
 

 Walter Sisulu addressing a rally in Alexandra Township, Johannesburg.
on Human Rights Day, 10 December 1952
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In the longhistory of the African National

Congress of South Africa (ANC) since it

was founded in 1912, many outstanding

men and women have played a part both

at leadership and rank and file level. It

gathered behind its banner not only the

chiefs and professional men irked by the

theft ofland and the restraints ofsegrega‘

tion and discrimination , but the unlettered

and often illiterate common people who

sought in the ANC an instrument of

deliverance from the poverty and pain to

which they were subjected by the exploi-

tation and oppression imposed by white

domination. Like the tribe itself, the sum

was greater than its parts, the President-

Gcneral the mouthpiece, not the master,

of its members.

Many of the men and women whose

dedication and commitment made possible

not only the Congress of the People and

the Freedom Charter of 1955, but also

the creation of the fighting army of the

people, Umkhonto we Sizwe, which is

ever more effectively challenging the

might of the racist state, are today in
prison. The name of Nelson Mandela is

known and honoured worldwide, a

symbol of the people’s cause, as dignified

and potent in adversity as he was when

active on the open political battlefield.

And with him serving life sentences in

apartheid prisons are many other leaders

of the liberation movement whose names

may not allbe as widely known but whose

dedication, courage and commitment

deserve respect.

Among those is Walter Sisulu, who was

at the centre of ANC affairs from the

1940s until his arrest at Rivonia in 1963,

who was the main defence witness in the

Rivonia trial and who still stands where

he always stood, solid as a rock in support

of his people’s cause, waiting only for the

prison gates to be opened so that he can

resume the work ofagitation,mobilisation

and organisation at which he was pre-

eminent. It was Walter Sisulu, in fact,

who acted as guide and mentor to Nelson

Mandela when he first came to Johannes-

burg?who worked with Mandela, Oliver

Tambo and others in the African National

Congress Youth League whose revitalising

ideas began the conversion of the ANC

from a ‘moderate’ organisation into the

militant revolutionary force it is today. It

was recognition ofhis personal worth and

solidity which won Walter Sisulu the

position of secretary-general of the ANC

at its 1949 Congress where the

‘Programme of Action’ was adopted. 1-:

was Walter Sisulu who was the organising

genius of the mighty upsurge of the

people in the 19503, who held everybody

together through the Defiance Campaign,

the Congress’of the People, the Treason

Trial, the strikes and boycotts, the

stresses and conflicts of the late 19505.

He it was who guided the ANC into the

underground after the banning of 1960

and laid the foundation for the shift to

active self—defence against the violence of

the state which gave birth to Unikhonto
we Sizwe.

One of those who was close to him

throughout this period wrote:

‘Walter SisuLi‘mas not a man for the
public occasion, though he could rise to

any. He was the man who made the public

occasions possible, who behind the scenes

had carried the burden of the organisa-

tion’s work. If it was his earnest attention

to detail, his patient persistence which

carried the Congress and its campaigns

through the country, Walter Sisulu had

other, rarer qualities too. He had the
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capacitytoconcentrateontheprincipal

issues;byhisownexampleofseriousness

anddedicationhehadtheabilityto

persuadethosewithdoubtsandthose

withdifferencesthattheseshouldatno

costbeallowedtoprevailoverthecentral

objectivesofthestruggle.WalterSisulu

didnotcommand;hepersuaded.His

personalbehaviour,freeofmaliceand

self-seeking,reinforcedhispolitical

clarity.Hewasarevolutionarybecausehe

understoodfearlesslythefailureofthe

societyinwhichhelivedtoproduceany

alternativelifeforhispeople.Hewasalso

arevolutionarybecausehevaluedand

lovedpeople;hedespairedofanychange

exceptbythemasses,andhelivedinthe

hopeandconfidencethattheywouldrise

tothechallenge.Asheundoubtedlystill

does.‘

WalterSisuluwasbornatEngeoboin

theTranskeion18May1912.Hewas

broughtupbyhismotherandanuncle,a

villageheadman.accordingtothestrict

traditionsofhispeople.Comingfroma

poorfamily,hewasunabletoproceedfar

withhisformaleducation,havingtoleave

schoolattheageof15inStandard4in

ordertolookafterfamilyaffairswhenhis

uncledied.Walter‘seldersweredevout

Anglicanswhotriedtoinstilinhima

respectforwhites,missionariesand

officials‘buthefoundhimselfincapable

ofservilityorsubmissionandearnedthe

warningfromoneofhisteachersthatif

hedidnotchangehiswayswhenhegrew

uphewouldnotbeallowedtoworkfora

whiteman.Butworkhehadto,seeking

ontheJohannesburggoldminestheliveli-

hoodtheimpoverishedTranskeiwas

unabletoprovide.Heworkedattherock

 

 

sleepingatnightonthewoodenbunks

sidebysidewiththeotherminersinthe

soullesscompoundstypicaloftheReef.

Itwasahardlife,devoidofanyformof

socialcontact,andwhenhehadcompleted

hiscontracthedidnotreturn,butsought

workinEastLondonasa‘kitehenboy’,

workingforawhitefamily,whichgave

himhisfirstinsightintothewayoflifeof

thedominantminority.Thisjobdidnot

lastlongeither,andsoonhewasbackin

Johannesburg,thistimeworkingina

bakeryfor18shillingsaweek.

Inhissparetimehesometimesattended

meetings0ftheIndustrialandCommercial

Workers’Union(ICU)andwasfascinated

bythefieryspeechesofitsleader,

ClementsKadalie,butdidnotjointhe

organisation.Helearnthisfirstpolitical

lessonfromlifeitselfwhenheledthe

workersinthebakeryoutonstrikefor

higherwages.Afterinterviewingallthe

workersseparatelyandpersuadingthem

tocontinueworkingattheoldwage,the

bosssackedSisuluasthe‘agitator’.

