent s occupied 

Admin buildings sort of copying Jerry Reuben and Danny Condinde or i-lho-

ever and.h~ a sort of alternative univer.,.ity do"Vm there and got prog­

ref's ive lecturers and or other~ fr m the community to come to eive lectures._ 

and I've heard that the •• st andard of lecturing was more interesting down 

there than on Campus (Main). go I waf' cort of seduced into this t hing 

f or intellectual reasons and that really maked the beginning of my 

sort of interes t in •• active intere st in politics and involvement in it­

at fi rl"t via i-lhat \-la:::- then called the St udents Radical l-lovement at U . c . T. 

But then •• s ome of the kind of different dynamics going on in my per sona­

lity \-lere there got to be problemmatic for me - I wal" writing poetry 

or trying to, it was very lyrical love poetry baRically, a lot of it or 

poetry about nat ural l ondPcapes and those kinds of things which I still 

feel • • my bent i s in that direction I would guess . But feeling incre~ingly 

s elf cons cious about living in S. A.; horrific oppression occurring around 

me and haveng the sens e thi s was almost self indulgent kind of activity 

t o be pursuing; writing poetry about the lands cape or lyrica l feelings 

and really didn't resolve that problem and basically s topped writing 

poetry. Continued to do that - its a fairly compul s ive thing with me 

but not being really f'atis fied with it and really getting quite psycho­

logically blocked I would guess . But more than that; a l so theoretically 

not unders tanding how that on a theoretical and as thetic level, I sup-

pose7 unders tanding how to link lyrical interest s to political •• to 

my growing political awareness of the s ituation. I suppol" e another 

factor in my develop.ent was that my political involvment was never like 

mainline at U. C. T. - the s ort of mainline organisation was NUSAS 
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ANS and the f . R.C. structures and eo forth. I wasn't particularly invo~d 

in those. I wasn't involved in them . Part of it was to do with the 

fact that I came from a poorish home background by now you see, and 

felt a bit e stranged from the group of people who vrere at that stage 

tended to monopolise that come from the better schools, quote unquote. 

And urn, tended to be in the leadership posetions and in places like 

in NUSAS and the S. R.C. And it was partly for those reasons rather 

than directly uolitical reasons ••• became political reasons as well, 

that I was sligh~ outside of NUSAS and regarded myself as to the left 

a bit. Of course at that stage NUSAS was not what it is now - it was 

more liberal an organisation. Ah, t here was quite a lot of allusions 

as well in regard to the leading role of white students and so on. 

Point one of students and two of white s tudents because the period ~n 

about mid •6os through to early '70s was one characterised by the 

demolition of the black mass organisations - ah, sort of going under­

ground and forced into exile and imprisonment or just death or of 

millions or thousands of people who'd been involved in mass ops •• up­

surge of the '50s and early •6os . And in a curious sort of way, its 

something I mentioned earlier in that speech at Wits that the sort of 

~ish liberal campuses they're called, Wits and U.C.T. specifi cally 

ina.eJ.ne th(>Jr :--elves taking up the mantle of the ~truggle, which in a 

sense they were doing. The political events that hit the headlines 

locally as well as internationally, were often s tudent demonstrations 

in Cape Town or Jo'berg - demon~trations at St. Georges Cathedral steps 

or whatever, and quite allot of police harassment and so on. But that 

situation~ produced two illuPions: One, th~eading role of Rtudents and 

twc ~he leading role of white students and of a kind of liberal attitude, 

or soci<:tl democratic attitude. \fhich urn, also fed in to the whole am­

bience of the period, sort of late •6os early '70s internationally where 

~tudents I mean there , .. ere a whole lot of theorists like Marcuf.'le and 

Sart~ and so on proclaiming students a~ being in the vanguard of the 
,. 

struggle of the world and students •• you s ee. ~o it was kind of fell in 

t o that kind of situation as well. I think that ••• I was fairly critical 

of those things early on, from probably quite sectarien left position. 

And very hard not to be either of the one , kind of mainstream liberal 

thing or sectarian left becau!"e the al te :nnati ves \veren' t eaRy to find. 

I guess from the early '70s I was aware or trying to become aware more 

and it \-ras very hard t o get information about the ANC Qol SACP and PO on. 

