
Sadis adds,
W  need for activity is desperate, bat there 
must be sane element of usefulness in what I 
do. If the work is ccupletely sensels i, I feel 
even mnra deuoralisei at its ccapletiun than if 
I had <tone nodiing at all.
(Ibid, page 55)

Titst was fortunate to have been aUoted to ke^ her 
wrietoetdi. Generally, detainees are not alkHed to kww 
what die tine is, and lights bum in the cells twenty-fcur 
hr-n-= a dey. J&neS tontor, accustcmed to living by the 

was particularly distressed when he discovered how 
slowly tins passed in the prison. He relates the following 
incident, til the first noming of hia detention, vhils in

“By die way, what is the tine please?" "Wiat's 
the hurry?" van Baden, asked with a sneer. "You 
got a train to catch?" (...) So far so good,
I rafiar+a-t, althoi#i to had refused to tell me 
the tine, I had worked out that, supposing we 
had been woken at 5.30 aun., with the interval 
before and after breakfast, than the half-hour 
in the yard, it would bring the time to about
II ajn. With half the morning gone, I hadn't 
been too bored and if things kept up at this 
rate I wsild certainly to able to obpa for a few

(Santor, page 44) ,

After lunch and the afternoon exercise period, Kant 
discovered by locking at the warder's watch that it w

"Is that the right time?"
•But' it^can't to, w've had lunch already,"
•Bunch’is at 10.45 and supper at 3," to replied.
I was absolutely shattered. Oxild this to true, 
or was this just a sadistic trick? I joined toe 
ethers. I was interested in nothing but the 
time. They confirmed what the warder had told 
(...) the naming was no more than half o"—
I had been certain that it was 
mid-afternoon.
(Ibid, page 48 - 49)



Tirst stwi realised that there are disadvantages in 
having a watch, fear she could see how time was physically 
Eattaiffl,. to move faster. 8ie had to work out a new system 
of keeping time in accordance with prism routine.

Minutes, hours, days, weeks are measurements of 
time for normal living. For the prismar in 
isolation, hours and days go by toe slowly tor 
thefl, to tie acceptable measurements of tine. 
Battier,. 1 decided, measure, '-'joa as the perjM of 
smsfog before and after a meal, before and after 
a ijtretoh of sleep, before and after exercise, 
toCaee end after an intemgation.(C5 oit, page 74)

AlM a  Sadis viewed tires as a series of
significant fractions, for are the
dimmsld iii of the real wwld. toe dcy is ■mUt 
Mg by mealtimes; mtoming, afteenom and evening 
ferther split, up by .activities, A  day is a 
significant peedod, as is a week, as is ten 
daya. After t m  days, the next target is two 
weaks, then twenty days, then three weeks, then 
four weeks, then thirty days and a whole nrmth.' 
Whitty days is alreeity one third of the way to 
ninety days. , (...) Right now I am just over 
hslfiey to the first activity after breakfast in 
the first quarter of the day, the day toing the 
ninth day of the first ninety days, that is one 
day short of ten days.
(op. oit, page 58)

tor detainees held in solitary cmfiuacent, time is 
at once both totally meaningless end the most meaning*, , 
aspect of their lives. %  focussing on tire, they manage 
to survive.

At toe beginning of her bock, First tells hew she 
changed from an active “vertical* person to a "horizontal" 
peram - the bed in her cell was her comfortable 
aanctmiy. Sleep and private thoughts kept her sane. 
Chfcll such time as the interrogators and fear of toe 
interrogations began intruding m  her private thoughts, 
she was confident of remaining strong and silent. later, 
loneliness and frustration led her to engage in anecdotal 
conversation with her gaolers. With the TmtUswim wh=f.



ah« was talking to them about herself, First began to 
suspect that she was losing control of her sanity. After 
the police released her and immediately re-arrested her at 
the expiry of her first 90 days,68 Ruth First opted to 
lose control.

Left to face my second round of ninety days 
I was filled with loathing and bitterness.
(...) I sat on the edge of the bed, still in my 
navy outfit, and shook with sobs.
(op cit, page 112 - 113)

In protest against her redetention, Ruth First 
decided to embark on a hunger strike.69 This was 
different from the type of hunger-strike described by 
Bosnian in Gold Stone Ju<r and front Lessing's anorexia, in 
retrospect, she writes

... this was no time, at the end of ninety days 
spent in solitary, to, embark upon a hunger 
strike. <••.) I did not offer alarmingly overt 
Symptoms to recognize the effect solitary had 1 
had on me. 1 suffered no claustrophobia, no 
ringing in the ears, no voices coming from the 
walls, no nightmares, no double vision, no 
hallucinations. Disorientation was. calmness
itself, without my knowing the extent of it.
I was lonely, I was anxious, I longed for human company.
(Ibid, page 115)

She could no longer maintain her strength, physical 
or emotional - she was no longer able to sleep at will, 
and became ill. The authorities allowed her personal
doctor to visit her and he prescribed sleeping tablets. 
Some time later, when her resistance had worn down even 
further and she worried that she might betray her comrades 
by making a statement, she wrote a note to her mother, 
children and husband, and swallowed all the tablets. On 
his second visit, when he was summoned to examine her 
after her suicide attempt, the doctor said

"You don't think I'd be so foolish as to leave you with that size dose?"
(Ibid, page 132)



Sloap had baan a xefuga in the cap.; new it tod 
on top of ale^lesanees I hei nausea, and 

diarrhoea. It all spelled arudety, I supcae, 
but a- anxiety that had got out o£ hand and that 
I .™in iB laqes control with ay own resources.
(Ibid, page 128)

Shortly frrfnt* this. First tod succmtoed to the 
pestering of the security police, especially 

ideit. J.J. Vlkizis70 .and tod made a statment. She tod 
revealed nm-hlnd of her political iitrolvevent,71 but 
felt caipletely dishonourable. She writes of her feelings 
*ith great arqerlj. largely self-directed.

I tod redtod bade from a precipice of collapse 
but I felt, worse than ever. I was persecuted by 
the dishonour of having made a statement, even 
the start1 of a statement, ffi-ve nothing, 1 had 
always believed? the mere you give the trae 
they you know, and the more demanding th^

laposBihle. to explain such an act, to live it 
down. ti.] was it ny arrogance, ny coiKem 
■ that pooled experjaicea and rules of caxiuct 
(under intenngatiion) were for other people, and 
that I was different and could try my own way?
(Ibid, page 129)

She felt enoncuB guilt at having begun to break down 
under pressure, and to deal with it

s s s z a s a s z
Security Banch have it all their man toy.
(Ibid, page 130)

She is referring of course to her unsuccessful 
suicide atluipt.

First seeasd to believe that her suicide would assure 
her ^wwtea that she had not betrayed them. BMever, to 
fhram outside, her suicide might have msentt exactly the 
oppositei that she tog made a statement and could not



a
live with her conscience, 
that she makes this comment• It is c 
that detainees who commit suicide 
guilt at having betrayed comrades.

After the failed suicide e 
and her doctor, the war on her r 
she knew they would, the Security t
be more specific and incriminating in her statement. They 
constantly threatened to charge her and hinted at danger 
for her family. They tried to manipulate her into buying 
her freedom with a statement. Then suddenly, unexpectedly, 
on day 117, they released her.

Perhaps theydon't know why I was released. Perhaps they 
it didn't have enough evidence. Perhaps they 
I made up their minds that I would not talk

honestly

igry and bitter. 1 
is benefit of 
inswerable for nothing" (page 135) 

Her self-disappointment 
>t like the idea of her 

inability to survive unscathed, 
existed and that she was pitt. 
brutality. This honesty makes 
valuable as representative of a 
(and former/future detainees 
vulnerability exists in the st: 
admitted. Admitting

understanding of

■:r

. X
y?.
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First ends her bode with the words

would cane again.
(Ibid, page 144)

She left South Africa on an eodt pemit in March 1964 
_ fhT** mmtiis after her release on 3rd DeMnher 1963. 
She wrote and ptddished ll? V m  ^  1963' mxI 
participated in a British Broadcasting Corporation
documentary oaatn uu j.u.
arrei’ld Segal writes in his preface to First's book

-
treated to blew her apart.
(Ibid, page 3)
Pdith First was k m e d  by a pisreri bento in Bwaiitoiqua

in 1982. It has be* sperolated that this « s  the only 
way in ttoich the South African govemaent could finally •. 
Bilans, her - tannings, detention, and ultimately, self. 
iMpm-d «lla did not stop her £caa fitting for freedca 
in South Africa. Her detention, 'despite its imnediate 
efcfeot of precipitating an emotional breakdown, 
strengthened her resolve- and gave vpee energy to her., 
fitting spirit.
• Ruth First is only cne of several South Africans who 
wrote of their esperiences in detmtion in the period I960 
to 1963. Hyena Bluntoerg, a (%e town journalist, was 
a syspathiser with ttoa Eto cause, she was detained in 
Cape town at the start of the 1960 emergency, and was held 
in a ̂  .nnn̂ ni call with other wonsn. Her took M S  

i, the roly one of all the books in this category 
not banned in South Africa, and is the only one that deals 
with detention in camunal caifinersnt. Blurtoarg 
describes her ieprisoment from a far more subjective 
personal perspective than does First. Bro major focus is 
on the mall child she left at hone in the care of her



 '% -J

mdta mian.



She describes the manner in which the wardresses 
abused the prisoners, by yelling at them and laughing at 
their movements as they slipped along the corridors on 
clothe and polish. Black women detainees are not waited 
upon. Ellen Kuzwayo was expected to clean her own cell, 
even after major surgery. Her fellow-detainees offered to 
help her, to the chagrin of the wardresses.73

One of the differences between First's and Blumberg's 
books is in their ideological perspectives. But the 
similarities in their experiences as white South African 
women journalists who had left their children in someone 
else's care while they were in detention are remarkable.

Albie Sachs < Jalli’blarvl and James Kantor (A Healthy 
Grave) wefB also detained late in 1963. Both memoirs 
offer useful comparisons with First's 117 Davs. as they 
deal with the same period. Sachs, a Cape Town advocate, 
was detained for 1.68 days from October 1963 and Kantor w^s 
arrested ■ soon after Harold Wolpe's escape in August 1963. 
The three writers communicate with one another through 
their memoirs: experiences are shared and events are
backed , up by all three. First knew James Kantor only as 
the brother-in-law and colleague of Harold Wolpe, and she 
knew of Albie Sachs through Communist Party circles. Her 
eventual access to reading and writing materials was as 
a result of Sachs' application to the courts? First only 
discovered this on her release, but nonetheless mentions 
it chronologically in her book.

First was perturbed by Kantor's arrest, as she knew 
him to be a flamboyant, fun-loving Johannesburg attorney, 
politically inactive, and very different from his 
brother-in-law.