Sisuluthenwentontheusualroundof

jobsopentounskilledanduntrained

workers,findingemploymentwitha

successionofwhiteemployerswhose

generalbehaviouranddemeanourfired

hisnationalspirit.Hemadeastudyof

Xhosahistoryandwroteaseriesof

articlesaboutnationalheroesforthe

BantuWorld,awhite-ownedpaper

directedtowardsanAfricanreadership.

Thestreakofpersonalrebellionandresis-

tancetowhitedominationgrewsteadily

stronger.Oneeveninginthetraingoing

hontetothetownshipwherehelivedhe

sawawhiteticketcollectoreonfiscating

anAfricanchild’sseasonticket.Heasked

theofficialwhyhehaddonethisbut,

insteadofgettingananswer.becamethe

wasarrestedandimprisoned.itwashis

firstprisonexperience.

Ashewentfromjobtojobhestudied

forhisJuniorCertificateandalsotook

partinmusicanddebatingclubs.Hewas

oneofthefirstAfricanstoenrolatthe

TechnicalCollegewhenitwasopenedto

blacks.Bythistimehismotherhadcome

fromtheTranskeitojoinhim,andthey

livedinoneofthesmallbrickboxhouses

inOrlandotownship,nowpartofSoweto.

Hismothersupplementedthefamily

incomebytakinginwashingforwhite

families.

Sisulucontinuedhisquestforapolitical

outletandjoinedtheANCin1940after

hearingaspeechbyDrABXuma,who

becamepresident0ftheANCinDecember

ofthatyear.ThefactthatDrXumaand

WalterSisulusharedacommonbirthplace

mayhavehelpedtogiveSisuluafeeling

thathehadfoundhispoliticalhome.

However,Sisulubecameincreasingly

criticalof'DrXuma’s‘moderation’.

Sisuluwasnowworkingasanestate

agent,winningasortofindependencefor

himselfbybuyingandsellingthebitsof

freeholdlandthatwerestilllefttoa

handfulofAfricansunderthecountry’s

landlawsreserving87percentofthe

countryforwhiteownershipandoccupa-

tion.Buthisinterestinthepoliticalworld

grewsteadily,intheendtobecomea

consumingpassion.Hewasatfirstactive

intheANCYouthLeague,workingwith

AntonLembede,OliverTambo,vGovan

Mbeki,NelsonMandelaandothers.Sisulu

waselectedtotheYouthLeagueatits

firstmeetingattheBantuMen’sSocial

Centre.
itwasinSisulu’sofficethattheYouth

Leaguersmettodiscusstheirstrategyand

tactics,youngmenandwomendetermined

Africansocietyduringtheirlifetime.One

ofthosewhotookpartinthediscussions,

Albertina,anurse,marriedSisuluin1944.

Atthewedding,Mandelawasbestman

andLembede,inaspeechcongratulating

'thebride,warnedher:‘Youaremarrying

amanwhoisalreadymarriedtothe

nafion?

Theenthusiasmandpoliciesofthe

YouthLcaguerssweptthroughtheANC

likeahurricane,andweregivenrelevance

andimmediacybythevictoryofMalan’s

NationalistPartyinthe1948general

elections.

Asonebyonetheruthlessapartheid

lawswereplacedonthestatutebook,the

Africanpeoplebegantorealisethatthe

01dmethodsofconciliationandcompro-

misepursuedbytheANCleadershipwere

nolongeradequate.Atthe1949annual

conferenceoftheANCanewandradical

ProgrammeofAction,whichhadits

originintheYouthLeague,wasadopted.

TheProgrammesuggestedthata

CouncilofActionshouldworkforthe

boycottandabolitionof‘alldifferential

politicalinstitutions,and‘employthe

followingweapons:immediateandactive

boycott,strike,civildisobedience,non-

cooperationandsuchothermeansasmay

bringabouttheaccomplishmentand

realisationofouraspirations’.Italso

calledfor‘anationalstoppageofworkfor

onedayasamarkofprotestagainstthe

reactionarypolicyofthegovernment’.

TheProgrammestatedthatitsfunda—

mentalprincipleswere‘inspiredbythe

desiretoachievenationalfreedom.By

nationalfreedomwemeanfreedomfrom

whitedominationandattainmentof

politicalindependence.’

AttheDecember1949conferencethe

oldguardleadershipoftheANCwas
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GeneralandDrSMMolemaTreasurer-1949meetingsofSamKahn,Communist

General,whileWalterSisuluwaselected

theANC'Sfirstfull-timeSecretary-

General.Hegaveuphislivingasanestate

agentanddevotedhimselfwhollytothe

workoftheANC.Hiswife,Albertina,

wholeheartedlyendorsedhisdecision.

Henceforth,thefamilywoulddependon

herearningsasanursefor,thoughthe

ANCofferedSisulu£5amonthasawage,

itwasnotoftentheyhadthemoneyto

payhim.'

ThephenomenalgrowthoftheANC

inthesucceedingdecadewasnotthe

workofanyonemanorgroupofmen

butwasachannellingofthemassrevolt

ofthepeopleagainstintensifyingrepres-

sion.Butthereisnodoubtthatthe‘

presenceofWalterSisuluatthecentreof

affairswasaguaranteeofintegrity,

steadiness,persistenceandefficiency

whichinspiredconfidenceinallwhohad

dealingswiththeorganisation.Asthe

ANCgrew,sodidWalterSisulu.Hebegan

toseetherelationshipbetweenthe

nationalandclassstrugglesinSouth

Africa,tounderstandthattherepressive

stateinSouthAfricawasdominatedand
controlledbyarulingclasswhosepower

wasbasedontheexploitationofthemass

ofthepeoplebothasblacksandas

workersorpeasants.Hisnationalcon-

sciousnesswasbroadenedashebeganto

workwiththeorganisationsoftheIndian

andColouredpeopleandprogressive

whites,allreadytojoinhandswiththe

Africansintheirfightagainstapartheid'

oppressionandfornationalliberation.

Realisingtheneedforanewtheoretical

approach,hebegantoreadandstudy,to

plannewmethodsofstruggle.