And was aware that t hos e were probably the leading organisations that 
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ANS one needed to learn from but how in early I970 •• In ~ . A ••• 

JF Can you remember how you became aware fir~t - wa~ i t something said 

in the home or something that you read or meet s omeone1 

M1S Urn, there were people I met on campu~ basically one or two urn, in f act 

someone who finally got Pentenced in •• and ended up in Pretoria doing 6 

years ) ·foMy ~oQiday, had been an early influence . He was • • he 'd been 

quite a young pers on in the early •6os but he'd been •••••• 

begun to be involved in underground politics basically when things were 

wiped out and I think because he was so young and peripheral they hadn't 

• • • quite got to him, in the early •6os. So he was st i ll around. I was 

in many ways, deuending ho\'T you look at it, I mean, I look at it as 

being extremely fortunate, that was personal luck, more than anything 

that ah, via •• • sort of personal friendship I met him and that enabled 

me to get some information about traditions that had prevailed and so 

f ort h. Yes, I mean that was very important for me. But very hard in 

that if you . . . books were banned, books still are banned but tend t o 

float around a little more freely. The cops a re just a lot more stret­

ched now tha~ they were - a t that Ptage you know one had a Pens e of 

them breathing do>m your - :back and that you >vere likely to eet caught 

doing sat of the mn8t minor things, like having a banned copy of this 

or that. And people were very frightened and s cared and everything was 

very fragmented s o it wa s extremely difficult to get information about 

what had happened in the I950s and early '60s. And • • occasionally some­

one would 8tumble acros s in a seconil hand bookshop a book written by 

G~~~~ ~~~& ' the Peasant Revolt' or Eddy Roux' s book li~~ger than 

Rope ' or something- its now not banned, it i s around but at that stage 

they were ••• there were one or two copies around and people would copy 

them •• you know they were worth their weight in gold. We had tiny little 

reading groups, basically trying to find out about that past, discuss 

it and unders tand the s ituation. Urn, I had no black friends, I mean my 

whole political conversion, um ••• to become a participant in a national , 
democratic s truggle was basicallyha broad bla ck majority in S.A.-

was full of a totally intellectual convers ion. I met a couple of so 

called Coloured s tudents at U.C.T. and was fairly friendly with them 

but they'd come out of that s ort of ~ity ~ovement tradition and had • • 

didn't, you know, know very much about •• • the '50s and early •60s and 

the ANC and s o on. In 80 far as they did they had a very di storted 

picture. 
. what so But I literally had no African fr~ends~ ever and no contacts 
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ANS into the town~hips . People were very ~cared of tho~e contacts, I mean, 

it t·rould have been •• an under"'tandably •• pr bably any attempt on my T)art to •• 

or either a small group of friends had to kind of go out there and speak 

to people would have been met with con~iderable su~picion and ~o on. 

And we were very aware and didn't want to embarass people but in any case 

we didn 't really know who the people were and how one would go about 

doing that and all, in any care. So we were reading the ~ort of classics 

you know, ah, Marxi~m and ••• LeniniPm and so on, when we could get hold 

of them and that wa~n ' t easy and drips and drabs of things about the S.~. 

~truggle . I actu2lly tracked down a copy of Simons and qimons ah, and 

again that was something that was ••• so as a result of that now this i s 

probably from the late ' 60s and &'70s in those years the ••• it was quite 

an intellectual kind of political activity that I was i nvolved in - we 

tried t o be a bit of a ginger group on the campus , try and ~h ift NUSAS 

left or in a left wing direction and we concentrated on running seminars 

and putting up publications and that ~ort of thing. Po it was quite 

intellectual, theoretica l and very educational and in s o far as we were 

recovering s ome of the traditions of the ' 50s and •6os it was ••• more at 

the level of ideas and less at the level of the real essence of tho~e 

periods in any ability to mobiliPe tens of thousands of people and con­

duct mas s ~truggle. Obviourly, I mean it was an ab~traction for us in 

the period of l ate '60s early '70s . Ok, urn that kind of work and reading 

etc- shall we stmp I think that will •••• (nn se) (Come in ••• ) 

I think it \'Tas also quite significa nt the attitudes that prevailed at 

that rct age amongst the small litt le group of people that I was involved 

with, urn, inevitably I guess ••• ja, ok. Then ••• in the cours e of the early 

'70s •• became ••• ja, ok sure ••• increasingly a\-rare of the need to link up 

with urn, the underground organisations and at this ~tage slowly s lowly 

there were beginnin~ to be pamphlets circulating/produced inside the 

country by t he underground movement basically the ANC which made one aware 

of t heir existence underground but in a very tenuous way at that s t age. 

