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ANS Urn, well first of all if your motivations are psychological 

rather than political as a white person then the temptations 

to get caught so that you could become a sort of martyr,you 

know, are likely to be increased. So perhaps we can begin to 

talk about sort of coming back and operating underground. 

I was instructed not to have~PZntact with ~ black people 

which was terrible because I hadn't really had that possibilety 

beforehand and now I was being told~~ do it again which needs 

to be set in the times. Obviously at that stage I mean now 

with the development of mass organisations ... non racial mass 

organisations contacts between blacks and whites on the left 

are frequent and daily . But at that stage they weren't 

and to be going into townships or whatever would've marked 

one out and would have lead to one's detection and capture 

and danger and other reasons as well. 

So I was told to not have any contact with black people in so 

far as other than the kind .. the sort that any white South 

African would have. 

I was also told to pretend that I was .. I had lost interest in 

politics. Urn, I came back to lecture at UCT but was told to 

sort of to present myself as being a careerist, someone interested 

in getting on with my academic career and so forth. 

Told to cut all my .. I had been involved in a small sort of 

radical white friends on campus. I was told to cut them com­

pletely. 

Now all that is quite hard going - you feel terrible. My 

brother who's not very political but at the same time his sym­

pathies are in the same direction as mine, was .. more or less 

disowned me and was disgusted by this sort of Jeremy Cronin 

who came back from overseas. And urn, I remember severa~friends 
c.orn•~ ro v..-d 
~and oeing anxious to talk politics and just general things 

who were quite involved till now and you know student politics 

or whatever. And the sort of horrible experiences basically 

cutting them and telling them I wasn't interested or whatever. 

Urn, so it was quite a lonely experience that sort of thing. 

And apart· from some of the problems of being a white person 

and all that which .(telephonerrhe white or black sort of under­

ground operatives do have the temptation of getting caught 
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ANS because finding .. all the mysteries can be revealed- deep 

friends that you've annoyed or hurt or whatever ... all those 

unc~~table kinds of things will kind of be revealed, will 

come out and those kind of psychological operation .. um dynamics 

or depresents presumably if you're white or black presumably 

... increased given that white sort of thing we were talking 

about earlier. Ok urn ... 

JF So you came back and you had to - did you keep it from everyone 

even your intimate friends- did you get ... 

ANS I was married before I went to Paris and urn (your wife was with 

you?) My wife was with me ja. um .•. she knew broadly what I 

was involved in but I was ... I did not tell her specifically at 

all. Urn ... 

JF Did she suspect or understood that she knew there was some-
thing and she knew she shouldn't know? 

ANS She knew that I was in underground activities and .. that my 

comings and goings were you know had to do with that. A lot of 

the work: at first I was working on my own then I got .. I was 

... I linked p with the Ratikins- David and Susan Rlkin 

urn, who'd been working a year before me urn, doing the same kind 

of thing - that's production of underground ANC and SACP litera­

ture and pamphlets and things like this. And a lot of the work 

was done at you know in the early hours of the morning or what­

ever, working through the night. 

So clearly it was important for my wife to know .. I wasltold 

that in training as well~hat made a great deal of sense that 
you .• you couldn't expect to be out~1~dn~g~traise some kinds of 

suspicions particularly as the ... you would operate with urn, 

surgical gloves a great deal to8~~~~t~!Hg finger prints on 
things and uh, They smell uncannily like condoms so ... I came 

home creeping at about four o'clock in the morning smelling of 

what seemed to be condoms . I think that my marriage would have 

been in difficulties. Soja, she was aware o~it .. in a vague 

way but had no idea who I was involved in .. with, you know, 

individuals or the details or whatever. 

JF Did she support you? 
67 



Interview with Jeremy Cronin 67 Page 3 

ANS Ja, she was enormously supportive ... which did help in and I 

must say it would have been that much lone l ier clear l y if a 

... 'coz its ... quite a funny sort of life or it was then with 

urn, your emotionally and so on a great deal of energy and con­

centration and your preoccupations are concerned with it ... 

but you're only active really for you know, urn, brief periods 

so all your life is going into protecting this kind of tting 

- camoflaging whatever it is that you're really doing an~so 

forth. Urn but there are only brief bursts of actual .. engagement 

in that kind of work. Urn, pretty . .. and I mean .. again its .. 

fairly consisting of you know pamphlets, urn p~tt ing thousands and 

thousands of leaflets, folding them and pu t ting them into envel­

opes and posting them all around and that kind of thing . 