James Kantor, from Monday to Friday attorney, in 
the courts and corridors of the magistrates' 
courts, at weekends socialite yachtsman on 
Hartebeespoort Dam ...
1117 Days, page 43)

This description matches Ranter's own.



antoE #aa m -LiMtad and sucaequmtly charged along 
with the other Rivbnia accused. He was in datmtim at 
torahall Square and Pretoria Central, until' he vaa 

cn bail. The judge in the Rivcnla Trial1, Judge 
Quartos de Wet, discharged Kantor before the ccnpletim of 
the trial, as he saw no reason to continue holding Mm.

a^gratgd to Bigland where he died In 1974. His 
account of his prison experiences (and the events 

them) is in sane ways as flaatooyant as he vas 
reputed to be? it is sprihklei with photographs and 

of newspaper headlines and discloses intimacies of 
the sort which are absent from other accounts, answer, 
the book is significant in that it contains a first-hand 

of the Rivonia trial and brief autobiographical 
pipe** written by each accused. Banter's preseRtatico of 
such, material is historically very valuable.

siw. Sacha, . like Ruth First, was banned under the 
1950. Suppression of Gorounism Act, hut vms nonetheless 

for his activities, (aaohs' father, Solly Sachs, 
was the Airman of the Ganrent Vfcukera' Uhicn, and had 
bedl so often that he eventually exiled himself to
. England. ) Albie Sadie, like Ruth First, had been raised
in fa ceramist family, and had strong beliefs about social 
injustices, Bs too, went into exile in 1965, after
a l^econd teem of detention. ' Jail Diary was written 
jimiediately after his release in 1964.

j P-qW" his mundane aotivities in prism in
a ildiaptea: entitled -A Day in my Life", a lengthy piece. 
Ife: would sweep and pjliah, flush hia toilet, fold hia 
blankets, sleep, sing, whistle, end play word games. Ha 
diiccveced that he could make Contact with other detainees 
by whistling, bit tells how he would make a point of 

only at specified times of day, and managed to 
convey this to the others by refusing to answer their
vSiistlfid respcoses until evening. Sachs inverted a nunfcer 
of other diversionary games, most of whidi he derived frrai



playing with his food parcels. His other major activity 
was running. Instead of pacing in his cell like the 
"stacy-bodc prisoners”, he used his exercise periods to 
run} ca his release, he ran six miles fma the prison in 

a  town to Clifton Beach, where he plunged infto

how he had become so accustomed to 
w nfin»=nt without reading and writing materials 

tiist when he received these as a result of the marentous ■ 
julgamt,74 he was unable to do anything with them: 1

•the paper is dazzingly white and in ay hard is 
a pencil. . too wood feels clumsy between ny • 
fiiyers. I amst use it but to do what? !■ rest 
ay hand' m  tlri pad and wait for ny fingers to » 
start liming. Should I write ny nane? Bu# that 

be silly.i Should I draw sanething? (...) 
there it is: a tiny black bleb.
(Jail Diary, page 160)

Sachs was rot only unatieistaned: to writing,, te ms 
that he might reveal something $o his 

intecrogatoim about his thon#s and feedings, through his 
SCriltolings. He was so ovmshebEd Jy tne gla^ y n to 
seed that at first he could rot choose a single title. 0.

Like First- Sachs was tempted to spend much of his 
time asleep? Uawever, he allowed himself this privilege 
only at night.

fiacm is a refrge, for ay anguish is during tie 
day, and exhausted by constant attsnpts during 
wakefulness at eelf-eecivatim, ny mild rests at 
night. I have few dreene. Hy emotions, 
stretched and bereft after vainly seeking 
ejgagsrent for so lemg, relax when tie light 
goes out. It is night that is norms!. Sleep 
has no geography. I could be at hade. That is 
why each awakening is such a shock.
(Ibid, page 49) <' :

there First had her wristwateh, Sachs had audial 
access to a chiming church clock; Kantor as related above



had no way of knowing. Sachs divided
the day into p a r t i ^ > » 5 ^ g m m t s t h a t  -ti6a" made 
sense. to related earlialr& .he could 'dnly think clearly 
after doing ucwthing goal-dlrec&SJ^ ., >-••; -

similarity in the manaErs .of Sachs and, First 
is the deriT" to write of their,, e^eriences. Sachs
reveals that he wanted to write a play. First.A novel. 
Where Sadis is unrrotrained in his desire to let the world 
know about his experiences. First is reticent, thinking 
that if she were to write a . novel

the characters were me and ny friends, all cast 
in heroic mild (...) ,were locked up in
priwvi naiia and Signs I - was again, grappling 
With life in a,,cell '
(117 Daya., page 71)

Sachs' diiiy JSS rewritten for ti» stage, and has 
beai perfomsd several times in England. Ruth First 
pl^ed herself then the maroir ,was reccnstructed as a SC 
film. | " i> * /

Despite the : imile|it|as and tia shared expeciaKes, 
First and Sacha describe their released;.in different ways. 
Ss already amticned. First ended her^sscir as .abruptly 
and as unexpectedly as die les released. Sachs stretches 
cut the ending to, echo his six mile run to the sea. He 
writes singly "I am free'1- rad goes cn to tell how it 
hyrpmaW. Oilike First, who knê ; that she would be 
harassed again, Sachs-believed

1 have won aid they base’lost 1 <
/.ivn nc»rv. page 277)

He ases not erd his diary without giving explicit
rtov.Ufl of his six mile run. .1̂  attention to detail is
indicative of vhatt he had iseanj forced into doing 
thrraighcnt the 168 days in solitary ccnfiaonent. His run





TOUT

D M zwelcmka's Taiand is a fictionalised memoir of
life cn the notorious prism, island just off C^e 
town.1 zwelmto's book differs fmn most of the pciscn 
ma+nHai discussed so far in that it makes a conscious 
claim to be fictitious.̂

tor varioiti reasons I have writtei it as a wodc 
of fiction. Fiction, but projecting a hard and 
bitter truth? fiction mirroring non-fiction,
true incdoants and episodes, toe characters are 
•all ftstiaial, including,.in a sense, nyself.
/Hotbm taland. page 3)

However, as modi as Zwelonke tried consciously to 
proriuca a work of fiction, •pflftfaen. Island. Ilka the other 
works di spaced thus far, contains elements of the diary 
or the maioir, and mirrors the reality of his ei$erience. 
It is as if he has taken genuine historical incidents and 
simply written them down, reporting them as accurately as 
if in a newspaper. Many of the events and incidents he 
daarrrthsa ggg similarly described in other books about 
iapriscment on the Island, such as Indies Maidoo'a Jalmd 
in Chainn3 and Moses Dlanini's H e l U K W .4

Of the available material on Rciban Island, 
Zwelmnke's rovel has been chosen for a mmher of reasons. 
Firstly, its to to fictitious provides a frarewadt
for literary analysis which may to missing in a maioir. 
Seosrily, awelseke was a matter of the Fan Africanist 
Congress (EBC). Shis is significant in a discussion of 
Hcfcken Island as many of the prisoners cn the Island in 
the 1960s were mentors of the BBC, the African
mtAjiMi congress (ABC) vdiich is the organisoticn with 
wider recognition today.5



In rmiar- to ccmtextualise ZtFBloTto'a novel, an 
historical overview both of Briton Island and of the BBC 
is necessary.

toe history Of .Briton Island is at least
as old as documented white South African history: Jan van 
Rieteeck® established a trading statitin on the Island in 
the 1600s, and since that, until its use as South Africa's 
BDst notorious prison, the island has had a varied history 
of its own. Siren A de Villiers' book ̂ feaLls3sd, 
is the only'; available work about the early history of 
Rotten'IsIsbJ. De Villiers, who wrote the book from an 
allegedly "apolitical" stance,0 outlines the history of 
the island from 1652 to 1965.

De villiers Hcr-whes how the Island has been used as 
station, hospital, lunatic asylum, l^a: colony 

and pciscn. . P- las always beat used in one of two ways: 
af f-wtw as a distant location from which natural resources 
are. inserted,5 or as a "daqdng ground" for society's 
unwanted. People who could not be dealt with or 
.■.■■-.■rtatEri in "normal" daily society - such as lunatics, 

lepyra And convicts - we» banished to the island, vtore 
they were out of si t̂t.

are at least two ways of viewing internment 
cn the island: Erving Goffman's "total

institution" is one vety, Midiel Foucault's "panopticon' is 
another.10 toe ptQ-sical construction of institutions 
ard staff residences on the island is such that 
twenty-four hcur surveillance of inmates by personnel is 
always passible, and the isolated piece of laid provides 
fee complete control in a oasplsta vwrld.

r-nffnym desoribes the "total institution" as an 
institution where:

all mwcfa of life are conducted in the same_ a  J ___ eewe. -4— 1A »1 YMwH tlV.
f - .



activity is .-art ad on in the immediate ccmpary 
of a large batdi of others, all of whan are 
treated alike a«i required to do the same tiling 
together. toird, all phases of the day's 
activities are tightly scheduled, wttft one 
activity leading at a prearranged time into the 
next, the whole sequence of activities being 
incased from above by a system of explicit 

rulings and a tody of officials.
Finally, the various enforced activities are 
brought together into a single rational plan 
purportedly designed to fulfil the official aims 
of the institution.
(Asylums, page 17)

Bs as the ways in which institution
rwannnai are Affected by their jcbs. toe total 

a total world not , only for the 
insatea, but for the persomel, especially vdien they live 
m  the institution premises.

Foucault's view of the institutioi is that it
provides a physical construction in which inmates can be 
observed at all times, whether they are aware of this or 
not. toe consequence of continual surveillance in the 

is a system that provides the persomel with a 
-oawq to i-mWuna fhai-r observation of the inmates even 
after they are kj lessor resident in the institution,11

De Villiers' history fits best into GoffaeoVs msdel? 
although niaii.hug to be presenting ah dsjective social 
histxey, he presorts tie total institution from the point 
of view of the island's ceramne!. tois seens to be
a of his writing about the history of those
"heroic" South who made the island institutions
possible.

His account is twaacd in many rays: Co Villiers 
jgrw tM tia fact that the Island may have been utilised ty 
inhabitants of South Africa before the arrival of the 
settlers,12 ignores the existmce of those people
anyriw a  cn the subcontinent, and gives all the credit for 
its discovery to the early Portuguese explorers. He 

Dutdt and British sailors with the development of



the Island's natural resources. Yet in his introduction, 
he <4=— a toalim shrine, the saeact history of which 
is unknown, "buried in the sands of tine [end] it stands 
today as a mescry of a bygone age" (page xL).

De villiers has used archival docaasntatieo to
/4awHha the island and its status as one of the 
foundations on tbich the refreshment station at the Cape 
was hu."’*. scnewhat prior to van RiekeedVs arrival.13 
Ha early as 1611, it was decided to send Catch convicts 
fran Holland to the refreshnavt station? tiiese cowicts 
left the Mtiwiund for Robben island in tie hcpe of
establishii^ their o m  cccramiqr. They survived off the
island's wildlife - mainly seals and birds - aiti began to 
cultivate their a m  crcps. ttds cammity seemed fairly 
oanlent until the island itself becane a refreshment 
station. He does not reveal what happened to tiie convict 
conmmity.

D® villiers Igpothesises that had it not been for the 
and its natural resources, settlement in the Cape 
have takm at least another hundred years to

acccopliah. Erem 1652 - 1662, nest of the food eatai in 
the new colony was provided by the island. Sheep and 
goats were bred these. Strategically, the settlers 
regarded the -island as a potential, refuge should the Cape 
Hottentots attack them. After sons years, a lietfrthcuse 
was HHit on the island to guide ships into Table Bay? it 
was built from shells and lime indigenous to the island. 
In van Hitiweck used the island's lima for
building in the Cape.

toe jraaj-ar- part of De Villiers' book deals with the 
two established on Sotben Island frem the middle
of the last century? first a leper colony and later 
a lunatic asylum.

As early as • 1662, when van Hiebeeck left the Cape, 
the island's potential as a prison was noted.



There the prisoners were not In public via*, and 
they could serve their tessa of hard Tabmr 
w-irrW'an by chains clamped around their wrists 
and ankles, file sea sunourriing tile Island not 
only kept priseners from escaping, it kept 
unwanted visitors cut. The priseners worked in 
tiie quandee where titey collected blue stpnes 
and shells for lime.
(De Villiers, page 26)

At that point, tte prison population consisted of 
soldiers and ttsfctsttot slaves who had violated the rules 
of the colony.

In its middle yeam^ when the island was used As 
a prison by the British settlers, Rotten Island's bast1 
known prisoner was uhldiana, also kno® as Hxele ("the 
left-handed"), a Xhosa prophet from the Grahamstcwn area, 
vto led the Fifth Frontier Bar against lord Soasrset. 
MBldiana was incarcerated cn Rctben Island, fran sAere he 
escaped. Ha drowned befote he could reach the mainland.

Makhsna was regarded as an heroic figure by tile 
Xhosa, not only because oc hie. inpriscmsat, but because 
of his escape. fit mxe recent pcpular osnacicaiansas, 
MaMiana and his deeds have become closely linked with the 
island, and Rcfcben islani has becene widely known as 
MaWana’a island. Msldiana's ispdsonmeit, and the reasons 
for it, are a part of a cmtinual history of resistance in 
South Africa. His memory gives legitimacy to the 
continuity of the struggle of black people fran the early 
years of white settlement to the present.

Robben island has been oantinumaly used as a means 
to remove unwanted people fma society. In 1S30, the 
government jjaiuved the sick inhabitants from the island 
and salt than to Pretoria. By the outbreak of World Vfex 
H  in 1939, the South African Defence Department bad taken 
ever the island and was preparing it as a fortress to 
guard the Cape and Table Bay against attack by the eneny.
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2. Hft Pf*n rrtviTWW

_  _ rea, tha ptilsiaa and aativttlss of the
Soetl."attto=« Co— nlat Mar (S"» and J K  1«» 
celtod. M s  chapter deala » «  the btttotsr of th. B 1C.