Immediatelyonachievingpower,the

Malangovernmenthadsetaboutrestrict-

8ingthelibertiesofitsopponents.During

MemberofParliament,werebannedinl

theTransvaalundertheRiotousAssem-

bliesActandrestrictionswerealsoplaced

onDrYusufDadoo,IndianCongress

leader,whowasbannedfromspeakingin

theeightmaincentresofthecountry.

Passportswererefusedtotradeunionists

andAfricanstudentswishingtostudy

abroad.Publicationswerebeingcensored

enmassebydecreesintheGovernment

Gazette.ADefendFreeSpeechConvem

tionheldinJohannesburgon26March

1950,withtheparticipationoftheANC,

theSouthAfricanIndianCongress(SAIC),

theAfricanPeople’sOrganisation(APO)

andtheCommunistPartycalledfor

demonstrationson1Mayagainstthepass

laws,forfullfranchise,1and,decentwages

andtherepealofalldiscriminatorylaws.

Thedemonstrationswereahugesuccess,

80percentofWitwatersrandworkers

goingonstrikeandbringingindustrytoa

halt.Butintheafternoonandeveningthe

policeresortedtoviolence,18people

beingkilledandanunknownnumber

injured.AfewdayslatertheUnlawful

OrganisationsBill(laterrenamedthe

SuppressionofCommunismBill)was

published,proposingtogivethegovern-

mentthepowertobannotonlythe

CommunistPartybutanyorganisationor

individualopposingthegovernment’s

policies.

Afteranemergencymeetingofits

executiveatThaba’Nchu(DrMoroka’s
hometown),theANCexecutivelaunched

acampaignforanationaldayofprotest.

TheIndianCongress,APO,ANCYouth

LeagueandtheCommunistPartyimme-
diatelydeclaredtheirsupport,andthe

datewasfixedfor26June*SouthAfrica’s

firstFreedomDay.

WalterSisulusaidinastatement:

 

‘TheAfricanpeopleshouldnotbebluffed
bythetitleoftheBill.Itwillleaveno
chanceforthemtoprotestandfightfor
theinterestsofalloppressedpeople...
AlthoughtheUnlawfulOrganisationsBill
purportstobedirectedagainstCommu-

nismingeneralandtheCommunistParty
ofSouthAfricainparticular,theANC
Executiveissatisfiedthatitisprimarily
directedagainstAfricansandother

oppressedpeople,anddesignedto

frustratealltheirattemptstoworkfor

thefulfilmentoftheirlegitimatedemands

andaspirations.‘

SisuluandYusufCachalia,ofthe

IndianCongress,wereappointedjoint

secretariesoftheNationalDayofProtest

 

 

Committeesetuptoprotestagainstthe

SuppressionofCommunismBillandthe

1Maykillings,andtheeffectivenessof

theirworkwassummedupbySisuluin

hisreportonthe26Junestrike.Describ-
ingitas‘anoutstandingsuccess..inthe

faceofintensiveandrelentlesspolice

intimidation’,heestimatedthat50per

centofallworkersstayedathome,and

inAlexandraandWesternNativeTown-

ship80percent.

Thesewerethefirststepsintheimple-

mentationoftheProgrammeofAction

whichconvertedtheANCintoaneffective

masspoliticalorganisationenjoyingthe

loyaltyandsupportofmillionsofpeople

throughoutthecountry.The26June

DayofProtestlaidthefoundationsfor

thejointactionoftheCongresseswhich

ultimatelyconsolidateditselfinthe

‘CongressAlliance’whoseinitiatives

dominatedthepoliticalsceneinthe

19505.

 

 

 

Thenextphaseofthestruggleculmin-

atedinthe1952‘CampaignofDefiance

ofUnjustLaws’.WalterSisulu,DrMoroka,

JBMarks,DrDadooandYusquachalia

wereappointedmembersofaJoint

PlanningCouncilafterameetingofthe

executivesoftheANC,SAlCandAPO

withobserversfromtheFranchiseAction

Council(setupin195]toopposethe

Nationalistgovernment’slegislationto

removedColouredvotersfromthe

commonvoters’roll).Thereportofthe

PlanningCouncil,drawnupaftertwo

months’work,wascndorsedbytheANC’s

annualconferenceinDecember1951,

andinJanuary1952President-GeneralDr

MorokaandSecretary-GeneralWalter

SisuluwrotetoPrimeMinisterMalan

callingfortherepealofsix‘unjustlaws’

by29February,failingwhichprotest

meetingsanddemonstrationswouldbe

heldon6April1952,whenwhiteswould

becelebratingthe300thanniversaryof
thearrivalofJanvanRiebeeckatthe

Capein‘1652.

Thesixunjustlawswerethepasslaws,

stocklimitation,theGroupAreasAct,

theSuppressionofCommunismAct,the

ColouredVotersActandtheBantu

AuthoritiesAct-keystonesoftheapart-

heidstatebeingsetupbytheNationalist

government.Itwasperhapsasignofthe

growingpowerandinfluenceoftheANC
thatDrMalantookthetroubletoreply,

stressingthatthedifferencesbetweenthe

racesinSouthAfricawere‘permanent
andnotman-made’andthatthegovern-

ment‘willundernocircumstancesenter-

taintheideaofgivingadministrativeor
executiveorlegislativepowersover
Europeans,orwithinaEuropeancommu-

nity,toBantumenandwomen,orto

othersmallernon-Europeangroups.The
Government,therefore,hasnointention.9

 

 



 

playedsosignificantaroleintheensuing
decade.