We also did urn, bucket bombs which we ... where one planted a 

bucketful of pamphlets with a small explosive device next to a 

bus queue or whatever as another way of kind of you know, circu­

lating materia l . Ah , so that was quite exciting and nerv~racking 

but exciting . But it happened in small bursts ah ... 

exolaio JF You should sayAexc~~~ng because you don't want it misconstrued 

... (romantically exciting for sure) coz you know in that you felt 

you'd done something . 

ANS Well I mean that period as well ... mid now say its ... early '72 

came back, beginning of 1974 it was sort of active in this way 

- ' 73, '74, ' 75and middle of '76 when I was arrested . 

The . . it was the period .. ! mean pre '76 in S.A. was really a time 

when one had a sense that the apartheid regime was all powerful 

- the Security Police would detect the slightes~ou know, murmur ­

ing of opposition and there was a lot of defeatism around at the 

time; resentment or whatever of the apartheid regime but that we 

couldn't do anything and I think that ~~ that was why we were 

on the kind of mission that we were really-it was important 

at a propaganda level to assert those organisations were around 

- the tradition continued and that the police could be defied 

- ah, one could get awaywth things . Now I don't know what the 

survival rate is of the underground cells was but I know Timel 

for instance agh, another person who died in detention; they 

said he jumped out of 9th floor of John Vorster Square - he had 
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ANS been involved in the same activities as we were involved in 

- an underground cell producing pamphlets and I think that 

cell lasted for a few months and really it was pretty well on 

its second pamphlet that they were arrested and Timel was 

caught and died and another two people were sent to jail. 

And urn, one had a sense the survival ratews not .. the time period 

was not long and I was also told in training that other units 

had not even got active and that they had got into the country 

and just hadn~t been able to get themselves together. 

And so I remember after the first time that I had produced a 

pamphlet and posted it I was convinced I was being followed by 

the police - I had been given lots of training in counter sur­

veillance techniques and so forth; the trouble with counter 

surveillance techniques is that you get so good at spotting 

tails and so forth that you start imagining that they ... there 

are tails all over the place which be fed into the kind of 

ah, ruling feeling that was around at the time, you know, they're 

on top of you and they're around all over. Ah, having got away 

with it I was convinced I was being followed and I was gonna get 

caught doing it but I was prepared ... was determined I was 

going to do it. After posting and not getting arrested for an 

hour or two and three hours and then a whole week I was really 

elated at least now I felt that I was going to work very hard 

not to get caught but at least probably the most depressing 

thing is I think is to get caught before you've had ... actually 

got away with at least a couple of missions. 

Urn, and it lasted for two and a half years which was quite long 

- not long enough. I mean I was not pleased I got caught. I 

was ... the cops urn, and the police later and the prison offic .ials 

~d me you know, if I regretted having done what I had and so on. 

I did have a regret and that was a single regret and that was 

that I'd got caught. Urn ja. 

JF Did you ever think to yourself or did you confront it later 
or criticise later, say ok,you did that,but what was that? I 

mean it wasn't like John Mathews where you could pick up the 

paper and ,l ook the bomb's gone off , I mean (Ja) what's a pamphlet 

do - did you ask yourself that, did you ever get any feedback, 
did you have someone say ah, they saw pamphlets in town? What 
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JF did you feel like you were gonna do? I mean how far did that 

take someone? 

ANS There was quite a lot of feedback, I mean again one didn't hunt 

it out because that would have been suspicious but again to be 

seen in the context of the times: when the apartheid regime was 

claiming that it had smashed those organisations for once and for 

all and if anything they were just a tiny little exile group. 

So to be able to operate in the backyard of the apartheid regime 

and get away with it was important and people getting those pam­

phlets were uh, very excited because they were posted in Cape 

Town, P.E. or whereever we - we didn't always post from Cape 

Town-created quite a bit of a stir. But of course one is only 

reaching several thousand people . Hopefully the pamphlets 

circulated. I know when I'd been a student you see, I'd also 

been at the receiving end sometimes and that's . .. those pamphlets 

are not mine I'd say. Remember I've said to you how I sort of 

read the pamphlets to see if thereWB a place for whites in the 

struggle for one. And two had also distributed that pamphlet 

around and made photocopies of whatever and insured that other 

friends got it and so forth . 