M ,  B C  « a  e«abltihad to 1959 ly M n e :  active 
-^a-e of # »  MC, rfm era dtoaattoflad both «lth tl»
iofluenra' of the Connradet Patty at the J8C and ita
Mlti-tedal- tenrahip « a W '  They «eoa angenad by
the totermttoh of ehite M h  Jfcioan. to btodt 
golitioa, beltoelng that ehite aottotota only
BObtbtt and delty the stnuggle foe todepandence.

M  Mgel’ .dtottognlehe. the m e  M  the B C  to 
, = f ™ y .  ae olato. thrtt the par —  Meottotoble
W  it, atidtot *=t=ri=, an appetite foe ccofeonthtion 
and a taoe-oonaclooa idaotogy. Be pjatolata. that it-a 
a •topnltof tmroaie that nanhitad p x & a  ft™ anyetem 
i„ the coDnnity, tareapeotit. of clue. IB oetaldeea 
they axel conepttatortol, M  eopooaad tatoee an|$oaeily 
bebBgtog to a Jneal, pe.tapLtoltot aoctol onl-^  ̂  
ware oantdilal tod oieouraeceltad to their wteld tiear, 
did not untotatand tiie ccapleeitlea of the atate and ita 
aocletal taae, and tram naive and aiapltotto.

toe origtos of the pic wet® to the etdeting BC. Its
founders — e « C  M —  ( «* Kbotos, MhOfeng,
Mtello, labonoto) «ho, dmtog the 1950a, adhmed to the 
toa, 'acceptable" (tdthto the UK) ideological turd of 
tsotol parity. m«y mgatoed a — M  priturilyu 
“aftdoana" rather than •Blacta": their notion of tacial 
indty arteoied to the erctoato- of "other" btoct M u m ,  
M ,  -  M  - M M .
th. "radical" eleuat of the B C  ehtob prmotto »  
all-race clau stm«to. tooototo, to th. M m »  
"jurists", the "radicals" «em mder the toflnence of the 
vjiite dmimted SBCP.



Initial manifestations of dissent began in the JfflC 
Youth League. Potlake Leballo, Z^h Ifothopeng, Peter 
Habamkn and others were anrng the taadiars tiro had lost 
their jcbs as a direct censegoeaoe of having participated 
in the Defiance Canpaign.18 Q«ployedr tha^ harixured 
hitter anti-MKVcefianee Campaign grudges. In 1953, 
L^allo launched a journal "toe Africanist". As
its readership and noitoac of eontritutocs increased, so 
the Africanist faction within tits Youth league gained sore 
air port. Hie "Africanists" were militant, adventurous and 
aggressive. toey were detentinad to win over all blacks 
to their cause and raise popular consciousness so that the 
Made population Mould act to free themselves of white 
daninatim.

Robert Manga 1 iso Sobukwe, a lecture: in African 
languages at the Qniversity of the Wtbatararand, was 
elected presidant of the Africanist faction, Sdtske's 

views were not as sinplistic as those of seme of 
the other Africanists, but his commitment was nonetheless 
to achieve government by Africans for Africans. Be 
belisroi that it was impossible for whites eg cee Icgglty 
to Africa within the prevailiiy system, tie believed that 
for ..a take-over to be successful, vdiites had to relinquish 
all their rights in Africa.

Throughout the 1950s, there was tension within the 
AHC between tie purist Africanists and those adhering to 
the policy of non-racialism outlined in the Freedom 
Charter. 19 By 1959, the situation had deteriorated
beyond the point of negotiation, and the Africanist
faction left the AiC and fin-md the Pan Africanist
Congress, under the presidency of Sbtukwe. toe
organisation aimed to recruit 100 000 nmbera by the
middle of 1959, but by the aid of the year they had 
achieved less then a third of tide target.

Initially, maifcetahip was low and Btrategiftfl were 
confused and prarly administered. tosy were, hswaver,



adamant that they would resist apartheid through repeated 
acts of civil disobedience, avoiding any recourse to 
violence. The PAC's first major resistance strategy was 
the setting up of a massive anti-pass campaign.

The ANC had also planned such a campaign, but in 
a different, more organised way: they had planned to
conduct anti-government demonstrations on symbolic days 
such as National Women's Day (9th August) and South 
African public holidays such as The Day of the Covenant 
(16th December, now known as the Day of the Vow). They 
spread leaflets, . pamphlets and ran public awareness 
programmes and aimed ultimately .to introduce industrial 
and trade union action instead of civil disobedience.

The PAC, however, was clear in its aim of promoting 
only civil disobedience. Their plan was that, on 
appointed days, all Afriodn men were to leave their passes 
at home and present themselves to police stations for 
arrest. Worker-stayawaya were organised for these days. 
The aim was to employ such actions repeatedly, so that the 
organisation would gain increasing popular support. 
Naively the PAC visualised an independent black South 
Africa by 1963. Tet their following was significantly 
large only in Vereeniging (Sharpevllle) and Cape Town 
(Nyanga).
Lodge comments on PAC policy thus:

The PAC was a populist movement, led by men who 
had an inadequate understanding of the 
complexity and strength of the political 
institutions and social structure they, sought to 
destroy. 11("Insurrectionist in South Africa", page 111)

The most significant event in PAC history, an event 
which precipitated widespread .bannings, arrests and 
increased state repression, was the crisis at Sharpevllle. 
An anti-pass civil disobedience action was planned by the 
men of Sharpevllle - the women were instructed to remain 
at home.20



Sharpevllle was a tightly administered "model"
township, housing black workers in the Vereeniging area. 
As a result of careful state administration, the ANC had 
not recruited a significantly large fallowing there.
However, by I960, unemployment, forced removals from the 
older township and general discontent left Sharpevllle 
ripe for politicisation. PAC populist penetration was
particularly successful. The recruitment success in
Sharpevllle was in contrast to their efforts elsewhere, 
where the PAC were generally overshadowed by the ANC.

Sharpevllle's preparations for the anti-pass campaign 
were extensive. Officially, Sharpeville's PAC membership
Was only 150, but as preparations for the cai^aign
progressed, support increased rapidly. The campaign* took 
the form of bus boycotts, work stayaways, pickets - sill in 
response to specific, local conditions in Sharpevllle.

On 21st March 1960, in response to Sobukwe's call for ■
an anti-pass day, a crowd of about 5 000 people.gathered
outside the Sharpevllle police station, prepared to hand 
themselves over for arrest because they were not carrying 
their passes.

Approximately 300 policemen were on duty at the 
scene. They allegedly became frightened at the size of the 
crowd and beg^n shooting randomly and indiscriminately. 
Most of the 69 flead and 180 wounded were shot in the back,
evidence that the crowd was not attacking the police, but 
fleeing from them. As an immediate result, Vereeniging 
was plagued by strikes and stayaways, until after the 
30th March masi funeral, when people began slowly to 
return to work. The police action at Sharpevllle and the 
deaths there assisted in the breaking of PAC activity in 
the Transvaal.21

The government imposed a state of emergency, invoking 
the 1953 Public Safety Act, and banned both the PAC and 
the ANC. In addition, Sobukwe was arrested (he had given 
himself up to the police as part of the campaign), and 
effectively, the organisation was leaderless.22



It m s  at this stage that kctii the ANC and BSC 
affcpted violence as the oily means to continue their 
protests.

By 1961 - 62, the majority of EftC leadership was In 
pciscn, having been convicted of defying pass laws or 
jw44-.iaj protest action. Since the organisation's banning 
in 1960, BBC activists had changed their policy and no 
intvpr subscribed to peaceful desaistr&ticn - they 
resorted to violent action. , Ibis tee resulted in the 
bqpiscmsit of BBC leaders. In August 1962, several of 
these arrested during the anti-pass demonstrations mre 

from prison, as they bad not beef sentenced to 
irag terse.. Qiey fled South Africa, and regressed in 

in Lesotho, for they could not gpebite in Scuth 
Africa thile banned.

n.nHng 1962, BBC activity became increasingly 
viblritfc, with attacks on police stations, post offices, 
power installations and any goverment btiJdings. They 

to Mil .indiscriminately as many whites as 
possible, until their dream of independence was attained - 
they believed this would occur ty 1963.

Txyjga argues that after SiiarpeviUe, tie state of 
snHrgency vMch was declared .puried m  the etiargence of a 
variety of other organisations - all linked either
to tie BBC or the ABC. One such organisation was Foqe, 
which is a Susa wri meaning pure. (lodge deaaribes Bogp 
as the BBC equivalent of Unkhmto we Siam, the aned wing 
of the ANC.)

She tenu "pop" was adginally  used in the AIC to 
rf4aMTi?,<Hh the Africanists frem other maters of the 
rmyjraaB Alliance. Later, however, it became synonymous 
with all BBC activity, but was used most specifically ft* 
the violent moverosnts operating in the Eastern Cape.

With PAC cut of reach in lesotho, Bogp
activity becene aaretihat anarchic. Inefficient
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3. D M  atelonha's Rctben Island

B e  lengthy account ontHnid above serves
as a )wjigfro»nd against v*iich to examine D M  Zwelanke's 

Tfliand. Zwelcnke asstmies a knowledge in the reader

to the situation in the country.
It eeered to me that the attitude of the 
Africanist towards people not of African origin 
had never been so well explained.

Tn’larid. page 26)

Ch the island, BBC prisoners shouted slogans and sang 
enrga apWfic to their organisation.. They «ea firstly 
paying tribute to the organisation and its leaders and 
thus distinguishing themselves frem the AIC prisoners, end 
secondly, were expressing their intense nationalism.

O m  -could net help feeling Inspirited and 
when such songs were poured cut with 

Intense feeling and convictions saiga such as 
the Zulu ones '

He the. brown nation
we are crying for our land,
we yearn for our land
that has been takm ty the white man.
He, the sens of Africa, 
we are crying for our land.
Let them leave our land.
Let them get out.

(Ibid, page 35)

fflie loyalty of BBC prisoners to tiwir leader Sctoutoie 
is T°fiar*ed in the numerous references Zwelonke makes to 
him. Sdbukwe was held separately fran the other island 
prisoners,^ for he was perceived ty the state as a 
great threat. Although inpriscned for a short sentence

of the BBC and nakes 
its policies and actions.

Hear the *»gtralng of his novel, he describes hew 
reading the report of a speech made by EdbukKe alerted him



(two Years) after the anti-pass campaign, Scbukwe tea 
detained on the island for six years beyond his scheduled 
release date in 1962.

The of different categories of priamars
cn the island was not wnaistent: leadership tea isolated 
frcm rank and file, but SRC and M C  pdscnera were held in 
the same cells. In addition, camm-lav? priamera, 

foe Strictly A-iminal and not political BCtiCSlS, 
were incarcesatdd with political priacners. toe ̂ tysical 

Of the islend is such that ardiitecbical
lay-out cctild have allowed for separatim of the different 

of prisonara. However, the pcLsai authorities had 
several - intentions in incarcerating all the prisoners 
together.

Firstly, the island as a prism complex, reserved frmn 
the eyes of society, impenetrable by dsnsnatrators, 

to the ■snuggling ■ of contraband (or so the 
anrtvnHHaa hoped) and virtually impossible to escape 
Scan, tes an ideal location for a prison whs** an inhmane 
r=g4ma could flourish. "prisoners ccdld subjected to 
long hours of harsh physical labour, testings, torture, 
iamiaWon, d^eivation of food and vam clothing, out of 
eight - and therefore deliberately out of mind - of 
a higher authority. (As da ViUiers put it, "the 
pHamma were not in public view, and they could serve 
their torn* of hand latrvwr burdened by chains clasped 
arMmH fhair wriata and ankles.' [cp Cit, page 26]) It 
was ntit until late in the 1960s that "outsiders" such as 
the Progressive Party's spokesperson cn prisons, Helen 
Suzman, and r^rcesmtrtives of the International Bed Cross 
organiaatim were allwed to visit Bottom Island and 
inspect the conditions there.

