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L rKadehr Asmal; chairman of the Irish Anti-Apartheid
Movement, returned" briefly to South Africa earlier
this month after an absence of over 31 years. As well
as fortifying his political beliefs, 0' his visit "revived for

him the meaning of the word thomei.
IKISH TIMES, JQNE 19, (570 Matqh ,2 .gqo

_. Journey home 0

the home of .
apartheid

THE LAST hour of the'long
'ourney from London to Cape
own was the most difficult I

have sat through in my life.
The sense of excitement on
going home after so many
years to a country on the
verge of a political break-
throu h was combined with
the difficulty of settin foot in
a country with a highfy condi-
tional and insecure legality.
Many of my compatriots
remained'in jail, .and in a real
sense, I was not free while
the rest were in prison. And
the heart of the entire country
remains, as everyone knows,
cordoned by apartheid.

It was entirely fitting that my
arrival after all these yearsshould
be in Cape Town, because this
was my last port of call when, as
a schoolteacher in my early
twenties, I left South Africa by
boat for Southampton on Decem-
ber 20th, 1958. It was here that I
had spent my last night in District
Six, the "coloured" and Malay
area of Cape Town with its
exuberance and liveliness, music
and gaiety, all' alien to a stuffy
"Indian" from. Natal imprisoned
by anxiety and very conscious
that he was the only black ,on a

' 'very large Union Castle ship.
District Six was soon to disap-

pear under the imfamy of South
Africa's Group Areas Act. And
even in December I958, amid the
Christmas celebrations, it was
clear that the blinds were being
pulled down. The white universi-
ties could no longer take students

; from the majority of the popula-
tion, the "coloureds" had lost
their vote, and control over the
Africans through the pass system

,tand the emergingbantustans was
rvirtuall total. ssent was sup-

presse and within a year the
major organisations of resistance
were to be banned and driven
underground. The draconian
"security" laws weaving through
every part of life and touching on
the most intimate aspects of per-
sonal relations made any return
im ssible. _

ow, 31 years later, I was
returning to, a country where the
ban against the African National
Congress and other organisations
had"been"'lit'ted for over"four
months and political activity. at
least in the cities, could now be
undertaken, though the major
repressive laws SII" remained in

- him up

place. On the Very evening of my
arrival, the regime announced that
the state of emer ency, which had
been the cause 0% so much suffer-
ing and under which over 50,000
had been detained since 1985, was
to be lifted in all parts of South
Africa, except for Natal.

.I was not in Cape, Town as a
tourist, or a visitor, or even on a
"fact-finding" mission. These
capacities would have violated my
personal support for the UN-
5 onsored cultural boycott of
outh Africa 'which Mr Mandela

had 5 citically highlighted only a
few ays earlier. Its retention is
vital, together with economic,
sports and military sanctions, if
negotiations are to be undertaken
meanianully and seriousl . With
my coleagues in the onstitu-
tional Committee'of the ANC -
the bod set up by President
Oliver ambo five years a o to
prepare the round for a uture
constitutiona dispensation for
South Africa _ we were to meet
for the first time inside South
Africa. We were therefore pro-
vided with temporary immunity
by the regime. ThIS did not
greclude our chairman, Zola
keyiya, from being detained at

Johannesburg for over two days
when he flew in from Lusaka.

As we emerged from customs
in Cape Town. we were greeted
by cheers from a crowd of artists
and lawyers, among whom was
the distinguished lawyer, Dullah
Omar, a senior official of the
United Democratic Front and the
Mandela Iamil lawyer. A little
earlier, it hag emerged at the
hearings of the Harms Commis-
sion of In uiry into the official
hit-squad o? the regime, the sinis-
ter Civil Co-opcration Bureau,
that Mr_Omar had been singled
out as a special target. Albie
Sachs. another colleague on the
committee, had not been as fortu-
nate, as someoneis order to blow

in Maputo had been
carried out. But Albie Sachs sur-
vived and was now in his home
town. It was remarkable that so
many of the people whom I met
had been detained or imprisoned.
In m home town of Stanger in
Nata , for example, Justice
Mpanza had spent a decade in
what then was the hell-holc of
Robben Island. Yet those who
had made these painful sacrifices
and blighted their careers greeted
the returning exiles with warmth
and enthusiasm amt rejoined in
their work of solidarity overseas.