Clearly some people would have •.• thown, would have panicked when 

they got the pamphlet and we got some feedback that that was the 

case as well. People were convinced that it had come from the 

police ah, sometimes . But I know from the . . my own ~onal exper­

ience that some of those pamphlets would have circulated quite 

widely so that alth~uc;rh its .mailing to several thousand people 

several other thousand people would likely to have seen them as 

well. 

But we're also getting other feedback . Urn, from time to time in 

the newspapers there would be reports that ... once I remember .. .. 
having gone up to P . E. to post and in a ieRVrt, the Afrikaans 

newspaper a week later there was urn, an article saying that, urn 

the ANC was operating in a very cowardly way . It was ussing 

foreign seaman ...• who would stop in at P.E ... port cities like 
P . E. and walk outside of the docks and quickly post several 

thousand pamphlets and run, run away. And I remember feeling 

quite bucked that ... clearly this was a response to what I ' d done 

a week before in P . E. 
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ANS The other interesting thing was that occasionally we ... we 

always enjoyed doing pamphlets. Urn, the ANC was always very 

careful at that stage of its attitude towards Buthelezi. They/h~ 

hadn't clearly marked himself out as urn a problemmatic indivi­

dual but the SACP was rather more critical at that stage and 

we were always producing (Zulu) 174 

which was the official organ of the SACP and that would often 

be quite critical of Buthelezi. Urn, now at that stage Buthelezi 

had a weekly column in the Star newspaperpf the morning group of 
newspapers-Cape Town's Rand Daily Mail and sure enough in a 

fortnight his ... he's such an arrogant guy that within a fort­

night of producing an anti Buthelezi pamphlet or a pamphlet 

which in the course of it had various points that attacked 

Buthelezi. He would come back uh, saying that SACP have been 

saying these dreadful things about me X Y and Z and so on and 

he would reproduce a quarter of the pamphlet in his column with 

a view to attacking it. But that ensured us of a wider distri­

bution of the pamphlets was/for us and we were rather pleased. 

And then of course the pamphlet bombs were ... would also cause 

quite a stir and would make a bit of press impression and so on. 

The ... main idea was to reach urn, a cor~, a grapof people in the 

townships basically and to provide them with~ome kind of politiali 

guidance and leadership and so on. We weren't producing the 

pamphlets, or most of them, most of them the copy was produced 

... came in from overseas from the Central Committee or whatever 

of the various organisations. But we also did produce our own 

for Gane which enabled us to act more immediately to events -

obviously it came out in .. as .. supporters of ANC but not in the 

name of the ANC because we weren't empowered obviously to write 

ANC pamphlets. Urn ... 

JF Did you have a list of names of people (Ja) ... And Mupane -how 

was it identified as the bottom- friends of the ANC or ... ? 

ANS Yes, yes I don't think we actually said that but .. it was quite .. 

it didn't say that it came particularly from anybody - it was 

pretty clear that it did come from .. at the very least from friends 

of the ANC, ja. 

JF Did you find that more and more interesting and stimulating 
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JF actually to be able to write something? It was quite stimu­

lating to get something and see what the line was and be ... ? 

ANS Well, both. Obviously they were serving different purposes 

the one urn, it was ... useful for us to know what the .. um .... 

coz again urn, presumably organisations operating their headquar-
ct~r­

ters overseas also had great difficulty in having an ... a Apicture 

of what was happening inside S.A. but inside S.A. it was 

equally difficult, more difficult. They would of had channels 

of information operating that we didn't have so it was very use­

ful to see urn, the kind of understanding that wasbeing effected 

/reflected by those organisations. But it was also important 

to act quite immediately to and now it was '75 getting on to 

'76 ah, when we started using ... and so the pace of events began 

to pick up . And it was important to be able to talk into those 

situations. 

And we were around from ... well, we were arrested at the end of 

July so we had a couple of months or a month and a· half really 

urn, of operating after June 16. That was our great regret that 

we ... weren't able to operate you know through ah, more substan­

tially through the I976/77 period ah, we would have been able 

to urn, ah, produce a cou ple of pamphlets which were quite use­

ful and quite important I think. Urn, but it would have been 

so useful and ... to be able tooperate a lot more urn, in conjunc­

tion with now the mass struggle emerging . 