ThecommitmentwhichSisuluhad
declaredanddemonstratedintheDefiance
Campaignwassustainedandstrengthened
incampaignaftercampaignlaunchedby
theCongressAlliance—thecampaign
againstthemassremovalofblacksfrom
Johannesburg’s‘westernareas’,thecam-
paignfortheCongressofthePeopleand
theadoptionoftheFreedomCharterat
Kliptownin1955,thebusandpotato
boycottsandpoliticalstrikesofthelate
19505,thecampaignagainstthepasslaws
whichculminatedinthe1960stateof
emergencyandthebanningoftheANC,
theturntoarmedstruggleandtheforma-
tionofUmkhontoweSizwe,themilitary
wingoftheANC.Attheheartofevery
actionwasWalterSisulu—ca1m,composed
anddetermined,planning,agitating,orga-
nising,mobilisinghispeopleforstruggle.
Everydayforhimwasadayofaction,
andtheactioneontinuedatnightand
overweekendswhenhishomewasalways
crowdedwithvisitorsseekinginstruction
oradviceorjustwantingtotalkpolitics.
Thosewhohaddealingswithhimremem-
berhissenseofhumour,hissmileandhis
warmthratherthanthefrownofconcen-
trationoranger.Giftedwiththecommon
touch,hewonthesupportofhiscomrades
andhispeoplebypersuasion,notcom-
mand.Nobodyeversawhimdownhearted.

Heleftthecountrybutonce,inJuly
1953,onavisittoanumberofcountries
inEuropeandAsiaonbehalfoftheANC
andSAIC.HeandDumaNokwewere
amongsttheguestsoftheYouthand
StudentFestivalinAugustinBucharest,
andhealsovisitedIsrael,Poland,China,
theUSSRandBritain.Reportingbackto
theANCconferenceinDecember1953,

14Sisulusaidthatwhatimpressedhimmost

inthesocialistcountrieswas‘theabolition
ofunemploymentandthetremendously
sinceredesireforpeace’.

Askedlaterwhetherhistripmight
haveantagonisedwell-wishersandsuppor-
tersoftheANC,Sisu1ureplied:‘Asfaras
thenon-whitesareconcerned,certainly
not.Theylookuponthesecountriesas
theirnearestfriendswhohaveunreservedly
supportedtheircaseattheUnitedNations
Organisation.Myvisitwasagoodwill
visitonbehalfofdemocraticSouth
Africa,bothwhiteandblack.South
AfricaneedsfriendsbothintheEastand
theWest.’

Theimmediatetaskofthepeopleof
SouthAfricawastowintherightto
determinewhatsortofsocietytheyare
goingtolivein.‘Whendemocraticrights
havebeenwon,wecandiscusswhattype
ofsocialsystemwearegoingtohave.’

ThemomenthisbanundertheSup-
pressionofCommunismActexpired,
Sisuluwasbackatwork,addressing
meetings,travelling,organising,inspiring.
ProfessorZKMatthewspaidtributeto
himinhispresidentialaddresstothe
“ANC(Cape)on26June1954:
—

‘Asform
necessaryformetowelcomehimhere.
HeisthesonoftheCapeProvinceandhe
waswithusquiterecently.Duringhis
recentCapetourhewasinstrumentalin
takingtheANCrightintotheheartofthe
Transkei,thatareawhichissupposedto
besurroundedbyanIronCurtain.During
hisbriefsojournthere,theysoughthim
here,theysoughthimthere,theysought
himeverywhere,andwhenhehadalready
returnedtoheadquarters,theywerestill
seeking.’

——-——”l

 

 

Afewdayslatertheauthoritiesonce

againusedtheSuppressionofCommunism
ActinanattempttodecapitatetheANC.
PresidentLutuliwasconfinedtothe
TugeladistrictofNatalwherehishome
wassituated,andSisuluwasbannedfrom

gatheringsfortwoyearsandorderedto
resignasSecretary-GeneraloftheANC
within30days.Sisulusaid:

 

“*
‘Thetimehaspassedwhenthey[the
government]couldrulethecountryasif
we,thepeople,didnotexist.Thetimeis
againstthem,theworldisagainstthem.
Weontheotherhandareencouragedby
thegreatspiritofthepeopleofSouth
Africa,bythegrowthofthenational
liberatorymovement,bytheunpreceden-
tedpoliticalconsciousnessofthepeople
andbythefactthatthetruthiswithus.
Weenjoytheconfidenceofthewhole
worldinthisnobleandjusttaskforwhich
wearepledgedtofightuntilthedawnof
freedom.’

InatattempttomakesurethatSisulu
wasimmobilised,thesecuritypolicebegan

tosubjecthimtoanever-inereasingregime
ofsurveillanceandharassment.InJuly

1954,onedayafterthebanningnotice
wasservedonhim,Sisuluwasarrested

togetherwithFreddieMorris,theTrans-

vaalprovincialsecretaryoftheANC,at
thedinnertableofBloemfonteinAfrican
businessmanMrKeiloeandhauledoffto
thepolicestationwherehewasdetained
fortwonights.Hewaschargedwith
attendingagathering‘topartakeof,orbe
presentwhilstotherspartakeofrefresh-
ment(inthenatureofteaand/orsome

suchotherliquidrefreshment,and/or
ediblesand/orameal)’and‘tolistento

 

 

 

whatoneormoreoralloftheother
personspresenthadtosayaboutany
matter...and/ortohavesocialintercourse.’

ItwasallegedthatANCmattersandpre—

parationsforameetingweretobedis-

cussedoverthedinnertable.

Sisuluwassentencedtothreemonths’

imprisonmentintheKroonstadmagis-

trate’scourtbutwasacquittedonappeal.
Sisuluwasoneofthe156arrestedon

6December1956,inthetreasontrial,

andwasoneofthekeyaccusedwho

enduredthefullagonyofthatordealup
tothemomentofacquittalon29March
1961.Duringthe1960stateofemergency
alltheaccusedinthisbatchweredetained
injailforfivemonths.InOctober1961,
Sisuluwasstoppedinthestreetin
JohannesburganddriventoSpecial
Branchheadquarters,servedwithafive-
yearbanningorder,detainedforthenight
andlatersentencedtoR30or90daysat

theFordsburgNativeCommissioner’s
Courtfornothavingareferencebook.

