
,firr-na BERNS'rErN remembers
.Sotrth {frican rixile Ruth First

QAn, Li u LL kA, lqfi-
came to  an end in  1961.  a f ter
the passing of a 90-da1- law
permitt ine inrlef ini te gaol ing
wi thout  eharge.

Ruth had been assoeia ted
q ' i th  Nelson l [andela  -  s inre

their student days ; she was
deeply Involved vi& tbe
group atrcrted rt Btvonir:
she was not there when the
arrests took place but was
subsequently arrested and
held for 90 days, released
and arrested again. She
wrote about lt in hcr book
117  DNys ,  and  l a te r  i n
Engle4d played herself in a
televi{on flm made by Jack
Gouldi

She went to the brink of
breakdown and attempted
suicide. These depths were
reached only when she
bet'ame convincc.d that her
fr ir .nds would think she had
betrayed thr:nt.  But she re-
covered her resi l ience and
her  humour ,  The book,  wi th
i ts  reveal ing inc idents ,  is
sparked wi th  her  v ivac i ty
and courage, yet also betrays
the innate shyness 'and re t i -
cence that her forthright
manner tended to conceal.

,  She wr i tes  o f  the ambiva-
lent relat ions that grew l lP
between her and the inlerro-
gator, Viktor, but does not
rea l lv  examine i t .  "  I  was
practising deceit,  but sesrch-
i n g  m y s e l l ' n o t  t o  t r t a k e  i t

,  sp l f -decept  ro I l . "
i . l , i ,bonte p t 'op le  found her  in '

t imidat ing .  she had a s l tarP,
tongue and was intPatient ofr
fools, and often seemed
short-tempercd ; but the
temper ttnd impatience aro.se

Exile to the life
A SENSATIONAL Journalis.
l ic expose of 30 years ago
links the name of Ruth I.'irit,
murdered last week in
Maputo by a  le t tc r  bomb.
with that of Joe Gqabi, mu1.
dered last year in Harare :
both exi led South Afr icans,
both leading members of thd
African National Congress.

Ruth was the " Johannes.
lurg -'. of the rad,ical Weekly
Guard ian when Joe Gqabi
joined the staff;  togethei
they nrade headl ines 

-  
w i th

stories of the Bethal potato
f ields.

tsethal ls a prosp(rrous
farmrng area in  the eastern
Transvaal, The r ich white
farmers. perennial ly short of
black labour, had conre to a
reward ing ar rangenrent  u ' i lh
t he  au tho r i t i es :  t he l '  b roueh t
their lorr ies t i t ted with w-ire
cages to the magistrate's
coul ' t  in  . lohannesbi r rg  and
loaded them up with ,rshort-
term "  b lack pr isoners  con-
vietet l  of minor pass or tax
offences.

Once on the farms,
gJnip-pqd of clothes, floggecl in
the freids during ttre O*ai ' ,  im.
pr isoned in  hovel  conrpounc ls
at  n ight ,  there s .Nsr  . t . to
escape. Ofteir the Jhdit l .
te rmer .  became a per tnanent
lave labourer .

The ar t ic les  o f  the Betha l
potato farms led direct lv to a

,tenth-forig bo.r'eott of pota.
ttes organised by the Con-
gress Al l iance, headed by the
ANC. Sack.s of potatoes pi le'd
up and rotted at the whole-
sale nrarket at Newtou'n. Out
c f r i l d r e n  n a g g e d  u n s u c .
cessfu l ly  for  packets  o f
cnsps.

Crusading Journahsnr ? It
was more than that  I t  was
par t  o f  the cont inuous po l i t i -
t 'a l  s t ruggle  in  r . r 'h ich Ruth
was invo lved f rom her  s tu-
den t  days ,  and  wh rch  t ook
t rer  in to  t  he Cornmu n is t
Par t .v  and a leadrng f . ra l . t  in
t  hc  I iberato l ' . \ '  l ) lovetn( 'n t .

Po l i t ics ,  wr l rk .  a l l  ; rsptc ts
o f  l i f e .  we re  i n t , r t r i l ab l v
woven together .  How'  oc l t l  i t
sounds to  South A l ' r ic :urs  to
hear  people  sa5 ' ,  "  Kc, 'p  po l i -
t i r :s  out  o f  spor t . "  In  South
Afr ica every th ing is  po l i t i .
ca l  .  horne l i fc , ,  work ,  s t 'hno l ,
ho l ida l 's ,  rec leat ion.

I  n re t  Ru th  sec re t l f  i n  1960
du r i ng  t he  f i ve -n ton th  s ta te
of  emergenc l "  a f ter  the Shar-
pev i l l e  shoo t i ngs .  W i l h  many
ot l rers  I  had been in  geol .
ln r t  Ruth and a handf  u l  o f
people  had escapt  d  o lnr  the
honder  in to  Srvaz i lanr l .  B<, fore
the enrergenc,v t lncled she rt-
turned to  u 'ork  underground.

Shc \ t "as  a  heaut i f  u l
woman :  she dressed wel l ,
l r ad  exe  e l l en t  and  e legan t
taste. l . 'or a while South
A f r i ca  a l l owed  wh i t e  rad i ca l s
to  lead such double  l i r .es .  I t

frorrr 'her own claf i tY of
thought, an abi l i ty tP cut
through to the heart of anY
problern.

Ruth went into exi l€ when
i t  was obv ious she would be
arrested again  :  the Rtvonia
t r ia l  was proceeding.  Man'
dela and the others would re-
ceive l i fe inrprisonment.

The next batch would soon
be rounded up:  es banned
people we were Proh ib i ted
irorir  comtnunicating with
one another. but I  went to
the airport when she left  and
we exchanged last hugs in
the women's lavator.v, the
onlv  o lace where the.  men of
the 'Sbec ia l  Branch hes i ta ted
to come.

I. lveryth' ing came together
at  Maputo.  She headed an in ' ;
ternat iona l  team as researcn t

director at l .he centre for
Af r ican s tuc l ies ,  and drew on
al l  hr l r  r ich  past  to  he lP in i '
t iate plans fol the new coun-
try's 

- 
nL'eds, projects that

would be vial: lc both fror[ an
economic and a soc ia l /po l i t i -
ca l  s tandpoin t .  Her  f f rs t
studl '  on' the Mozanrbique
nriner is due for Publication.

She worket l  and lec tured,
par t  o f  a  tearn wi th  o thers ,
hever  s imply  as an outs tand-
ing inc t iv idua l  .She cont inued
to par t ic ipate  in  ,ANC and
anti-afrartheid act ivi t ies. both
loca l ly '  and in l .ernat iona l lY.

Sueh a combinat ion o f  h igh
intel lect a nd r ich Practicaf
ach ievement  ls  rare rn  ouf
wor ld .  I Ier  l i i 'e  had nev/ r
heen so fu l l ,  s0 prot l t rc t i /e  :
shc was happ r :  theY hay' t0
k i l l  he r .  /