JF What anut the role of you as whites in say the middle of '76 

if someone would say how could some two or three whitesbe tell­

ing the blacks whats going on in the townships? I mean these 

Pokane's were aimed at blacks as well. (specifically at blacks 

as well -JC) Did you struggle or did you try everything that 

was on - did you have to try to figure out what to sy, do you 

think that was something you had to deal with or were you just 

picking up what you t hought to be obvious precepts of the organi­

sations and applying them to the situation? 

ANS Ya, I mea n not information as to whatWB happening in the town­

ships because well, David was working as a •.• David Ra~kin 
. . & a l ot of 

as a journalist so he had access to lnformatlon that perhaps Atne 
stories were being spiked but he had access to them so we had a 
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ANS fair amount of information but what was more important was to 

offer some political guidance into the situation of a more 

general kind. To techniques of you know operating urn a lot 

of people phone up by that thing often operate in a very loose 

way : big brave but adventuristic way often and 

was being used to instruct people in forms of organising in 

underground organisation and so~orth. That was part of the tak 

urn, as well. So there was a bit of political guidance, a bit of 

urn, technical guidance almost - modes of operation, urn, we also 

produced which I notice has been quoted quite 

a lot around since then in sort of appraisals of '76 urn, where 

we, one talked about the ... working class in the struggle and so 

far as we were trying to offer political guidance urn, one of 

the dangers that we recognised then was that urn, sometimes the 

youth were not ... regarded themselves as being in the vanguard 

of the struggle or whatever, and were alienating their parents. 

rather than working with their parents and seeing that finally 

urn, what was going to contribute to the success of this struggle 

was the mobilising and organising of the working class basically. 

Not exclusively but that has been the major force in our struggle. 

Urn, and secondly sort of talked urn, about the problem of ... that 

initially urn, the uprising was pretty contained and confined to 

the townhips - the black townships themselves - and we saw 

the necessity of taking the struggle outside of the townships as 

well, uh through various forms of action which again it pointed 

to the importance of the working class; that strikes and so forth 

would be important forms of action. 

Because as long as the struggle was confined to the burning of 

schools or beerballs or whatever urn important as that might be 

it wasn't really striking at the power centres of the white 

regime. So we -produced a bit of an analysis of that kind. How 

influential one, you know, I mean, who knows, but urn, I gather 

from comments I've seen in various places that it did assist 

some people around. And kind of anticiapated what became a 

more important thing later in the struggle. 

JF When you say that J was quoted around I'd love to be able 

to quote (ja) something but where I mean ... ? 

ANS Urn, maybe I can tell you (JF Later) ok yeah. 
Urn, the .... what else? Ok, then we were arrested in '76. Now we 
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ANS were very uncert qin about the role that we played but ~~ , say 

~h uprisings. lrobqbly ~very peri _p.heral role . But the cops 

were •• • fortunately in ~o~e ways for us ••• well alo t of th~s. 

First of all one ah, should say it was that the other major ••• 

ideolovical ••• major, I mean in so far as we ••• seemingly signifi 

cant is a be tter way of saying it ••• was of course we were reacting 

to the raid into Angola the invasion of Angola by S.A . We were 

not well known in S.A . at the time urn, and what was le' s well known 

was that basically S.A~oinvasion which had been defeated on the 

battle field urn and we produced and circul ted very widely pamphlets 

about the situation which were important . 

One , on rhe level of information. But two, at the level of ge tting 

census • • • getting a sense of ••• that the white regime was not omni­

potent and that it could actu~lly be defeated . And we ~lso cir­

culated that stuff, we were instructed to circulate it not, I mean 

in the townships and so on as widely as possible but to the embassies 

and to MPs and so forth . And it seems that that particul a r act urn , 

really go t up the noses of the Security Felice and they told us as 

muc h l ate r . 

And urn , they decided at that point to throw everything at this 

cell and t ry and hunt it down and root it out. Which was possible 

at that stage because it was r re June I976 and so they could throw 

a lot of ener gies into uncovering this or that, you know , groupings . 

And of course something like a propaganda cell by its very nature, 

part of its duty is to in fact to conceal who or where it is, b~ 

basically to proclaim its existence . So thats ••• certain other 

kinds of underground ac t ivites don't go out of their way to proclaim 

their existence. That kind of particular activity like I suppose 

explosions are not at all equally/or equally indicates that some-

where some people is around carryin5 out these things . 

And urn, thats finally how we were detected was just through solid, 

you know detection work - peicin g together lots of things rather 

than super trail . 