We were not simply integrated
into their work: we were wel-
comed home.

But home is not simply a state
of mind. On a wet and cold
afternoon on my first day, I was
asked what I would like to do in
the few hours left before one of
the first branches of the ANC was
formall constituted in Athlone,
Cape ownls "coloured" suburb.
Outside the ttgrey" areas of

_ Houghton and some of the cities.
the territorial partition of South
Africa is total. I therefore asked
to be taken to the African town-
ships of Guguletu and Langa and
the so-called s uatter camps of
Crossroads and (khayelitsha.
Four years ago, over 30,000

Africans were forced by
vigilantes, assisted by the police
and soldiers, to move to
Khayelitsha. Scores died in the
violence. which shocked even
South Africa. Only in South
Africa could Khayelitsha be con-
sidered as an example of "urban
renewal" as the shacks, lean-tos
and cardboard houses are even
more crowded together than in
Crossroads. Thousands upon
thousands live within sight of
Table Mountain in degrading pov-
erty. There is no evidence of
drainage, lavatories orvstreet lightv
ing and the only_sign of road-
works in Khayelitsha was a
rominent notice warning motor-

rsts to beware of large tholesl
The soulless towns ips are

paradiscs compared to these
camps, which are the direct result
of apartheid laws and ractices.
In no country in the word have I
seen such degrading conditions. A
few miles away, in uliberal" Cape
Town, are the palatial houses and
beautifully kept gardens of white
South A rica, in Kalk Bay and
Simonstown, the headquarters of
the South African Navy whichI
visited. out of perversity, to see
the effects of the arms embargo!
As a visitor, I walked in the

townships and the squatter camps
without any fear or trepidation.
The resilience and the optimism
of the ordinary people I met in
the midst of squalor was striking.
Sanctions did not bring about
these blots in the physrcal and
political landscapes; it was influx
control, and' apartheid exploita-
tion. Without redistribution of
wealth in a free South Africa,
there will never be adequate hous-
in , medical care, schooling and
ijo s for them. But some people
want change in South Africa
withoutany real change, such an



 

x

at

 
. Kader Asmal as he embarks on the liner tlEdinburgh Castle"

, at Cape Town for Southampton on December 20th, 1958 . . .
He was very conscious that he was the only black on a very

large ship.

a proach .to be enshrined in the
onstitution of a free South

Africa, through the veto on any
ulaw affecting "group" rights, for
which read racial rights.
These personal insights were

fortified on my first evening when
I was asked to s ak at the
launch of the AN branch in
Athlone. Hundreds of flag-waving
(and togi-toying whites and blacks
_greete - senior 'ANC executive
'members, including; the brilliant
'and articulate director of informa-

' tion: ande'publicity; .Dr Pallo 'Jor-
dan, who went to school in the
area. Two themes received the
greatest applause. First, the need
to maintain "pressure on the apart-

heid regime; and second, the need
for democracy to penetrate every
aspect of the life of the ANC so
that, in a country where demo-
cratic decision-making even for
whites had been re laced by
bureaucracy, the AN , as the
only representative organ to unite
blacks and whites, could be a
microcosm of a free South Africa.
Cheryl Carolus, the young and

energetiowoman who particrpated t
'in the first round of the talks with
the all-male, alI-white represent;
atives of the regime in - May,
enthused the audience with her
vibrant presentation of the ANC's
policy.
In 'the early hours of the next

g

On his return to South Africa, Kader Asmal met 90-year-old Mrs Nokhanya Lutuli, and her son,
Edgar. Mrs Lutuliis husband, Albert Lutuli, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, was ubanned and

harassed as president of the ANCii and "was my guide and political mentor." 4

morning, I paid a nostalgic visit to
District Six. In the heart of Cape
Town, only a few buildings
remain 'of what was home to
thousands. A few churches and a
mosque, together with a mon-
strous Stalinist-style technical col-
lege for whites, litter the land-
scape of grassy mounds. A living
community was destroyed in the
name of apartheid and scattered
to the bleak wet, sand-strewn
Earts of the Cape Flats, awa
mm the aze of white Sout a
Africa. If rossroads is an error
of omission, the destruction of
District Six was a crude and
violent statement of political and
social vandalism motivated by
racist ideology. y
Most .visitors to South Africa

make the rounds meeting leaders
of organisations. Over the past
three years, I have had the oppor-
tunity of such exchanges in
Europe and in the US. To meet
ordinary eople was therefore a
bonus. T ere were many such
op rtunities, often moving ones.