AfewdayslaterSisulu,AlfredN20

andLilianNgoyiwerearrestedataparty

atLilianNgoyi’shome,butafterspending
threedaysinjailthechargesagainstthem

weredropped.

Followinghisthirdarrestintwo

months,SisuluappearedintheJohannes-
burgmagistrate’scourtinJanuary1962
andwasremandedincustodyfor10days
underthe‘nobail’Act.Hewascharged
withforginghispassand,afterspending
12daysinprison,releasedonR50bail.

InApril1962,Sisulu,Ahmed‘Kathrada
andBenTurok,nationalsecretaryofthe
CongressofDemocrats,werearrestedin
Kathrada’sflattalkingtoaforeign

journalist.Twomonthslaterthecharges
againstthemweredropped.

InJune1962Sisuluwasarrestedand
chargedundertheSuppressionofCom-15

 



 
 

of iepealing the long-existing laws differ-

entiating between European and Bantu.’

The Defiance Campaign was launched

on the second anniversary of Freedom

Day, 26 June 1952, and in all about 8,000

people in various parts of the country

went to jail for defying the unjust laws.

Sisulu himself was a member of a group

of 52 Africans and Indians, led by the

veteran Indian Congressman Nana Sita,

who entered Boksburg location without

permits. He was fined £1 with the alterna-

tive of seven days’ imprisonment, but not

before he had told the court:

‘Our position has so worsened that today

white South Africa has put in office a

government which has closed all constitu-

tional channels between itself and my

people and whose barbarous and godless

policies have shocked enlightened people

all over the world. As an African and

national secretary of the Congress I cannot

stand aside on an issue which is a matter

of life and death to my people. My duty

is perfectly clear — it is to take the lead

and to share with the humblest of my

countrymen the crushing burden imposed

on us because of the colour of our skins.

‘In conclusion, I wish to make this solemn

vow and in full appreciation of the conse-

quences it entails. As long as I enjoy the

confidence of my people, and as long as

there is a spark of life and energy in me, I

shall fight with courage and detemiination

for the abolition of discriminatory laws

and for the freedom of all South Africans

irrespective of colour or creed.’

Later in the year Sisulu and 19 others

were rearrested and charged under the

 

 

 

 

10 Suppression of Communism Act for their I

part in organising the Defiance Campaign.

They were sentenced to nine months’

imprisonment, suspended for two years,

Judge Rumpff remarking that their

offence amounted to ‘statutory commu-

nism’ under the Act but had nothing to

do with ‘what is commonly known as

communism’. He added that he accepted

‘the evidence that you consistently advised

your followers to follow a peaceful course

of action and to avoid violence in any

shape or form.’

Having been convicted under the Act,

Sisulu became liable to administrative

action by the Minister of Justice, who

quickly served a notice on him banning

him from meetings and confining him to

the magisterial district of Johannesburg.

Similar notices were served on many other

Congress leaders and trade unionists, and

the Guardian newspaper was banned as

part of the government’s attempt to

eliminate the opposition.

A significant feature of the Defiance

Campaign was the meeting in November

1952 of over 200 whites called together

by the National Action Committee ofthe

ANC and SAIC, and addressed by Sisulu,

Tambo and Cachalia, at which the

Congress of Democrats was formed. The

silence of white democrats on the issues

involved in the Defiance Campaign, said

Tambo, was being construed by blacks as

acquiescence in and approval of the

government’s policies. After Sisulu had

pointed out that the limited franchise

proposals being advanced by some white

liberals would have no appeal for the

majority of blacks, the meeting passed a

resolution expressing support for equal

rights for all and the aims of the Defiance

Campaign. Thus was forged another com-

ponent of the Congress Alliance which
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A delegation. at the Congress of tlie People, Kliptown, 25-26 June .1955
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‘Treason Trialists’ arrive at the Drill Hall for the first day’s proceedings ~

munism Act. Released on bail of R250,
he was ordered to report to the police
twice a week.

In August 1962 Sisuluwas again picked
up by the police as he was walkingdown
Commissioner Street in Johannesburg.
Held without bail for 12 days, he was
eventually charged with incitement arising
from the countrywide strike which had
been organised from 29 to 31 May 1961,
in protest against the inauguration ofthe
racist ‘Republic’. Nelson Mandela, who
had gone underground after the strike to
organise the resistance, had been arrested
in Natal on 5 August and was charged
with a similar offence.

The intensified persecution ofthc ANC
leaders followed the launching of
Umkhonto we Sizwe with a series of
sabotage attacks on 16 December 1961.
Following decades of peaceful and non-

 
violent struggle, the movement had finally
resorted to armed struggle as the only
way of defending itself against the
ferocious repression of the apartheid
regime and advancing the cause of
liberation. The opening of the trials of
Mandela and Sisulu in October 1962 was
marked by bomb attacks in Natal and the
Western Cape and demonstrations by
thousands of supporters in the main
centres ofthe country.A1though Mandela
and Sisulu faced charges arising from the
same strike, their trials were separate —
Mandela appearing in Pretoria and Sisulu
in Johannesburg. Mandela faced two
charges—incitcment to strike and leaving
the country without permission—and was
eventually sentenced to five years’
imprisonment. Sisulu was also charged
with incitement to strike but faced a
second charge arising from documents

 

 
Angry crowds during the Treason Trial 1.

 

found in his home by the police which
were held to show that he was promoting
the aims of the ANC. He was sentenced
to six years’ imprisonment in March 1963.

His case had dragged out for nearly
five months and during this period he had
been free on bail 0f R1,000. After the
sentence the magistrate withdrew the bail
but it was reinstated on appeal to the
Supreme Court. Sisulu was again released,

this time on bail 0fR6,000. His ‘freedom’,

however, was both limited and dangerous;
in October 1962 he had been placed under
house arrest (see Appendix). Ten days
later, following the death ofhis mother,
Sisulu was arrested at his home for

attending a ‘gathering’ created by the

mourners who had come to pay their last
respects. At the conclusion of the incite-
ment case, Sisulu realised that time had

run out for him and on 20 April 1963 he

went underground to join the High Com-

mand of Umkhonto we Sizwe.
On 26 June, Freedom Day, 1963, the

country was electrified on hearing the
voice of Walter Sisulu broadcasting over
Radio ANC. It was a typical Sisulu
message —- direct, forceful and down to
earth:

‘Sons and daughters of Africa:
‘I speak to you from somewhere in South
Africa.