JF Did you figure out your mistake or was there any little thing ••• 

ANS It wasn ' t so much a mistake as just the fact that there were able 
Q 

~~Alot of resources at it . 

JF There was no track that you left that you 

ANS I think that more the problem was we p icked up the fact that we 
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ANS were bein~ tailed um , in the sort of weeks preceding our arr est 

But we were alv1ays in a quandry because you ' re not sure if you ' re 

being paranoid or not or whether you really are being t r acked. 

A lot of times they were false alarms so you have to start saying 

to yourself no mustn ' t be paranoid , you must carry on with work 

or whatever. And •• 

There ' s partly that and then ther e ' s the ••• you don ' t actually want 

to know really you ' re being followed - you kind of find it hard to 

believe that they have detected you . So we , we picked it up that 

we were being tailed or qt least that they ••• David picked up that 

he was being tailed urn, but we weren ' t really sure and so we were 

working on it - er , rerhaps dropping it , you know , playing safe . 

Its •• always a difficult decision because every time you think you 're 

being followed you actually neve r produad ~nyth~f you stop working 

immediately. Um , but you ' ve got to get that balance right a nd 

clearly we didn ' t qu i te get the balance right at that point . Urn ja •• 

JF You didn ' t tell me about how •• very briefly •• how you um got in con­

tact with David , so I mean did they contact you or •••• ~ 

ANS It was via the communication network you know , tha t we had with the 

outside (so were you able to eventually c Jme back and l ink up wifu 

them or •• )Not originally but th~n a rendevous was worked out and 

you know the sort of normal passwords and wearing particular cloth­

ing and what else , so you know , it v1as that . But it was set up 

via communication with the outside . 

JF So you worked on your own fo r how long before you worked •••• 

ANS I forget exactly but it was probably about nine rronths. 

JF \ las that quite a lot nicer to link up \<lith other people '? 

ANS Oh , it was amazing. Ja , particularly because they had had expe­

rience - they had been going for about a year, a year and a half . 

So they ••• it ••• it was very ••• one was operating o-n..,_ very great 

distances - people training you were far away , a nd you coul dn ' t 

ring them up for advice or if you stumbled across a oroblem or 

whatever. So it ••• one had a sense of being ve r y alone - it was 

very nice to . r ut also for a long time we didn ' t know each ••• 

they didn't know my name for instance •• I was operating under 

another name and here we were comr~des at 1~st the ones that you 

7 



• • Interview with Jeremy Cron1n 387 Page 11 

ANS could talk f airly honestly and freely to but you would only meet 

him <nd had to for your own safety and theirs , had to limit meetings 

a nd so on to the bare minimum . So •• it \!as a very intense comrade­

ship that built up but it was crammed into lit tle moments really. 

JF do did you find that when you were finally in prison with David 

that you got to know him , like his middle name and stuff. 

ANS Indeed ja , yes , \ve almost go t to know each other for the firs t 

time almost, properly ••• we ••• ah , ja. 

JF Ok , can you tell me about the arrest - \'Then it was and \'That. A 

bit about ••• the relevant asfects . Again the point is to a white 

involvement , urn would be interesting to me - how the police treated 

you , I mean I ' m interested in that phenomenon of them perhaps 

being most threatened by whi tes like you (Ja) and most probably 

the feeling t hqt you 're from wi thin the fold and there would be 

(right) this treasonous •••• \·:hen was it you were arrested? 

ANS July , end of July ' 76, and urn they ••• its kind of true what you ' re 

saying . urn they ••• well you see there are 1.vhi tes and \'Thi tes . One 

of the first questions they asked me was I Jewish? Because 

that would have explained things to them. And I had quite a lot 

of fun evading the question or not coming out - keeping them guess­

ing and refusing to see the pertinence of it or whatever. And a 

second question they asked me , which obviously related to the f:imt 

was , was I born a Communist . 

Because I pre sume if you're a racist s ·rt of the biological explains 

everything to you and you know, if you're Jewish well that kind of 

explains why you mi ght be tempted to go in these directions. But 

in sume \•Tay or other you must have somehow genetically inherited 

the predisposition; rather difficult to work out if you're white . 

So obviuosly this was a question which bothered them - you know 

this were you born a communist - which is quite how one gets to 

be born that, I certainly wasn 't. Jo n in Durban in a naval base . 

rhe urn , I ' m just trying to think really ••• the •••• 