Seccmily, the physical construction of the padscn

methods of searching for contraband, the Isolation cells



and the of canrcm-law and political prlecneis
tte padscn patBonnel to maintain stidngent control

r ues jjuibubb.
Eeooault,27 in hie theeey'td the isabue of padsms, 

that tiie ideal prism - from the perspective o£ the 
gaoler - is one where the prismer's every move can be 
observed. Xn adiiticm to the constant surveillance within 
the prison, Foucault points cut that sane convicts are wen 
over to the aide of the authorities and spy cn their 
fellow-inratea. He suggests that this process ctiitinues 
..outside the prison, vtos^saw elensits of rtwt he terms 
the ’'delinquent tiass’ ̂ ^e used by the police to keep 
watch over others'. ’

Cn isleur;. It seaos that the concept of using
one category of priiarfer against another was carefully 
planned, Dissent between B2C and M C  .mentoers ws 

- it Ôded''’resistance. The carman law 
ccHvicts, often notoriously violatt and generally not 

• politicised, were. used' to "disrupt the activities of the 
prisoners. toey often ill-treated the 
with the sanction of the warders - for example, 

with the warders in the torturing of 
political prisoners.

towerer, according to both Xndres Haidoo and toses 
Dlaadni, and to a lesser actent Zweldiste, this particular 
state strategy did not always work; instead, SSveral of 
tie law prisoners (referred to generally by the
Rotten Island writers as "convicts") were in fact prorapted 
to join either the iac or-ESC on their release.
Indres Haidoo suns igi the situatdm as follows:

Sane carocn law priswers were specially 
selected to bully us and inform «n us, but we
started picking out a few and began taltoyto
thee, pointing out that the life tiyy bad teen 
leading was not correct, and slowly showing them 
» w  they had been victims of the existing 
society. Me even started discussing politics 
with than, and the authorities realised then 
that fWaif plan to mix us with the camwi lew 
prfemara was in serious danger of backfiring.
<Island in fVia.ina. page 96)



a.4rinn describes a mater of jaiscners «*o had
been on the islarai as crimijielw bit xebunsd 

them «s political activists, until the authorities 
their folly and sawed the convicts bade to

mainland prisons.
in to the mixture of convicts and political

prisoners, the authorities hoped to create tensicn betwesi 
the EK1 and the SBC, ty placing ^  caommal cells.
Bi the early years of the island prison, the majority of 

- prisoners ^BS activists, cetnratcring HC
pHprrpara by apprcsdjnately sevai to one. (Haidoo, 
Chapter six.) toera was always" tensicn between the two
groups, but instead of diffusing the political convictions 
of either, the system intensified the feelings and the 
ccrnnitmsnt to their struggle of both. As time passed and 
the ESC iw-"" less active (from 1566 awards) the profile 
of the prison pcpulatim became increasingly AIC.

awelonke's book covers the earlier period - frco the 
early 1960s. Selcnke is the peeadoigm of ton Mdluli, now 

in. csnsfe.28 He wee a rentier of the EfiC during 
the anti-^ess campaign and during the early years of Pogo 
riolmce. • uriten Island tells the story of M s  early 
pmnnrai aWarevess and his experiences - as well as those 
of others - on the island.

Bnhten island is a "possession-prohibited"
p.HHr^ro in South Africa?29 along with Indres 
Haidos'e Taiand In Chains (but relatively few other 
publications) it is banned under Section 9, paragraph 3 of 
toe Publicatiais Act So. 42 of 1974, toidt states

undesirable.

a nay pnanimu uus -j — m
any ptolicatiesi or object which in 

darHg<pn of the committee is

Both bcr»” are further banned under Section 47, 
(e) of the same act which states that they are 

prejudicial to the safety of the state, its general 
welfare, peace, and osier.



particularly dangerous and subversive: m e  wmders
whether this is because they reveal the harsh conditions 
m  tha island and the ineptitude m  the part of the 
authorities, or whether it is their information value for 
pH'anM ai inland prisoners on how to survive and ccpe with 
u-fo eei the island. There is obviously a realisatim that 
the books will be used as political sloganeering, to 
convey pnHti/ai messages and promote ideologies abhorrent 
to the state. Books about Rctobei Island retain largely 
inaccessible.

Zwelonke's bode begins with an explanation and 
justificatim for writing:

I had never wished to talk about the Island.
I did not talk about it evaa to my family.
I didn't say we mustn't talk about the place, 
yet they avoided any mention of it. That is m e  
wisdom I grant than; they recognised my wish 
not to talk about ny life there. It was a strain 
for me even to think of talking about it.
I ■ always felt as if I was orowded into a co m er 
by a ghost, a vicious mmster I could not see 
bolding me spellbound, and like a warm pierced 
by -a pin I writhed helplessly. I remsatoer well 
the nietonares that hold a man pressed to the 
floor, while the creature steadily advances.
You want to cry out, but no voice coses? you 
want to kick, but your legs will not move.
(cp cit, page 1)

Of those who constantly asked him about life m  the 
island, he writes: '

He too wants to know about the place, let him go 
there and find out.

gwelmke's introduction suggests his insecurity at 
«HHng about his imprisonment yet admcwledges that the 
cathartic process would be beneficial. There is as well 
a sense that he would be able to reach people too were 
genuinely interested in Bottom Island, its history and its



I did not know whom I should address, toe 
businessmen, the intellectuals, the clergy, the 
etxdents or the masses. toe student was the 
person I always respected. I always remembered 
the number of students cn the Island, totaled 
off there from the classrooms.
(Ibid)

He emphasises that he was not prompted, to write for any 
reason other than as an outlet fee his frustration: 

tola is a hail of frustration. I had decided to 
bar ay mouth from tailing the story of the. 
place. Bit I am going to write about it, it is 
aaaior that way. It has best a closed book, tat

(Ibid, : m3)

I decision to write a fictional work exposes 
his book to literary criticism. As a literary work, 
however, PnMrwn island attracts negative comment. ,,It is 
structurally weak, the language is strained and untidy, 
'the style inconsistent. C J Driver, in his article 
"toe View front Makana Island: Scam Recent Prisot Books 
fran South Africa", quotes a friend as saying

as literature it is nothing - but, man, is it 
sonsthing as documentary political 
(Driver, page ill)

Driver has listed several failings of the book? it 
is badly written, is riddled, with clichd, toe plot lads 
continuity, episodes are unrelated, toe ehrtractertsatina 
is confusing: characters (and toe author) assume ,a marker 
of inconsistent identities. One is never sure too is 
framng or toose view is being presented, tosses are 
InfrrWiiced but m t  explored: Sselcnke sometimes tells too 
such and sometimes , not enough" toe book seems 
directionless.

And yet ... and yet ... and yet ... (t]hera is
   direct simple accuracy toidi

n.itoer failings nor the failings of the
Cook as a whole can obscure. (...) it is not 
simply in isolated passages that the power 
resides. It is in the feeling which pervades 
toe whole ...
(Ibid, pa^ 112)

X:



la clearly ncra important to 2nelaike than the writing of 
a wade of "literature".

BnVfran Taiand has two narrative alsEBKts: Zwles&e's
ppr<OT»»i experience and toe historically accurate 
anecdotes foot one element, (despite his claim to be 
FP-ri.y-4ivf fiction) and the story of Bekimpi another, toe 
"Story" of Bcfcben island is as follows:

tetiapi, also known as "Zwelt",30 is a ESC'leader 
too harma politicised as an adolescent toils serving 
prison for a varied of criminal.offences. After

joined the BSC he gave up'bis criminal career and 
was ho longer known as "Bra Black" the toi#iie. Bekispi's
story is related by Danny, convicted with hia.of carrying
out W C  activities. Danny weaves the story of Bakinpi 
into toe narrative of his cm.Mperiences on the island, 
toe two are betrayed by a oatson friend, Chi, too avoids 
japriflCHnent. Because Bddapi is a leader, he is held 
separately frcm toe majority of prisoners nest of the 
time, but is occasionally ~ transferred to toe regular

although the major focus of their exchanges is Bekinpi 
"teaching" Danny. He has no stinaili apart frcm the 
conversations with Danny. After some time, Baictopi is 
jCTrrwrhflri by toe warders and offered rewards and 
*«yftv7Hnn of. sentence if. he betrays his ecmrades. He 
refuses and ' is held in the punishment cells m  pmMaent 
diet. While, serving this term, he begins to have dreams 
and about life outside, and soon loses touch
with toen he is awake and when he is dreaming, toe 
majority of his fantasies are about raven, sate of toon
were genuinely part of his life, others the wives or 
glrlfrWd" of his concedes. Throughout this peeled 

la subjected to brutal torture by toe warders,
:Tnril he dies - hanging by his feet with blood and micus
oozing frcm his mouth.



woven in with Beddnpi'a story is a wealth of detail 
about life on Bofcfcen Island, the BBC, the convicts and the

B jb narrative moves vncaafortably betweai the all- 
toooonscious fiction of BeJdspi's story and the far less 

autchicgraphy. toe writing style of the book is 
far less in the autcbiogeephical eeoticns.

£ «  exsmple toe following two passages about
torture:

I mention c m  ugly incident which tcdc
pia«a cn the Island. Mr Mlaatoo, a tweity-year- 
stcetdi man, a short sen, tes made to dig a pit 
tdg enoudi to fit him. wawie of toat was to 
follow, he was still digging on tom trews 

. guddatly ovecwhelmed by a group of convicts, 
toey shoved him into the pit and started filling 
it up. Be struggled to climb out, but they held 
him fast. When thy had flnitoed, only l&antoo's 
heed aroeasad above the ground. A white tosder, 
too had directed the tools business, urinated . 
<nw. manto'a mouth, toe convicts tried to (%an 
toe titot-lodked jaws, but could ik*. toey

reserved gallons of urine for tha purpose. Sraa 
far off we could,see showers of urine blwn frm 
Mambo's south, as he fought off the tarrmts of 

• ajnnaiiac liquid, trying to prevmt them going 
, down his threat. When toe warder had finished, 
his far*, was eovMed with piss, toe vioims 
blows of fists and boots rained around toe

gone savage ones did not. H6 tried to struggle 
free, but the convicts pressed dcesx on the 
ground round "his head. He did not cry outer 
meek. When toey were tired of the fun, they 
left him to help himself out of his grave.
(op cit, page 14)

•Do you know this man?" (...)
"M3," I said. Only then did I look at the 
rioselv. toe sheet, stout man stood at stteri
"BO, I eaia. vwy uteu kum 
closely, toe short, stout man o m m . -•
la the middle «E the cell, looking at me, full 
of hate. I forgot the stink in the cell, looking 
at hi®. He bad a blade eye, thidcly swollm. 
toe other eye was heavily bloodshot. His mouth 
was swollen like a cow's, each lip cut and 

like a bicycle tube. Cne cheek bulged



cut as if he had pushed a whole peach into h/s 
aouth. His head was covered with ugly bungs.
I knew that I could not knew this Ban. (...)tto 
X rxmid rot knew him. B w  could .1 knew a man 
disfigured like this?
(Ibid, page 6)

toe passage ,about Mamba, -verified in both island in 
rhainw and wen mia. ia far no$» credible, not eeUy 

the Inrf riant actually took place, but because the 
paaaagn is written in clear, comfortable English, toe 
second contains forced, over-contrived images,
which make Zwelonke's point, too brutally.

gealonke's frequent references to police/warder 
violence and brutality may . seem obsessive: the entire 
novel is structured around the violent behaviour of 
warders and criminal convicts towards political prisoners. 
Violence is a theme he sustains tteoughcet the book, from 
the ament . of *ds arrest, toror# the years on the island 
until Bddspi's death cn toe final page, to all literature 
■toaHTVT .aitb prison egsrience, the violmce of either the 
polir« or toe convicts is a cconcn theme.

toe ism*, of vialfgce is however explicated most
fully in toe Sobfcen Island literature: v b see far less 
evidence ctf police/prison personnel brutality and violence 
in the other categories of prison literature, although it 
is always present in some form or another, most noticeably

toe Interrogation of detainees.
torture of political prisoners is not only brutal in 

its physical manifestation. todies Haidoo ̂ relates an 
:T,rriri«mf. toere he and his ccmtades rare sumaoned to 
receive their Deepvali31 privileges - a large food 
p.vroi each - and told tout they had exactly three minutes 
in whidi to eat. When they canplained that they wanted to 
keep toe contents of toe parcels with them, hoping to 
riigt-WKrt-a toe food amongst their cell mates, they rare 
summed again, and ordered to eat everything at one



since the age of-.four, was forced through circumstances to 
eat meat. Had he not done so, he would have beams 
nalnourtiiEd as a result of the inferior quality of food 
served on Rcfctoen Island.