‘I have not left the country.

‘I do not plan to leave.
‘Many of our leaders of the African
National Congress have gone underground.
This is to keep the organisation in action;
to preserve the leadership; to keep the
freedom fight going. Never has the

 

 

country, and our people, needed leader- l7
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shipastheydonow,inthishourofcrisis.
‘Ourhouseisonfire.

‘Itisthedutyofthepeopleofourland—
everymanandeverywoman——torally

behindourleaders.Thereisnotimeto
standandwatch.Thousandsareinjail
includingourdynamicNelsonMandela.

Manyarebanishedtoremotepartsofthe

country.RobbenIslandisagiantconcen-
trationcampforpoliticalprisoners.Men

andwomen,includingmywife,rotin

cellsunderVorster’sviciouslawsto
imprisonwithouttrial.Menwaitindeath

cellstobehanged.Mendieforfreedom.

‘SouthAfricaisinapermanentstateof

emergency.Anypolicemanmayarrest

anySouthAfrican—andneednotbring
himtotrial,Peoplemaybehangedfor

appealingtotheUnitedNationstointer-

vene.UndertheBantuLawsAmendment

Bill,thepasslawswillturnchildreninto

orphans,wivesintowidows,meninto

slaves.Wemustintensifytheattackon

thepasslaws.Wemustfightagainstthe

removaloftheAfricansfromtheWestern
Cape.Wemustrejectonceandforall

timestheBantustanfraud.Noactof

governmentmustgounchallenged.The

strugglemustneverwaver.We,theAfrican

NationalCongress,willleadwithnew

methodsofstruggle.TheAfricanpeople
knowthattheirunityisvital.Onlyby

unitedactioncanweoverthrowthis
government.
‘Wecallonallourpeopletouniteand
struggle.Workersandpeasants;teachers

andstudents;ministersofreligionandall

churches:wecalluponallourpeople,of

whatevershadeofopinion.Wesay:the
hourhascomeforustostandtogether.

Thisistheonlywaytofreedom.Wewarn
thegovernmentthatdrasticlawswillnot.
stopourstruggleforliberation.Through-

18outtheagesmenhavesacrificed—they

‘73;

havegiventheirlivesfortheirideals.And
wearealso‘determinedtosurrenderour

livesforourfreedom.

‘Inthefaceofviolence,menstruggling
forfreedomhavehadtomeetviolence

withviolence.Howcanitbeotherwisein

SouthAfrica?Changesmustcome.
Changesforthebetter,butnotwithout
sacrifice.Yoursacrifice.Mysacrifice.

‘Wefacetremendousodds.Weknowthat.

Butourunity,ourdetermination,our

sacrifice,ourorganisationareourweapons.
Wemustsucceed!Wewillsucceed!

‘Amandla!’

On11JulySisuluandotherleadersof

UmkhontoweSizwewerearrestedat
theirRivoniaheadquarters.Formonths
theywereheldinsolitaryconfinement,
ceaselesslyandoftenbrutally‘interroga-

ted’bythesecuritypolice.Somewere
viciouslyassaulted.Eventheirlawyers
weredeniedaccesstothemuntiltwo

daysbeforetheirindictmenton9October
1963.NelsonMandelawasbroughtfrom
RobbenIslandtojointheminthedock
whentheirtrialfinallygotunderwayon
3December.Theyfacedfourcharges
arisingfromtheprosecution’sinterpreta-

tionofthedocumentOperati()71Mdyibuye

whichwasfoundatRivonia:

1.Recruitingpersonsfortraininginsabo-

tageandguerrillawarfareforpurposesof

 

 

'violentrevolution.

2.Conspiringtocommittheaforesaid
andtoaidforeignmilitaryunitswhen
theyinvadedtheRepublic.

3.Actinginthesewaystofurtherthe
objectsofcommtmism.
4.Solicitingandreceivingmoneyfor
thesepurposesfromsympathisersin
Algeria,Ethiopia,Liberia,Nigeria,Tunisia

and:elsewhere(thecountriesvisitedby

Mandelaonhis1962tour).
Askedtoplead,Mandelasaid:‘My

Lord,thegovernmentmot1,shouldbein

thedock.Ipleadnotguiltytoallcharges.’

Sisulu:‘Thegovernmentisresponsible
forwhathashappenedinthiscountry.I
pleadnotguilty.’

ThedetailsoftheRivoniatrialarewell
knownandNelsonMandela’smoving

statementfromthedockhasbecomea

classicofliberationliteratureaswellasan

inspirationtostruggle.Thedecisionof

theaccusedwasthatMandelashould

speakfromthedocksothathewouldnot
beinterruptedorsubjectedtocross-
examinationorhecklingfromthe

prosecutor.

Sisuluwasintheboxforfivedays.

Fromtheoutsethemadeitclearhe

wouldsaynothingandanswernoques-

tionswhichmightleadtotheidentifica-
tionandprosecutionofothers,andhe

calmlyandfirmlyrefusedtobeprovoked

bytheprosecution.Heexpoundedthe

policyoftheANC,explainedtheresort

toviolence,rejectedtheracistsneersand
innuendosoftheviciousprosecutor,

PercyYutar.Sisuludemonstratedthata

manwhoisclearinhisideologyand

convincedofthelogicandjusticeofhis
cause,withoutself—deception0rconceit,

ismorethanamatchforhisenemies.

Duringhisdetention,Sisulurevealed,

hewastoldhefacedthedeathpenalty

butcouldavoidbeinghangedifhegave

informationtothepolice.Herefusedto

cooperate.Theauthoritiescoulddowhat

theyliked.