no doubt. And I remember al ~o at that s tage still going t hrough the 

pamphlets and always being hel~of a relieved to find that down on the 

sort of third last s entence or whatever in the pamphlet the slogans 

come urn, there would normally be a sentence or two saying that urn, whites 

also have a role in the s truggle. So ah, again the one •• in a sens e one 

did have a place in1he struggle, one believed in it and it was something 

of an abstract belief. And of course no\-1 you must remember that one saw 

the beginnings of Black Consciousness and so c:w. being f ormed as well 
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ANS I f ound my~elf being in qui t e a lot of ~ympathy with that kind of ideo­

logy becau s e urn, a~ I wa~ naying that small group of people I was involv­

ed with were al s o ••• took a considerable •• some dis tance •• sort of set itself 

apart somewhat from NUSAS pr obably for sectar •• I mean I t hink our duty 
~oui:::i ~ bC2Q.I\ 

would have been much,looking back,Ato have worked much more within NUSAS 

and to have transformed it in that way rather than to s ort have nibbled 

at it from out s ide. But~~1 leas t some of whqt 0ASO wa~ saying you know, 
V.)£~ 

corresponded with l-rhat"' that NUSAS wal: often rather liber al, r at her patron-

i s ing, rather f or getful of the f act that the majority of people were 

black and so f orth, in S.A. and that the struggle was going to have to b9 

lead l ar gly by black people - mobilise black people. So in a ~ense we 

obviously found ••• there were some themes in •• that echoed our concern and 

worries as well. But the critiques were coming from very different 

places , from by and large, I guess, th~~iti ue of NUSAS was if anything 

from the right rather than from the left. Whereas ours was from the sort 

of ••• dogmatic lefttnos ition. But it certainly didn't help us, I mean in crea e now a 
that it didn't ~bridge now for us and ah, they were often conflating 

liberali sm wit h socialism and co~unism and foreigh ideologies or whatever 

the Black Cons ciuosness leaders said that._that s eemed t o rule us out as 

well. Ok then, s o I was invdyed in an undergraguate •• I did a B.A from 

I968 to 70 and t hen Honours in Philosophy in '7I and then decided that 

I wanted to go overseas s Partly to continue my studies and the aura of 

Paris was still in my head because I decided I wanted to go to the SoY~o ""'\1~ 
which i s where I did go to do my M.A. in Philos ophy. But a ma jor part 

of my reason for wanting to go overseas was in fact to e stabli sh contact 

with the ANC and to offer my services to them with a view to coming 

back and working in whatever capacity they should ask •• • which I did do 

when I was out an~um •••• I was asked t o come back here and be involved 

in producing und.erground propaea.nda, leaflet l> nnr, "O forth on behalf of 

the ANC and SACP. 

JF Can you just talk a bit about that - I mean my focus i s white~ and their 

r ole (Right) urn, with all that ~earching for your place and getting ju~t 

affir mations so infrequently. ~id you feel when you made the contact 

- was there any i ssue about race? Was that an important v~ication , 

er, the respons e? I mean did you feel even there •• waP it blacks you 

dealt with and t ell me something about t hat? 

ANS Ja ••• I think I'd be anxiourt not to,.,obvious ly part of them •• the •• of knock-
around in ~y head would be that kind of motivation to put .myself on 
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ANS on s ide with the broad majority of South African8 e1nd to thro;., myl"'elf 

in ~houlder to shoulder with them in · the i r ~truggle and I saw this 

a~ the way of doing tha t . I ' d be anxiou~ not to collap~e it entirely 

into •• • ~ort of ~er~ onal ~alvation type motivation . I ' m ~ure that in 

the case of any white making that kind of commitment you will find ~orne­

thing of that pref'ent in ••• knockine around in the f' et of motivntions 

that would lead to that eort of deci s ion . But urn , I think even at that 

r tage now I was quite young then, but certainly now you know the deci­

s ion wa~ al~o a politica l decj~ion and not ju~t a perRonal one . I ~ay 

that becau~e I think that is e ctu~lly quite a •• • its a bit of a ryndrome 

f or libera l t hr ough to left white~ in. c . ~ . that urn political commitment 

ought to easily become a kind of pers onal trip where one i~ a;.suaging 

one ' c guilt and things like thi ~ and urn I thi nk that the fir~t t ing 

I picked up in making the approachef" that I did when I \iaf' overs eas to 

the organi~ation1 wa~ that they were very keen to sort out and be clear 

thot my motivat ions weren ' t nrimarily of that k i nd - that there were 

political motivations and they ;-1ere very ins i s tent that my task was to 

go ba ck and be effective1not go ba ck and be caught . If you read Nadine 

Gordimer ' s novels , particularly~urge~ ' ~ Daughter ' you could be left 
\<Uf:'m NG'-.. 1"\CH) (no 

with the impression that - I raired thi ~ a~g ~avew' t ~ spoken to 

her about it - that Rosa >iho ' s the Burger ' s Daughter fi na ly re f' ol ved 

her persona l conflict problems by coming back on a mi l"'si on probably not 
b~ 

really succeeding in actually •• in commnting anythin~baqi cally • •• puttine 

herself ~ymbolically onside, going to jail and s o f orth and taking on 

herself a sort of suffering which i P a l Po redeeming kind of ~uffering. 