The poor food is only one aspect of the inhumane 
cocditims m  the island; Zwelonke and Haidoo relate at 
length that they vers provided with inadequate clothing. 
The prisoners had no beds, and wctited long-hours in the 
quarry subject to severe abuse by prisoi personnel. 
Zwelmke sustains the anguish of the prism cenditims 
throughout the novel.

His trial, o m victim and journey to the island are 
amunad ip briefly* *

Bekimpi was, the first to be sentenced.
I, later m, when months of trying to persuade . 
sb to be a State witness had failed. I first 

the journey to Ratten Island in August 
1964, after taking part in a hunger-strike in 

• the mainland prism at Kroonstad; mly six of 
us out of Idiree hundred were sent off to the 
Island. We were joined by newly sentenced men 
fron Leeukdp maytwimi security [arisen, v*ere we 
stayed on che way to the Island.

toe. jeridng and swerving, the rolling and 
pitching of the boat made oar intestines rise up 
in the cavity of cur stomachs, leaving a vaaam , 
in thdy place. We felt like vomiting, bit no 
one was side, tois was the first tine I sailed 
. in a ship, and saw the sea.
(Ibid, paga 10)

toe unarotirmal description of toe journey ccnveys 
a sense tost there is worse to com. toe apparent 
difference of experience felt on toe journey and the 
initial, arrival on the island is soon altered toen the new 
intake of prismers is deprived of their first meal for 
making too loud a noise in their cell.

Zwelontoa's description of his emotions m  reaching 
the island serves to convey the symbolic importance of 
Rtihben island for political prisoners.



Wa bo midi loathed kelng In tte mainland 
prisons, and dreaded being at the Island. But 
afnre we were already convicted, and nothing 

alter that fact, let us proceed to the 
piara of .marQES. Our andety to be thae 
ranoted any apprtiiecsicn abort this devil
(Dtid, jsge 13)

The physical layout of the prison is described in 
fine detail not mly by Zwelnnke, but by Haidoo and 

as well. Every intit of the terrain, the structure 
of the and the pathways between sections are
minutely described.

- Early- 'in,4-he novel, Zwelonke introduces the convicts, 
vt» ofteA cdllebcecated with the warders in atreing the 
jvAjMrai prisoners. (Oie"story of Jbhnsm Mlanto, quoted 
above, is one eocanple of this.)

m  Danny's -'opinion, the political prisoiers were 
extremely frcm the "convicts’. Convicts were
generally «»yrded as criminals, violent and immoral. She 

prisoners, despite gaping differences between 
JUSC and BBC pcLecners, wre united in their fear and 
hntr^i of the criminal pdsceieri!, who were incarcerated cn 
the island to provdto fricticn. Q b  wariais eirleited the 

of - priscn gangs -‘Ln order to cootrol tha 
prtdmars' - in teSBa of provddng disseit 

Mtwfm BBC ani «C, in terms bf enforcing discipline and 
in setting "'xanples". % e  extent to vAich this method of 
"ccntxof" was successful is questionable.

ia ' earlier, it was not uncomOn for comman
law ccnvicta to be seduced fcy the politiciansi BekinpL, 
"hero" of the novel, was politicised in this tey. After 
sane years tlie authorities beqam aware of the extent of 
this process, and removed the “convicts" frcm the island. 
It is to observe that they never had any fears
that tire "corruption" might take place in another wayt 
they seem never to have feared that political prisoners 

become eaium law offenders.



B b  "convicts' m  the islarai were generally feared 
aoi hated try the Pep priscmere. Criminal oswicts vare 
in diarge of cells, reporting to wrdas and betraying 
political prisoners.

They were litei tiie warders be— use they were 
the spies.
(IMd, page 32)
fr*»inni8B reveals that, apart frcm the single-cell 

where Mtf* profile leadership \es held, cells were 
inhabited by appradmately 70 prisoners, slewing cm 
grass-rcpe rets. (islesid prdscnaa did not have beds for 
jnany years.) The lay-out and structure was mudt lUre 
6ny other priacni

that we entered we were struck by the similarity
Krocnstad New Prism and this me, in - «

. shape and everything else, except for the thick 
™iia grd the bare. ' It was a new style of 
prison building, I mppose. '
(Ibid, page 12) „
StMcault n«<r.faina that prisms are generally 

designed, built and maintained iii similar ways. It brings 
tinifacrity to the surveillance system, and traps the 
prisoner into- a narrow way of thinking.

a  his discussion of the cells, Danny (the persma 
Zwelonke .assumes in the book) describes the differences 
between the various cells and sections. Bia three cells 
he in greatest detail are the "University Call",
the cell in which ha was together with Bekiapi, and the 

cell, or "kulnkudu". H6 claims that his 
greatest on the island was to study, and
therefore to be in cell d «

[Tlhe University of Makana. Ihifl cell ves for 
M,n« who had been granted permission to study.
Many others wanted to go there. Bie ccaviiq for 

was intense. In the other cells,
- using the cement as paper - was 

undertaken ty those wta were semi-literate, and 
those \*o had left school at tha elementary 
level. Those who were better educated helped.

who were not. The aim was to wipe out 
illiteracy ancg us and build a step to higher 
education.
(Ibid, page 15)



It was pHrw to his transfer to this cell that Danny 
received mny pmiahsents in the isolation section for 
risbehavingi when the convicts mda too rmch noise, they 
were suntanned to stops and isolation? when they

to avc'ri work in the quarry, a similar punishment 
was imposed. But.it was in the punishment cells that 
Canny first discovered that his friend and fearer leader, 
BekimpL, was on tiie island.

ZweionkB has not fully egplained or eplored the 
relarieariJlp of the two mens ' at first tiie narrator 
describes Eddspi as the township tough, and later as the 
noveme^t's idealogue, (His conversion frcm one to the 
mi-hm. is not examined.) He does not ever explain hew they 
developed a friendship (instead he dwells unnecessarily on 
Bekdmpi's criminal past), yet portrays their relationship 
as fairly elose and Intimate ky the time they neat up in 
the same cell on the island.

Ercm the cells, the prisoners were sent cut to work, 
either in the quarry where they broke large boulders into 

stones or in the wandering maintenance group, i*ere 
they vets married all ever the island clearing rubble, 
weeding gardens and generally racking at any task that 
n = W  doing. The convicts were sent to the kitchens and 
the hospital, or assisted the warders in maintaining order 
at the quarry.

Prisoners qn the island speak, think and subsequently 
write as if their lives are centred on their work. They 
are forced to work at all times, regardless of the state 
of their health, the weather or holidays. Oxitrary to the 

of Simon da Villiers, labour on the island is 
murriane and unproductive: it caiaists of breaking stones 
or clearing bush.

The quarry, where the majority of island prisoners 
clwp away meaninglesaly for years on end, is regarded by 
Zweknloa as worse than Siberia or a tori caicesitratton 
camp. It is bleak, win* and dusty.



Cn cer right was a ijhastly donga - a ditdi
- half wiiad with water. Butt vas the old
quarry. Qa cur left, another donga with huge 

■ blade rode. Shat waJ tiie new quarry.
It was an cminous aight. Ominous because

of the preconcai-vei notions that had warmed
their way into cur nervous systems, turning than 
yellow. Ominous because we had thou#* it 
during to place a foot m  an ice-biotic and 
smile? because the island wes .no other place but 
the quarry, not' the cells, not tiie ugly 
vegetations ' tiie quarry had become symbolical, 
the graduaticn centres torture and the. island,. ; 
suffering and the islands we thinking Li daring 
to be there. Ws had no illusions, we knew''there 
were worse places in the rarld, rarse than 
Siberia, worse than the ccmcentsaticn camps. %% 
had looked forward to the quarry. r-
(Ibid, page 30-31)

The expectations werp. met: long, arduous tasks of
wheeling heavily laden barrows and hsmetiztg unbreakable 
rock against the sound of sea and wind and jatikhamers. 
Tihoi Danny was transferred to the "Hsdoshe Span*, the 
wandering labourers, he felt a lot freer.

Cn one of the marches of the Htooshp Span, the 
pHCTara passed a small white house guarded by several 
sentries.. .. It was the house in vAiidi Sobukwe mas detained 
for the six years he was m  the island.

Every time our span of twenty approached that, 
place on our way to work an'inexplicable feeling 
of joy filled our heertsv// (...) Vfe felt, 
revitalised and tededicated, because the man vho 
occupied that house was nand other than the cne 
mast loved by hia ' faUcwars, Robert tonga H,so 
StiMkwe.
(Ibid, page 39) ’

Hi - sere ways, Zwslcnte's portrayal of the
relationship between Danny and BtidrpL, in terms of
Danny's hero worship of his comrade, is like that of the
rank and film 8flC prisoners to their leader. It is almost 
as if toekmka, through his characters Danny and Baking!, 
imagines vfiat might occur if Sdbukwe vans with his
mpporbers.



inprisonment. In a broad saise, Bekinpi's stories - not 
quite the aneadotes of a. racm teur - are like other prison 
stories. They aim to teach, and to remember and honour, 
zatiter than to entertain. (There are other entertalmeits 
on the Island apart froa.storytelling.)

The dif£er@ice in Btidnpi's tales is that he begins 
to live the. lives of his ̂ antagonists, m  heccnes iaizi, 
SoU, ,’iwell; he dreams of many wm«n, especially of 
ifcnpi, v*io died in an electric diairj2 zdther than 
betray him. The story of Havpirs death gives credibility 
to Bddtipi's aadness.
'' was a bitter memory, cne of which the mind

and heart of Bekiapi ware afraid.(Slid, gage 126)
•to all Btictopi'a tales - before his reaoval from the 

/Tgm|re.l cell to tte "Rulnkudu" - he preaches the Ideology 
of He remains to the last Danny's mentor.

to addition to the learning he was doing at Beltimpl's 
side, Ztoay was studying fcemally through a college. Most 
of the writers .Haniaaed in this study raise tiie issue of 
furthering their education tiiile in priscn. Studies help 
a pr^arwar to retain his sanity and alleviate boredcn. 
Etiocaticn on the island, however, took place informally 
(as quoted earlier) as well as formally. Political 
pMennera ware often equipped with a theoretical 
gcphistlcatim that th^ did not have when first arriving 
at tiie island. Makana's University, then, is not only in 
the etrdy-cella, but actually aiy point on the island 
where lamming takes place. Writing about prison, ka it 
gotten Island «: elsewhere, is to a degree an extension of 
this process - it educates others about imprisonment.

Apart from intellectual stimulation gleaned through 
oonstamt debate and argument, the prisoners tried to



prisoners who attempted studying were often thwarted in 
attempts when the authorities constantly denied them 

pEonlsslon or withdrew it.
By lart-nwM were stuck in the receiving office, 
in ny kit. *  brother at home was paying the 
rtemoUn college for a dead horse. I had begun 
studying nndr Daaalin then I was at Kroonstad, 
but at the island we had to re-apply for 
permission to study, m d  I Ignored. So
I went dancing, swinging ny lege in ungraceful
(Sid, page 65)

Danny TT'""™ intellectual study with cultural 
activity. At c m  point, Zwelonke mentions a bode he found 
in tiie pH*™ library* he was stisnlated not only by this 
book (which be does not name, but describes as a history 
Of' pnMant Bane), but also ty the Shehgani (sic) Bible. 
His interest ..in the Bible was not religious, merely 
curious. Ha read as such as he could.

I bought it scrutiny of the mind, the
. basic tool of our survival, focusing it on the. 
screet of scientific principles.
(Ibid, page 77)

His Wanmcbml pursuits kept him sane. Bekiapi,
who bad been in p H * ™  since the age of .14, aithrogh 
never described as such, « s  most likely uneducated 
(forsally). Chara la an unstated suggestion that Bektopi 
loot ccntrol of his sanity partly because he was denied 
all access to intellectual stianli. Bit one is not ase
that he wanted these, e  was.also denied visits from his
family and was mostly detained alone. W l e  other 

had either their studies car their 
êntertainment", he had only his dreams and his fantasies. 