LikeMandela,Sisulumadeitclearthat

inhelpingtoformUmkhontowcSizwe

theANCwasnotabandoningitshopefor

apeacefulsolution,norwasitcommitted

toaprogrammeofrecklesskillingand-

destruction.Askedwhathadhappenedto

 

thepoliciesadvancedbytheANCinthe
19405and19503,Sisulureplied:

“Well,I’dliketomentionthatbothin

policy,programmeandpractice,theANC

adoptedthemostreasonableandsober
attitudeforunityandharmonyofits

citizens...buttheEuropeansofthis

country,throughtheirpoliticalrepresen-

tatives,werenotpreparedtoacceptthe

linewehavechosentoapeacefulsettle-

mentofallproblemsbynegotiations.’

Thegovernmenthadconsistently

refusedtheANC’scallforanationalcon-
ventionofallpeoplestodiscussfuture

constitutionalarrangements.‘lnstead

theychosetomakeSouthAfricaan

armedcamp...Withthebanningof
meetings,banningoforganisationsand

suppressingofalllegalmethods,itwas

notpossibleforAfricanstoacceptthis

situation.Noself—respectingAfricanwould

acceptthissituation...’TheAfricanpeople

weredriventoviolenceinsheerself-

defence,andtheviolencewouldgrow.By

takingpartintheworkofUmkhontowe

Sizwe,saidSisulu,‘Ifeltthatinthe

interestsofmyownpeopleitwouldbe

betterthatweshouldbringaboutastate
ofaffairswherebysuchviolencewouldbe
controlled.’TheonlysolutioninSouth

Africawasforwhiteandblacktolearnto

livetogetherinpeaceandharmonyand
equality.

TheyearsofincarcerationonRobben
Island*havemeantforSisuluandhis
—

*WalterSisulu,togetherwithNelsonMandela,

RaymondMhlabaandAndrewMlangeni,was

transferredfromRobbenIslandprisontoPolls—

moorPrison,CapeTown,inApril1982after
spending18yearsonRobbenIsland.
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Albertina Notsikelelo Sisulu

comrades not the end of their struggle
but simply its transfer to a new and more
difficult arena. At the time of writing,
Sisulu has been behind bars for almost 19
years, Mandela for nearly 20. For them

 

had to fight for their rights, assert their
personalities. Under the leadership of
men like Mandela, Sisulu, Mbeki and
others, the prisoners have been disciplined,
detemiined and courageous. They have

and others, life imprisonment means the gone on deputations, fought court cases,
government intends them to remain in
prison for the rest of their natural lives.
In March 1963 the Minister of Justice
announced that there would be no
remission of sentence for any person
convicted under the security laws. Not a
single day has been knocked off the jail
term of any political prisoner. \

The Rivonia men on Robben Island,

gone on hunger strike. They have faced
and overcome every challenge.

As Francis Meli wrote recently:1

 

‘The racist rulers have converted the Island
into a harsh prison camp —a grey, soulless,
cruel spot, designed to crush the spirit of
the bravest and truest leaders of our

20 themselves for some new assault, have 
who were the leaders outside prison,‘are revolt against the apartheid system, to
also the leaders inside prison, leaders of douse once and for all the flames of
the daily struggle the prisoners have had rebellion in our hearts, to deter and
to wage against an administration deter- subdue us forever.
mined to break their spirits. Every day ‘This was the intention but...the racists
the prisoners face insult, humiliation and—

. . . . ‘ . ~ 1. Francis Meli, ANC Director of Externalprovocation, Injustice rheted 09W pf“?! Publicity, in his foreword to Island in Chains:ty rants 1“ the name 0f Wh‘te “Vlllsatlof‘ ‘ Ten Years on Robben Island by Prisoner 885/63,Every day the prisoners have had t0 brace as told by [ndrcs Naidoo to Albie Sachs (Penguin
Books, 1982), p 7.

   
lwela-khe Sisulu
 

failed. The struggle continued, on the
Island and off, the fires of resistance

continued to burn, and Robben Island

became nationally and internationally
synonymous not with defeat but with

courage and indestructibility.’

The Robben Island prisoners have
become the focus of resistance not only
in prison but throughout South Africa.
The names of Mandela, Sisulu and theirl

comrades are on the lips of the youth in
Soweto and wherever the masses are in
action — in the schools and universities, in

the factories, on the picket line, at

funerals, church services and demonstra-

tions. it anything, their stature and
significance have grown because of the
ordeal to which they have been subjected
and under the blows of which they have
been stccled and tempered. Nor have the
prisoners been merely passive endurers or
mindless stoies. They have constantly
been studying and learning, urguing and

 

 

 

 

  

  

discussing, framing solutions for the
problems of the country. Many of the
initiatives which have been put into
practice by the people outside have had

their origin on Robben Island.
Walter Sisulu is the man he always was

Holder and wiser, but just as determined
and immovable in the face of threat or
danger, still as positive in his thinking and

acting, optimistic and forward-looking, as
convinced as ever that he will see freedom
in his lifetime. His influence on his
comrades is immense. He takes time to
consider his verdict, refuses to be rushed

into a hasty decision, weighs the pros and
cons, but when his mind is made up he is
utterly secure in himselt‘and an inexhaust-
ible source of confidence for others. His
peers always seek his agreement, the youth
look upon him as a father figure. He is
still the rock of the ANC, the man at the
centre who holds everything together.

South Africa needs Sisulu and his
comrades. They have given a great deal to
their country, but they could give so much
more if the shackles of apartheid were
struck from their limbs. Nor is it merely a
question of releasing a few hundred men
from jail. All South Africa must be con—
verted from the prison-house it now is for
the majority of its people into the free
and democratic society which has been
outlined in the Freedom Charter,asociety
which will have no need to vietimise its
proudest and most gifted spirits because
'they have dared to fight for freedom.
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wnfmedhertoherhomeanddrastically
curtailedher-socialhandwpohtwalwork 142HXLA_-._-15....»
5
‘Qutnothingdampenedher‘eommltmen’t
ShehasbecomeasymbolofConrage,
fortitudeandcalmendurance,-“

AlbertinawasbornintheTranskeiand

the19405shejoinedtheANCWomen’5
Leagueandwaselecteditstreasurerin
1959.Shewasalsoveryactiveinthe
FederationofSouthAfricanWomen,of
whichshewasacommitteemember.