it my second day in South
Africa, 48 olitical prisoners from
Robben Is and and other prisons
were released. One had served 18
years and others from two to 12
years. Meeting 28 of these was a
revelation as it became clear that
their activities, together with
international pressure and the
economic crisis, had brou ht
about the resent situation. et,
they aske , if the De Klerk
administration believed in normal 
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still so many political prisoners;

why' have over 170 ople been

shot dead since his ebruary 2nd

speech; and why are there nearly

' 300 political trials under way?

My visit rto the 90-year-old
Nok anya Lutuli.was an act of
homage. Her husband, the Nobel
Peace Prize winner, Albert Lutuli,

banned and harassed as president
of the ANC, was my guide and

political mentor who instilled in
me a vision of a non-racial South
Africa. She continues to live in a

modest bungalow near Stanger,
on thelnorth coast of Natal. with

; her son Edgar. Chief Lutulils

2 grave remains a focus of political
pilgrimage and his family was
proud that the Irish Anti:
Apartheid Movement instituted a

; Lutuli Memorial Lecture after his
death in 1968.

_Fear of' Inkatha in Natal is

pervasive and there is disquiet

that the government not only does

not disarm its forceslbut allows

a the Kwa Zulu police - aelively

involved, as a number of re rts

V have shown, in murders an in-

timidation - is still'allowed to

- operate openly. There are also

dextaordinaryec an es in what was

formerly my litte, cosy home-

: town. Not only is there a branch

2, of NUMSA, the metal workers'

. union, but also an active interim

committee of the ANC which

organised a meeting for me

attended by Africans and Indians.

. Half-a-dozen armed policemen
were at the door. To rovide
security 'or to intimidate They

were not present at the end of the

meeting, so we concluded that
security was not a
sideration. Overwhe med by the

hospitality of family and the re-
' newal of friendships, my address

to the meeting drew lessons about

the need to recognise the multi-

cultural and ' diverse nature of

South African society and the

rimary conr

t

imperative to exorcise all traces
of ractsm m our behaviour. 1

Two final and random images.
The first 'concerns the' meeting
with the 28 Robben Island
Elrisoners when we met atrthe
mversity of the .Western Ca 6

which was set up as part ofltEe
Verwoerdian concet of "bush
colleges" for the Iac_ks. UWC
was to be for "coloureds", but it
has betrayed the aims of its
founders by becoming art of the
democratic structure 0 the mass
movement against apartheid,
firmly rootin itself in the
struggle. The a fection shown by
the former prisoners and V by
students for the university's frec-
tor, Jakes Gerwel, 'was genuine
and pal able. UWC is no ivory
tower. he government grant was
therefore been cut by nearly a
third. !

Secondly, I now realise why so
many of m Dublin-based: rish

friends go " ome" to the country
towns where they were educated
and where they were born. It is

the easy familiarity of known

si hts, smells and acquaintances
w ich metropolitan urban lifetcan

never replace. Walking downi the

main street of Stanger gave a -,

reality to the statement of a

Jewish-German when she

returned to the German town of

her grandparents' who had all

been exterminated by the Nazis:

home is where you are known.

It is a cliche to say that South
Africa is a beautiful, often.

achingly beautiful, country. l'llelt

this especially when I first: set
eyes on the Drakeensberg'rangei

of mountains on my visit. :As I

left the ai rtgingDurban to

return to Du lin; I read a report
in the Natal Mercury'of a court

case in which-a'24-yeaf-old white

man was fined $21,000 (or itwo

years in prison) for beatin an

ndian to death. 'Plus ga

change. . . 7 . I 