The H - w  pHsmara were able to ,rid themselves of
physical frustrations through physical labour; Bddapi was 
not rede to weak. In addition he was kept alternatively 
m  pmishMnt rations or givei specially prepared meals 
vfiidi he declined.



Part of Betinpi'a story is the manner in whidi the 
jaiarW ^wniiw i. <-.rtcd to ppffiivria him to kstray cotmadas. 
m  was iHiuved frcm the ccomnal cell, placed in isolation 
and interrogated. van der Merwa, his interrogate,, 
attempted to bribe Bekiapi with food.

The a m  next dcor got his foods half-boiled 
maize grains and liquid puamandla. She food 
toy to his door. Bread and fat and black
coffee was placed before him. She convict 
didn't look at him. Bor the Harder with the 

. convict. Be looked at them both, and his hand \ 
stretched out to take another dish with maize
"SieTthis m e  here," the convict said.
"You're making a mistake. Shis food is for 
Coloureds,11 Bekitipi said-. „
It' 'was only whai he had finished,that he thoû it 
more about it. B6 rscedbeeed the special-branch 
police. Shis, was a trick of theirs.
(Ibid, page 81)

BeJdapi begins a hunger strike cn his am, refusing 
to be ;wan over with good food. His .hunger is clearly’cne 
of tie esplaflatiqns.for his "miixLdrifts". o

pimrpr .strikes . on the. island occurred at least twice 
during.; thy 1360s.33 Both strikes were effective, 
although after seme time victories faded and the situation 
reverted to its usual pattern. She strike Selmka 

was the result of the discovery that prisoners 
were of adequate . food because the warders used
the rations to feed their pigs. ..Their complaints ware not 
Uot’ann^ to, so the prisoners, decided to take actlcn. 
after four days prison ..officials agreed .to ..listen to 
grievances and the strike ended. Etoetfsr, "leadera" were, 
gait to the punishment cells. Danny was regarded as cm  
of the ..l.emdars - he was sent to the mlnkudu, fron where 
he could cbaCTve his friend. 1

When Danny is in the commmal cell, he and his 
ww kpAm  discuss Beldrpi'a pli#t,. They analyse as well 
the illnesses and deaths of fellow prisoners, gmerally



paying tribute to than in songs. (Biese songs are 
distinguished frcm the sengs and music intended as island 
entertainment.) The paise-songs are about the heroism of 
nrmi^M against't3ae brutality of the system. Most of . the 
scngs sung .in the oeiis at night were nationalist saiga, 
revolutionary scngs, songs to marie the end of the day. 
One thing the warders could not effectively stop w s  the 
aiimjing in the cells.3*

Cne could not help feeling inspirited and 
rededicated, when such sengs ware poured out with 
intense feeling and ocoviction.

hanging near the ceiling. Its sweet message 
.. reverberated in soft .edww in the walls of the

prison, and I felt it fill the chambers of ny
’ heart. This was our such-needed fhod. Be fed

our - spirits, fed them to the point where
material feed did not matter so much.
(Ibid, page 35)

BeSdjnpi's pli^it distresses his. cwnmriwi in the 
ccnteral pbH  to the ex Lent that they elevate him to the 
status of the ESC leader Sdbukwe, and think of Bekripi 
v&ile praising Scbukwe in song.

The otter types of scngs sung cn the island were 
c-trtw the "worit songs" in vdiidi prisoners abused the 
warders in languages unfamiliar to tiie latter, or atinga 
sung as part of island entertatisnait. Island entertainment 
is linked to stuping as a thena of Batten Island; singing 
apd dancing were taught, plays were performed and one 
priscBer33 ranufactured a samsphone from dry sea-weed, 
metal, rino, mH, and wire ha collected on the island. 
Study privileges, as already mentioned, were rarely 
awarded - thus the informal learning taking place through 
entertainment was vital. The prisoners held dance elapses

fox trotting, junp-jurping in tha quicksteps, 
and going sluggishly igi and down in the valtz, 
and jeridng ny knees dangerously in the violent 
tango. But it never worked out, and today I an 
just as good as if I had never started with it.
(Odd, page 65)





paying tribute to them In songs. (Biese atiiga are 
distinguished £ma the songs and music intended ae island 
eitertairsnant.) Bie psaise-smgs are about the heroisa o£ 
cemtadiea agaisst'the brutality of the system. Hast of the 
saiga eiaig in the t^lls at night were nationalist sags, 
revoiutionaiy saigs, y&mgs to mark th^ end of the; day.
One thing the larders could rot affectively stop was tha. 
singing in the ceUa.34 ^

CBe could rot help feeling inspirited and 
rededicatad when such songs were poured cut with

■ intense feeling and conviction.
She \iote bf pain i-'.'this song seemed to remain"

.. hanging near the celling. . Its sweet message 
reverberated in soft,.echoes in the vails of" the *

' prison, and I felt it fill the chambers of my1' 
heart. .. BiIh was our amok-needed food. We fed 
out spirits, fed then tov. ..the pdint v*ere

■ material, food did rot matter so much.
(Odd, page 35) .

Eekispi's pli^it distresses his comrades. in the 
. rrmwmai r»n to the extent that they, elevate him to tiie1 
status of the BBC leader Sctoukwe. and think of BeJdmpi 
while praising Sotwkwa in song.

B e  other types of ■ songs sung cai the island were /' 
either the "wade songs" il̂  which prisoiers abused the 
warders in languages unfamiliar t& tiie latter, or songs- 
sung as part of entertainment. Island entertaiment
is linked to etudyii'̂  as a theme of BnMwin taland; singing 
and dancing were tidbit, pl%s v&e perfomed and one 
prisoner33 maroif/'.-tPred a saxcphme from, dry "sea-weed, 
metal, zinc, bad:'" and- wire he collected on the island. 
Study privilege*/ as dilrSady i6e$6)med, were rarely 
awarded - tin* the idfmW. leatniW t^dhg place through 
eiteEtaiumtt vas vital. B 6  prif^iers held dsror' classes

fat trotting, jisrô jaiping in the quicksteps, 
and going sluggishly up and down in the waltz, 
and jeridiq ny kaees, dangerously in tiie vioieit 
tango. But it never worked cut, add' today I am 
just as good as if I had never started with it.
(Ibid, page 65)



at Christmas time, tha prisoners triad to create 
a spirit o£ good dieer - regardless of 4ric«,iojfr»t 
differences, everyone cooperated, pooled their purchases 
Bid staged concerts.

. She effect of the concerts, apart frcm enteflsuning 
and educating, m s  to evoke feelings of nostalgia aiti 
intense longing for tome.

Sens of the prisoiers esc^e these feelings ty 
fantasising atout life at tome? in the other 
discussed, reny of the fantasies are tranafomed into 
stories. ê itasy, dreeus and praise songs tend to replace. 
stcaytelUng in Boktm Island literature* Dlamini's bode 
is Eunchiated by inaginory recreations of his life?

, 2nelonke records the lengthy praise scngs that, •ice sung 
- spcntaneously in the cells in times of crisis. BiQ jaw’'\ 
are substitutes for stories. .

Bddapi's fantasies, howevar, beccne cbaeseiva sto/'. 
eventoally drive him aad. toe structure of asalonke'a': 
novel reflects - uneonsciaisly - this madness in its 
turnoiled eharacterisatiga - we are no letter sure of arry 
of tiy eharactaea* Danny, iSeaU,36 Bddnpi, Soli,
Thabo, t&mpi, Biardi. In tie cc^csite pioture of 
all, w  see the brutal effects of Hctfcen island on hmen

In additim to his portrayal of madness, Zwelrdke 
describes the lade of medical care cn the island* several 
prisoiers died as a result of relatively minor illnesses 
which developed complications. Haidoo's took ̂ wi-nh^-aa 
tills, appendicitia, estima and, more serif i, tnteraiWig 
mre fairly camna and often ignored I? the island's 
medical staff, Iteidoo devotes much, space to the attitude 
of the Island doctor, chiefly describing his cruelty. But 
he also reveals the doctor as occasionally ccmpeaaicaate 
ia his anecdote of the lashes ha received as punishment 
for refusing to obey an order.





Chapter ELve

Inslda, I had to recover a sense of to# people 
outside In South Africa use language and vracda.
A  great deal of that I had to do through 
dictionaries and things like that, just 
reminding myself. But then I became Interested 
In not only ho* a seise of South Africa can be 
reconstructed with one's routh, but also how the 
Vestiges of lots of liquidated languages - 111® 
the KJmin languages - survived In pur mouths, 
like relics. .. I was quite fascinated by that - .

mouth ia e ysey aerial-historical place.
(Interview, 9th toverthw 1984, Cape Tteei)

Jereay Crmiri developed the poems that appear In his. 
anthology Ins ids while serving a seven-year sentence Under 
the Terrorist Act.1 A  study of his poeby - thematically 
and technically - provides an appropriate medium for 
drawing together the various aspects of South African 
literature written In car about istprisomcent.

As illustrated in the quotation above, Cronin was 
more than a little preoccupied with the concepts of voice, 
speech and caawiicatlcn - not only within the walls of 
the prison (the ‘Inside" of his title) but also ‘outside" 
In a multi-lingual south Africa.

1 can't actually speak Zulu, but I can read it 
somewhat and x never had the chance of speaking 
it. Inslda, there was no-one to talk it to, tut 
it was laapcartant, just to get a sense of the 
linguistic wealth of South Africa. X try to get 
a sense of the spaciness and eonplexity of 
outside, especially of South Africa, ky playing 

- with words arid names.
(Interview, Bovenbar 1984)

Cronin, a young2 white South African academic, was 
oplcysd at the University of Cape town when he ves 
arrested and charged under the Terrorism Act in 1976. Bb



dnpcisormaTt foe having carried out underground wta* fee 
the African national Ccmgress (JttC).

1976 was a crucial period in South African resistance 
history. Oi 16th June 1976, tiie youth of Scweto began 
active protests against tits inferior education system to 
which they were subjected. Their grievances were 
initially expressed thraigh protest marches, but as the 
protest grew and spread to other parts of the country, the 
action became Increasingly violent and bitter.4

Surely after the uprisings Cronin was accused, 
together with David and Susan Babkin, of printing and 
distributing AtC pamphlets. Their trial, whidkOtcck place 
Shortly aftSc the first spate of uprisirgs, ves sbrewhat 
of a "show-trial", illustratiig through "clear: evidence" 
to vdiat extent vMte communist agitators were responsible 
fee stirring. discmtmt timmg blade people, thflsugh tiie 
dissemination of ABC propaganda.

t&ile serving his saitence, Cronin began to write 
poetry - an activity he had indulged5 In seme tine in 
the past, without much satisfaction. His volums of : 
poetry, inside, is about being in priscn, growing tp and 
living in South Africa, and about being In love in. this.. 
context.

The antiulogy is «tpniaed in six cycles, titled 
"inside", "The naval Base", -venture to the Interior", 
■Sana Uncertain Wires", "love Poems" and "Isiguqumadevu". 
Sadi cycle contains poems based cn a particular motif; 'the 
poems In "inside", for exHtpla, refer directly to tiss 
pigsical exgexisace of Inrorceraticn. In "%a Naval 
Base", Cronin explonra his diildhood memories, while 
•Venture to the Interior* is a spiritual and linguistic 
journey through the textures of South Africa. In "Some 
nrw-or+<i<vt wires" Cronin reveals his links with a colonial 
heritage. The lose poare veee written for his wife, and 
"IsiquqenBdevu" is a miscellaneous collection of poena 
recalling the world outside priscn.



Reviewers and critics® tend to praise Cronin 
specifically for his love poetry - written toe his wife 
JtonBuile, 1*0 unoxpsctedly died of a brain tumour about 
six months after he wait to jail.7 toe persona] -guish 
that Cronin suffered as a result of his bareavemanfc may 
have contributed to making his inpnisenmsnt eanet*at more 
difficult to bear tiian it would have been otherwise, Utiut 
Cronin refuses to accept "special tneatmant* for this. 3a 
denies that his inptdsennent was in any way extraordinary 
for a South African - lie constantly stresses that.

My gaol sentence, for instance, is sonsthing 
that is far jhnti being exceptional in the South 
African situation. . Like thd separation from 
cite' family, Since as we know, migrant labour, 
pass -l. e, lux control and the Bantustan.
System, aoparata hundreds of thousands pf 
familtes.
(Gardner, page. 2)

Cronin ' claims to have sccept&A the bereavanent as 
sonsthing that could ,h^pen to any padaoner or indeed any 
adgrait labourer separated frcm his family.