InOctober1958shewasarrestedwith
onethousandwomendemonstratingin
Johannesburgagainstthepasslaws.In
1961shewasamemberofadeputation
t0theJohannesburgCityCouncilto
presentamemorandumprotestingagainst
Iarge-sealearrestsforrentarrearsinthe
townships.In1963,togetherwithher16-
ycar-oldsonMax,AlbertinaSisuluwas
arrestedandheldinsolitaryconfinement
underthe90-day‘ho-triallaw”bypolice
tryingtoelicitfromherthewhereabouts
ofWalter,whohadgoneunderground.
Onherrelease3110waseIectedTransvaal
PresidentoftheFederationofSouth
AfricanWomen.

banningorder.Whenitexpired,theban
wasrenewedforafurtherfiveyears,plus
ahousearrestorderconfininghertoher
homeinOrlando,Soweto,from6pmto
6amduringweekdaysandfor24hours
overweekends.Shemanagedtosupport

22herselfbyworkingasanurse.In1974,  

her,thehousearrestprovisionwasexten- 
trainedasanurseandmidwife.During?

 

 

In1964shewasissuedafive-yeauf’.

whenathirdbanningorderwasservedon

    
  

  

    

  

   

  

      

dedtocoverpublicholidays.Underher
fourthorder,atwo-yearbanimposedin
July1979,shewaspermittedtogoto
churchandthe12-hourhousearrestclause
waslifted.However,shewasstillconfined
toJohannesburg,couldnotbequoted,
couldnotattendgatherings,andcouldnot
enteraschoolorfactoryortakepartin
anysocialgatheringwithoutspecialper-
mission.Shewasalsorequiredtoapply
forpermissiontovisitherhusbandon
RobbenIsland 1‘

fig“Shouttheyearsunderbans:
AlbertinaSisulubroughtupandeducated
Iiéifiv'echildrenandtwoehiIdrenofhér
5deceasedsisterjaswellascanngforseven
grandchildren.‘1yr,daughterL1ndiweis

e,1n.,the;anksofjheANCsomewhere

 

       

 

fion‘ths;tqrtu51andassaultedtollgwggg
“1976~Soweto.disturbancésE
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andlaterwasnewseditoroftheSunday
PastbeforeitwasbannedinJanuary
1981.HewaselectedPresidentofthe
MediaWorkers’AssociationofSouth
Africabeforehimselfbeingplacedunder
abanningorder.Hewasdetainedlaterin
1981andreleasedinFebruary1982after
spending251daysinsolitaryconfinement
withouteverbeingchargedorbroughtto
cour

APPENDIX:
_
To:WalterMaxUlyateSisulu,

7372OrlandoWestLocation,

Johannesburg.

NoticeinTermsofParagraph(3)ofSub-

section(1)ofSectionTenoftheSuppres-

sionofCommunismAct,1950(ActNo

44of1950).

WhereasI,BalthazarJohannesVorster,

MinisterofJusticeoftheRepublicof

SouthAfrica,amsatisfiedthatyouare

engagedinactivitieswhicharefurthering
ormayfurthertheachievementofthe
objectsofcommunism,Ihereby,interms

ofparagraph(a)ofsub-section(1)of
sectiontenoftheSuppressionofCom-
munismAct,1950(ActNo44of1950),
prohibitybuforaperiodcommencingon
thedateonwhichthisnoticeisdelivered

ortenderedtoyouandexpiringonthe

31stOctober,1967,from—

(a)absentingyourselffromtheresi-
dentialpremisessituateat7372
OrlandoWestLocation—

(i)atanytimeonpublicholi-

days;

(ii)fromtwoo’clockintheafter-
.noononSaturdaysupto
seveno’clockintheforenoon
onMondays;

(iii)duringthehoursofsixo’clock
intheafternoonandseven

.o’clockintheforenoonon
daysotherthanthosereferred
toin(i)and(ii)above;

(b)absentingyourselffromthemagis-

terialdistrictof‘Johannesburg;
(c)beingwithin—

(1)anylocation,nativehostelor

nativevillageasdefinedinthe
Natives(UrbanAreas)Conso-

lidationAct,1945(ActNo

25of1945)exceptOrlando

West;

(ii)theareaofjurisdictionofthe
AlexandraLocalAreaCom-

mitteeasdefinedinAdmini-

strator’sProclamationNo27

ofthe3rdFebruary,1958;

(iii)anynativecompound;

(iv)thepremisesofanyfactoryas
definedintheFactories,

MachineryandBuildingWork

Act,1941(ActNo22of
1941);

(d)communicatinginanymanner
whatsoeverwithanypersonwhose
nameappearsonanylistinthe
custodyoftheofficerreferredto
insectioneightofthesaidSuppres-
sionofCommunismAct,1959,or

inrespectofwhomanyprohibition
underthesaidSuppressionof
CommunismAct,1950,isinforce;

(e)receivingatthesaidresidential
premisesanyvisitorotherthana
medicalpractitionerformedical
attendanceonyou,ifthenameof
suchmedicalpractitionerdoesnot
appearonanylistinthecustody
oftheofficerreferredtoinsec-
tioneightofthesaidSuppression
ofCommunismAct,1950,andno

prohibitionunderthesaidSuppres-
sionofCommunismAct,1950,is

inforceinrespectofsuchmedical
practitioner.

_GivenundermyhandatPretoriaon
this19thdayofOctober,1962.

MinisterofJustice
—
Messagesofgreetingscanbesenttothe
Sisulufamily,c/oMrsAlbertinaSisulu,
7372OrlandoWest,POPhirima,
Johannesburg,SouthAfrica.23

 


