RLTTHFTRST- REMETIBERED
'A Full hoduclive
Lile'
A sensationdjournalisticc:.poseof 30 yqrrs ago
links the nameof Ruth Firsr. muideredlast week
in Meputo by a letter bomb. with that of Joe
Gqabi, murderedlast y€r in llarare: both exiled
South Africans, both leading nrembers of the
African National Congreq. Ruth was the 'Joharrncsburg'of the ra<iicalWeekll' Guardianwhen Joe
Gqabi joincd the staff; togethcr they made headlines with storier of the Berhalpotato helds.
Bethal is a prorperousfarrring area in the eastern Transvaal.The rich white farmers,pcrennially
short of black labour, had come to a rewardingarrangementwith the authorities;they broughtthei;
lorries fitted with wire cagesto the mrgistlate's
court in Johannesburg
and thcn loaded them up
with 'short-term' black prisoncrs convicted of
minor pass or ta.r ofl'ences.Once on the ferms,
stripped of clothes, flogged in the fields Curing
the day. irnprisoned
in hcvelcompoundsar night,
there was no escape.Often the short-termerbecime a permanent slave labourer. The articles
on the Bethalpotato farmsled dhectll, to a month
long boycott of potatoes organisedby the ('onges Alliance.hetded by the ANC. SacksoT potatoespiledup androttedat the marketin Newtown.
Crusading
ioumalism?lt wasmorcthm that, It
eas piut or tne continuouspclliticalstugglein
which.Ruth was involvcd tiom her student days,
c.ntjwhich took her into the CommunistPartyand
a leadingpait in the lit.,:rarorynlovcment.Politics,
*ork, all aspectsof lif,:, wcre inextricabl),woven
tocethcr.llow odd lt scundsto $outh ,U'ricans
to
hear people say, 'Keep poliricsout of sport.' Irr
. South r\l'rica everything is political: home lifc.
work. school,holidays.recreution. I mer Ruth
secretly in 1960 during the five-rnonthstate ot'
emergerrcyrfter thc Sharpevilleshootings.With
many othen I had bcrcnin gaol, but Ruth ancia
handful of people had escapedover the border
lnro Swazlland.Bcrbrethe ,..mcrgcncy
endcd sht:
retumed to work undergrolJnd,For a while
South Africa r-flowedrvhiti rariicds to lead such
double lives. It canreto an end in 1961, after
the pusringot' a 90day law permitting indefinlte
gaotltg wlthou t charge.
- Ru.th-Fad-been-assrrciatcdwith Nels,:n lrfandela sincethcir studcntdays;s,rcwasdecplyinvolved '*':th thc goup arrcstr_'d
al Rivonia:shcwts not
therc when the arrests rook place but wils
zubsequendy
arrestedagain.She wrote about it in
her book l17 Days.and Lrtcr in Englandpleyed
herselfin the televisionfilm madeby iack Gould.
Ruth wcnt into crile whcn it wasohviorrirhc
would be anested agan: the Rivonir trid w|t pro.
ceeding, Mandela and the others would recsive
life imprisonmert. The next batch would rcon be
rounded up.
Everything came tngether in Maput6. She headed an international team as rtsearch director at
the Centre for African studies, and droly on all her
rich past to help initiate plans for the new country's necds, projects that would be viable bottr
fronr an economic and social/political standpoint.
Her lust study on the Mozanrbique miner is due
for publication. She workel and lectured, part of
a team with others, never simply as an outstanding
individual. She continued to participate in ANC
3nd rnti-apartheid activities. both locally and
internarionally. Such a combination of tiigfi iniellect
and rich practical achievement is nre in oulA.orld.
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