Now, I think that that is a motiva tion but one that one haP to di spel 

or at least repress or make rure its not the dominant motiva tion for 

political engagement if one ' r a white nerson in S .A. You ' re very keen 

t o be ins i s tent on that thing •• . coz ah, it happened a bit i.n the ' 60s 

with rome people, probably con~iderably with ARM people - there was a 

bit of a kind of martyr thing - throw ours elves into the jaws of the~~~ 

monr ter , get caught, never mind, it ' ll ~how white people are urepared 

to suffer and sacrifice. Now that ~ymbolic dimens ion i s important clear­

ly in the str uggle and figures like Bram Fis cher and Dennis Goldberg 

when he was inside , had t hat kind of symbol i c impact , on people that 

whites too were in jail and Nere prepared to die if necessary. But my 

ma jor task was to be politically effective ; to take the s truggle for ward 

in small ways , so far as I was able to do it and not to get caught and 

not to be a symbol and urn ja; and that was impressed upon me, very 

s trongly by te people who were training me . And it was certainly some-
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ANS ~omething that rang meny bell ~ for me which I appreciated and you know, 

did want my motivation to be political and not pPychological in the 

first instance . No doubt there are psycholo~ical factors knocking around 

in any ~ort of decirion. 

JF This i~ ju~t really important because as I said alot of people I talked 

with have skirted that central i ssue which i s ultimately what I'm trying 

to deal l·Ti th. (Right) Um , I don •t knoH if I can ask the que~tion ••• 

I will but I guess maybe if you ' d say a bit more about going there aP a 

white and I mean the way you Here dealt Hith that made you really under-

s tand that; \'/as it blackr- you dealt with and 1-rere you rir:ht ·away 

made to feel that you Here being treated the 1-1ay someone w~o ' d come out 

of Sovteto \-Tould be treated or •• I mean I don ' t kno'I-T •••• ? 

ANS Um ••• ja •• I think so, ja, I f'ay tho~ Hould be the fir~t thing. But I was 

firstly I waPn' t you knO'Iv, f Ated an f'ome kind of someone \-Tho ' f' made 

some great ::;acrifice for being white which I \-Tould hate to be the ca:::e, .• 

\-Tould' ve hated to be the caPe ; I wa"' treated af' a ::;ort of foot soldier 

in the rt ruggle urn , that ' s how I wanted to be treated and PO ••• there 
.., .P.1 rrn f'Q.._-;._<,1' 

was ·.,erv:Lce-but comradship andyou know, I think that •·ras important and 

made •• meant a lot to me . ~he other thing •• ! mean, the first thing that 

they did was they gave me a lot of horrific material to read about the 

interogations, f'o litary confinement and so on that people have experienced 

on~ in S.A. then two, around the world1 urn in Algeria, in •• during the 

Nazi occupation of Central Europe and so forth . Accounts of interogatian. 
e -o~ B~ they wanted to make quite sure that my commitments •• that I wouldn 't 

find myself in a ••• torture chamber and being t 0ld by the cops and that 

i s the firs t thing they tell you: oh your friends in London or whatever , 

have sent you out but they ' re ritting very happily there •• Um f'O I would 

not feel that I haR~teen told what was awaiting me. Now I didn ' t really 

need to be told that ; growing up in, politicall y in the •60s and early 

'70s I had a sense that virtually every second person seemed ••• who got 

pulled into detention seemed to end up you know, badly tortured and 

often dying. So I didn ' t need to be reminded of that but I was and 

again the message went home and that was that this is a serious business 

and urn, I wasn 't being lead up the garden path or ••• and the other thing 

that constantly was stres Red to me vm.f' that it wasn ' t a r omantic kind Of 

thing that I was ••• going to be involved in. And alno there is often 

the sort of romantic aura that attaches to underground work . A lot of 
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ANS 
c,.on?t~-19 

my training came sortft of in reminding me it was s log work; it was you're 

on your own a great deal, and that one could expect te~a ions, eiven 

one , the fact that earlier kind of syndrome ••••• 