Since his release in Z5=y 1983, Crenin has stressed 
his camitinavt to the develcpcmt of an aaarging national 
culture in a unitary, democratic South Africa i his poetry 
is intended as a contribution to'this culture. H8 believes
in the socio-political coatextuallsatlcn of art. forms,
such as poetry, and also in constructing art that is 
accessible to all the people in tills country, literate or 
not.®

While Cronin insists that his biographical 
circumstances are not exceptional, he admwladgtii tha 
extent to which they influenced hia writings

I think certain academic modes of receiving 
literature are precisely uncomfortable with tho 
person, with the biographical, with the 
historical and social. And while fetish!ration 
of the individual is something I wouldn't went
to go with particularly, I wouldn't necessarily 
be as shy as many academic cammentatoirs and 
critics vculd be abort the personal, historical 
and social background out of which the poetry
(Gardner, page 2-3)



Jeremy Croriin was beam ii. Durban, in 1949. Hia 
father was an officer in the south African Navy, which he 
joined during florid tor II, after having served in tha 
merchant marines since the age of twelve. (Crenin 
explains that his father's decision to join tiie navy was 
•professional" rather than overtly "political'. Be 
describes his "parents as 'apolitical'.)

tom the time that Crenin was five until his father's 
death five years later, the Cronin family lived at the 
Bimiisb&nn Naval Base, where he tee*

because learnt by heart, the naval saints, the 
ii^n of the cross,
the servant's proper place and ov: father who 
,TVs*iltBr page 39) •
■ sheas words describe succintly the particular context 

in which Cronin was reared; politically oaeptacmt, 
religicwB. ami belonging to a group wealtiy enagh to 
employ senfents. In hia, poetry, especially in the 
sectiehs ‘ titled "The Naval , Base" /and "Sans Uncertain 
Miras’, ctrtun ixtuatLeLB M s  childhced as contented, 
filial ’ wiVl .' interesting places to esgjlore and play. Yet 
he also recalls it with a degree of cenfosion, for he 
matured into saneor^ far received frcm this contact.

. toe physical imagery in this cycle of poems is that 
of f-'mojetown. toe physical beauty of . the plaexi is marred 
ty tha-' events takihg place in the area, such as the 
demolititii of tiie aina shacks belonging to black fisherman 
in response to the inpleraaitation of the Grot̂ i Areas Act 
of 1950.® '

Several. of the poems in "toe saval Base" section aim 
to reccnoile tha adult priscmr-poet with the 

... string-thin, five-year-old fcqy 
with big ears and boded teeth frcm thumbsuddng
(Ibid, page 39)
toe effect of the cycle of poems ("toe naval Base") 

ia that Cronin is able to acknowledge his growth away frcm 
his childhood without discerning or denying it.



to the fiist poem of the cycle, Czooin hints at v*at 
he intends to achieve ty recalling Ms  dhUdisoodi the 
discovery of a hidden part of himself.

I diedt the beach, the old jetty,
azxi row into the houses
the wardrobe, pantry, uotec the beds.

all W " ?  the finite nunfcer 
of places a fivB^eae-old 
kid would hide 
(Ibid, page 35)

toe process aploysd in this cycle at pssne includes 
a "voyage of discovery" throu^i his chiidhocri years as

as throu# the outside wacld of South Africa. It is
as il he is e^Loring his own very de^i inside10 so that 
1b  can feel whole, somehow restored amidst the harshness 
and catpLexity of his irpcisonaertt.

m  to seardiing fee his five-year-old self,
links the activity of hiding to his ismadiata past: 

... the point 
being not to be found
roc tavisu. w  ii
vijare jcu wouldn't hear
w  feet clMing in, desj-----
Bt^jsd up in these last years 
(Odd, page 35)

O e  child is osed as a matcher for his
avoiding security police surveillance.

the aoet fee an acc^itanoe of his t&ole being: he itay 
wish to reject his heritage, he m y  have tried to avoid it 
all his life, but he has nonetheless to accept it as 
part of himself. The past has been well-hidden, bttc the 
tins has are to retrieve it and acknowledge that 

[t]here is
between the two of ua, in this 
necessary space, nothing, 
nothing that could be learned.
fcy fcaddng off. 
(Ibid, page 36)



In the sana vay, he has to accept the nanaey of 
Gcanna and Gcanpa renp, in the 
i-yclei asnga tonp, * o  had. '

woEds „o£ Xhosa - for caaiaad" and Geanma Keip 
-Bis Bci&a ... t»» stLU pals and transplanted"
would *pazasoled( behatted, vetering-can in.hand/earefully 
[ysu'd] tread, down kitctm st^s/into A£r±ca-. (Ibid, 
page 62.)
ttaa his pciscn cell, Cronin acknowledges and owns

- nwn £iv̂ -$ear old boy, this shadow, 
this thing stuck to my feet,
(Ibid,,page 35).

and acc^ts that
this nostalgia' 

is artricec than water, ny family, 
between generations is all space half fmwri with childhoed rhyites, joined

(Ibid, page 64) ,,

Althoi# =»--- ------------------- -
for his W M s ^ - $ ^ c a n  and does acknowledge where he 

Debits his -father having beai a nasal 
officer, widtifcf^fee a ̂ regione abhonent to the adult 
Cronin, bs rit-bspactively forgives' the dead ran nhose- 
last wcaxls tsms'"JassBy nast pl»^ oricJcet* (page 41). Is 
a ^y-inairri . %p the qcle, Cronin tries to reccncile 

with Ms_father. . Ha rarerobem him with affection 
ratter than criticisnu

Crcnin'e political stance differs quite markedly fa# 
that of his peraits, Wio \ma "basically apolitical":

Cbvicualy in a saise that's a poUtical atend.
I grew i» in a very typical Biglish Speaking, 
vfiiite: background, nudJle class. It '*snt 
libaral. I don't think they was cutrî tt 
racists in the sort of naked, heavy eeise, bit 
Of whole lifs-style nas predicated
cn tiie systan in South Africa.
(Interview, Hoeesiaer 1984)



'■'Siin's pamita botii case feaa fairly poor astam 
Cish speaking families. ate. were the tg$e of 

upJ^ who said "politics is fear the tfriVanap. anl the 
Bladd". Oils was tte mliei within eAich Czmin naa

Ha m s  heought up as a Catholic and waa educated at 
Katist Bcothes College in Bordsbosdi. (after his 
Satiifflr'a death i*s family moved to Cape sewn.) In hie 
poetry, Cronin reveals . {despite no longer practising
Catholicism) the extent to siiich he was eeposed to 
Catholic teachings.
-( Cronin's mother had ad«eya wanted him to write 
Eoetry. Sie-. eicouraged his attests and in Sact later 
, worioad. thioirih many of the Poaas-irt Infliag.11 Hhei he 
agistt^ed at the Qiivecsity of Cage 'Saga in 1368, it was 
miaiy' with a " visw to %itiiy. Ss studied Bigliah and 
E&ilflSoptaE, -and fear a year dr tuo was writing regularly. 
Suteeqnmtly, Cnxdn became increasingly involved to 
student 5 politics and % s  reassessing'his desim to write 
poetry in the light of M s  nearly acquired political 
mderstandiag. as he dervelcpsd politically, so he felt 
trasses and stifled ty his goetic endeavours. He was 
trying to write a lyrical kind of poetry - tut at the tiae 
this seemed ta him trite and self-indulgent.

Mien I was at university in the late 1960s and 
early ’70s, I started out 9ery mch with the 
idea of to be a pset. Xy own
ptedilectieos are in tiie direction of lyrical 
Writing, a qaite subjective style of writing, 
and I was alveya gonakat unhappy with that m d  
becaas increaaijigay dissatisfied with that node 
o£ writing because I felt it was so self- 
indulgent in the South African situation.' wera 
.1 .was, privileged and white, sitting at
University, writing love poems or whatever, the 
feeling became paralysing, so that X alnosc 
stopped writing. I was blocked ts this
disjuncture between the Tga?w=a in south
Africa m  tha m e  hand, and try aesthetic
pratilectiems for the lyrical mods on the other. 
(Gauler, page 9 - 10)



A  few of his early posts were gobllahad in jcumais 
such as •Osttaast- and "Cphir". B=»8eer» fswi the tia« he 
became a political activist until hifl isgeisannent, Cronin 
virtually abandoned «riting poetry. •

In the early 1970a, Cronin travelled to Paris, to 
read for a testers degree at the Soebonne. While there, 
he joined the African Rational Oajgress12 ard returned 
to fimn-h AfWca to caoy out underground vorici printing 
a«l djststiaitdng JfflC panphlets. As related earlier, soen 
after the June 1976 riots, Cronin, David. Ratidn and Susm
o.vMn were bKOu^rt to trial under the TOrroriffia tot.

one ysar, eleven nnnths of itiich vers suspended (she was
' eight tfcntha pregnant at the tire), and Cronin to seven
56813. la view of the fact that their trial was intended 
to prove the role played by white activists in the clots, 
4-wy sentences were noticeably heavies than those of 

political prisoners, ,<»nvic±ed for similar offences, 
'tte jtrige'a Beaiiric to Cronin ̂ *en passing smtecce was 

—  ao 'Sen* x,aee ccswemed Crcnin, I .get the

reform jou. 
fTMatde. cover notes)
Price to teing charged, Cronin v _ ------

solitary cmfinemsne for about cde mnth. Ba relates that
it was during this 
writing poetry again-

Hhei I was in solitary confinement 'I ws

noea that I wrote or oapjaeri, because I didn t 
S T  paper «t that stage, taa just tn Hnd of 
lovingly recite the weather forecast, 
of becsae an aesthetic in a way. 
corfcatim to be able to do that; just v 
tare resources of one's mauth one can 
reoanstruct South Africa.

 t, Sovanber 1984)



Afitae his c m  nonth in solitary oanflnanent, Cronin 
was an mwiWrng trial . prisoner with certain 
privilege.14 When he joinei the other v*ite nale 

priscmcB in BBCorla's imimm Secmd-Qr prism 
in Sep!»*ar 1976, he began to produce poetry of the type 
he is -joat satisfied with: lyrical goetiy Bering cot 
only £*» intense subjectivity of his ei^erience tut also 
the om tact of the inpdsorarent in South Africa. Crenin's 
poetry was, from its beginning, located' in the South 
African context.

As iixiicated in the quotation above, Cronin was 
developing a fascination with "the tars resources of the 
hobUi* . Be began to consider the structure of ncuth and 
tongue, language and aourais in each, of his poms; be 
began-Bartioilarly to explore the ways in *ich languages 
qze spoken in South Africa. - '

HLs poetry is an ocal/auzal pa-try: the seunds ard 
ri^tims of the. lines are essential to the aeaninga of the- 
peas/ there are several reasegs for tfie p«*icu]ai- oral 
quality o£. -the poems, chiefly that Caatin vas not 
officially permitted to write in prism? he coisosed his 
poffls 'm  paper (mc4 be hfd access to stationery) and 
lo.-mt- ttea before destroying ear hiding the paper to avoid 

seccodly, because he was eager for his poetry 
to be yy^taia to the many illiterate people in South 
Africa, he designed it for oral delivery.

Because he wae writing ille^lly, Crcnin voild make 
many Changes to tite original poems, nst alwya certain 
that he had memorised accurately. He claims ttf prefer 
veridier m  pe^r where he can make several aneKtasats 
betas a poan is finalised, thus keeping a rtkord of 
cptions. m  prism, each tiie a poem «as "cscpleeod", it. 
had to be mencrised. Ods was not an easy task, eilthoi#! 
r^y^r, thinks it's fairly small in careerism witli actors 
xAo can recite the lines of several Shakespeajean plays.



• ' flie opening 'poem ti'f tiie anthology/ -...
outlines tiie eoaatlva process o2 constructing a bird fran 
tha -available materials: socks, plying cards, paper.
- The riudke of 'the poem, stands netajiwclcaUy for the 

collection of poena, which ware made illicitly, 
painstakingly, tmtil 

out' „ 1 ' '»o»ar"ti» hi^i walla I launch you now 
‘ ; fInside, page 3)

' -the poea.containa in ftitiy tetigiKLe form many of the 
iaages. viiich recur repeatedly thoagh the anthology - 
b i r d s e y e s ,  voice and water.^ „

Crotffji'a poems are, like msdi' fisai jitezatture, 
filled, witii images and descriptionsl'ê  birds. Edscners 
often ’‘use’-.' "btoie11 to synfcolise theit pli^t: jatlftird,

a1' canary, caged btiria, are daman expresaions in
a priscner'a argot. Boaten, in dra df his now aeadfios 

ss, wrote
thourfst it was sad that you ccwld work out hew 

^Ocng -a man had tsai in^Lam

long ago and far ewEry.
-13/ page 67)

describes how in & vesy real, literal ray, 
c wse a valuable si#t. in prism. Diey were saretises
'.-viaibis in tha prism yar^ and coald.be heard chirping, 

cna -of the -biMss''17 inside taa jjsSg&SJSSk

'. ; ra^ wriei. aaaSionaily, sardhing up and dam the

nwatiSbg then.
':;(3Ktenie«, tove»ter 1984)

^ T % 5 5 ^aypbnllc nature of the birds fee all prismers is 
,/cheir and thalr ability to fly, as well aa the



fr— *-rn= . fcrisoiers. caged prisoner is
sympathised with in the lines 

Every tire they cage a bird 
the sly ahrtoka. A littia.
(op cit, page 25)

"pwam-aiWVe" launches Cronin's project, • tha 
collective voice oftiie prisoneas, out over the prison 
walls. Before tha shrike could be thrwai out, it had to 
he 'sharpened on the1 grindstone", and checked "over again"
_ meg the carefully .created pastry.

Bie technical fussing over the shrike is very nuch 
lUte the fussirg, over a poem. Once he was sentenced, 
eyry>iT> had access tp atatimery, but because he was not 

to subnit hie writings to the ptisan authorities 
for censorship, he had to.destroy tiie paper with his pesos 
when he vas finished writing. As his memorising techniques 
improved, so Cnmifi needed p^er less and less. Once he 
received psrmiseiim , to study, IWHeves, he would 
occasionally write the lines of poems in amongst his . study 
notes. -

Ctoiin's naaoryt c^aeity la fairly 1“ ^  -■although 
he sags that it operates selectively; he vas able to

- I couldn't aiieyB reraester the order, 
but it cane bade.'
(Qtberviaj, Ssvesber 1964)

Occasionally, he wsild preseat his poeoa to his 
^ i w  prisoners fee ccment and criticism. Oiese VAare 
valuable criticisms, fas if another prisoner found an 
(.wrp or a piece of a poem inaccessible, Cronin would weak 
on it until te had satisfied his audience.



Om  effect of Saving to leant t m  poana ny
« w — t " — I M m W
«to, e »  ~a>, « «  t « w »  — ' i M w m g — 1.

. . —  gxpesinBRtH wltix eaiBunlcattiig In prism
_^.~= «.ha-«,iral texture of life outsidi,aid tryingj to capture tna aurai tsxlw.- — ----------

sm.. to wonder at the linguistic wealth of South 
Ha made use of this linguistic wealth to enrich

of aodieices.16
Stoce his release' to 1903, Cmnin has

^rticijatad in nany poetry; zeadlngs, tiiere he delivers 
bis poetty as if i= theatrical *■«*»■»»' to
psrfontBnce, he draws 1 M ®  betweer.- tte T»«s *• ^  
reading ty telling prism anecdotes. Dieee seems be

„ ^ , _. _* <in oirtance1 *t0n a  tta o »  «m—  = ™  of =™”  -----
c a n *  =

a> « *  W d p c y .  a  e »  1« = m - t e u ~ i ,  
w .  wa. «

- . w , .  to  r= « l. - a .  W h i r  t o o l , "  m  o n l  a W 3  m =nl» 
IB Bbla to desatfltrate Easclaely how he uses ti» iraad̂ ty 
Of J*rmm <* — a  X d r n  to » •  K»B»-

aEedera* ot g a W  «= 3=U J* 1 11 “  “ ®

- «  a n ™ * * ., o r  jam , « . d t o o a ~ i t o C M Pt = ' i l ® .

„  H e  « «  n a tE riri. b a  W t i i  W  U J » » b « »  »
 ^  tosnm b u ilt  h is entice novel amund the jaiM

a  l * w  a = m  —
„  e*=claUy to a nanalive 1=—  to”  'Watting 

on Air* or in a tlace like -Eollaeor SMtdiea-. »  
joatolato. that the pdaon jam (a la Ba«an> i= » " bL 
gums of litetafcoie tom or ahout prison.

SmyKW M , i= a  V IM  E=rt o£ ou lttra . !«*«• 
o a a te  or ptndoce atoriea as expreaaion and acawunloati^i.

K q W U m  la a ™— l, l-Hto P ™ — '
d a ^ t to g  tha -D l-K dng = » » « « » » •  —
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life, and

ZL_°% %nC^^ ̂  2Z2mm
atMyteller.19

Altbo#! Cronin describes himself as

n o v a n a l  W  ««cdot« a«d tlmtriol crotoi

as a to a fellow prisoner, Ot^i Matthews, a

Crcnin has beccne 
oetry, and

I f f i *

r - jz .  -  ^tie skills of the raecmtS'Jff. __ '
-  ------ -— —— '.-iesa o£



'' - r

>/x
ottei oatnrtad in tis priscn yam typs,, of 
altuatlen. X was certainly not the neat adept 

in prison. Svea anmgat the amU' 
that I was in - . whits political

s  , - there were ana or tarn who ware sort
of real reservoirs of priscn oral culture.
(Intecview, Msreotoer 1934) ' \ ) ■

The fabric of this oral culture has to do mainly with 
survival and ccping within the frisco. Qiis.ls oftm .tha 
intention, of Htecatuze describing the e^eriaice. Cronin

,3 *■
Itonnally, they'd tell hew saaacne had dene tiiist; <, 
tx that, or often, tales against SiMselveai 
But it would neasrelly cany that kind o£c-- /
pedagogical effect as tell, hew one ccpes with , 
that Wad of situation or doesn't edge, - pr,-.> 
vtoterar. • •"
(lfa(d) , , ,,

fVnn<ti had been aware of this kind of pedagogy alnnst 
fran the beginning. Before his inpcLsoraait, he had read 
wyp, Lewin's tandlet and has.ormaited that it "Bemd as 
a hairibocfc on hew to deal with iapciscsB^nt". 
Stieeqnmtly, hie own texfe, and his oral araentary oa it, 
has served a fimoticeii " î e has rendered pr^cn
liveable. ..

Consegumtly, tAen Cronin talks about prison, J.t 
usually takes an anecdotal ftnm., IS this is part of 
a poetry reading, he does it to tha*.he ie nc^ bored by . 
re-readicg the same poems. JBeoiotes also inspire 
qnnyWnna fxso. the audience? this often leads him to.read 
jarfjicular fcens in response, e.g. fPollsmoor-gtatchaa" or 
one of the love goens.

apart fran the desire to talk about his tepristmeit, 
either through the printed gcem or thgx#  ̂ gd^,to.an 
audience, Crcnin had other Masais foe whliAim the 
poetry. Es adults to having learnt a great tmn other 
prison writingst he had read lewin, R.AUb, Ztrelonke, 
BMoan and several ottiBC prison, tex’s Wor e  ..his 
aaest.20 Reading other priscn wcitinr, lii'd hmanised

■

I*-.



the place" for him. A major reason for publishing was 
precisely to zetiiforce hia belief that iiprleaeasnt is not 
an unccHnee experience in Soafch ACtlea. Cro Hn concents 

to ohaze thfft esjpetieace is an important cue. 
therapeutically for oneself, but also just 
generally for others and to shew that one can 
mate a space in tha apartheid pciscns are! me  
S S  actually live these, it's not pleeesot tut 
it's not unthinkable or mdmaginable and. It had 
better not be, because a lot of people are going 
to hare to ccnfrnnt that reality.
(Ibid)

A fcrther aspect of pddlaiatnr, hig avpttrtaiM-a’ 
min d  the public that theee are many pHgrmAwa still 
Inatde. 1

(k&ta a lot of the paems ace bringing in not 
just mf voice from inside to the cutside, but 
the voices, adiieveomts, heroism of other 
Pecple, partiflulazrly, say, tha three pa»le on 
death iw,‘A johray Matthews or that̂ jvec. the 
third rotivatim veuld ba that! to remind us, to 
honour, to ecntinue pceasure that ve can bring 
to beer for the release of and anelifiaatim of 
thê oontlltiQnB of ttoge people.

Aithcn^i oaiposing his psetzy in prism was 
a "solitary' activity, he conceived of it with a tentative 
audience in mind - not only those wmnmcd above - 
prisoners past, present and future - bit tha fandHaa and 
friends of these. "Walking on Air", for example, is sace 
than a tadbute to Johnny Matthews, it is a tribute to the 
strength of and sv^post fecm his «i£a and seem dtildzen; 
it is also a salute to a particular period c£ Mstay and 
the participmts ia tiie tsaigreas aovarenta of the 1950s.

The storytelling, narrative tedmigtiea used in 
"Walking cc Air" are regiseeitative of these techniques in 
all of Cronin's poems.

Oie poem is about the life of John Matthews, who told 
his tele to Cronin, who in turn brought it out of the 
prison in the form of a long narrative seen; in other 
wnJs, two types of stoeytelling are in process. Hie 
"tribute* to Matthews is hinted at in tha words



John Matthews speaks by snatches/ the making tod 
fixing at things he likes, though muchr nevas, 
nod. you wm't catch him peaking

page ff)

Matinee is a hmbla nan, woridag in tits carpmtcy 
sIk p  (tâ ire all tha political pcLsarwra eoriosd until three 
of then escaped in December ’97!*, after manufacturing 
wocden tefa) Bs enjqys tiie tnde because .

"I woric for nyaelf" - he aays - "not for the 
i, (Ibid, page 5)

Otoe two types of story incorpcsated in the poen sisn 
up’’ - aa in Boaran's book - the vegf priscn lore ia passed 
on as 1 neU as ho* tie raw material, of tha “jam* is 
crafted into a poem. The poem is at ooce a stmgr, a 
puzsla, ai5 a lessm. It tells the story of political 
choice, and its effect at a man's life and hia family 
relati.afishi.ps.

jdm l&ttheus is a vMta woddng class man tho served 
fifteen years in ptiscsi fear engaging ia Ccmomist Fart?
, activity. Cccnin mat Matthews in prison: Matthews h»d 
been there since 1364, Making

In ebe prlscm «a3sshap, also Jmom as the 
seminar roan; (...) making caritzaband gcetess, 
beams, ashtrays, snbkkel salt cellars of, oh, 
delicate dovetailings?
(Inrtde. page 5-6)

In the pnologue to the poen, Omi n  ccnmtfcs that the 
priscn workshop was a place to discuss "productive" and 
“unproductive" labour as wall as to engage in all sorts of 
discussion ranging £sae political theorising to soaning 
about "life without woaen" ? it was the best place to gat 
to know cue's fellow prismers, for taJlc was reasonably 
freely allowed.

Qig ihyttona of the paem imitate the rhytlins of tiie 
wodc - sudi as the badcmrds and forvarda noticn of a saws



.jiqMtvmiah the oancq* -Prcdoctlve' £b»  tiie 
concept ... 'OngiKducttive laboac';
(Ibid, page 5)

^ri«f rhythms Cronin learned the stray d£ J#n
iyyg. if fa. CEOiln rewssls that Matthews litad "the

aakdag m i  tixinj tilings" - he is a craftsman. Cxadn 
uses Ms  o «  craftsmanship in this piece, to build a poem 

fits the narrative o£ Jdtn Matthews - a quiet 
tumble sen, totally dedicated to his beliefs.

rfte sectim of the posn ia made vp of short,
stanzas outLtoing ItettheMS' diiJdhccd and early

i dependable lad
his spelling is gccd. 
(Ibid, page 7)

tonjays to Fadd^ra 
ai that same block 
for 37 unbroken years until
The security police 
picked him up .-•» Bit first 

. way bade to the thirties. 
(Ibid, page 8)

short staccato stanzas reveal how Cronin heard 
the story "in snatches", which he -pieced together".

nmiT, and Matthews belong to different Political 
gmotiro. m t u —  K l c w  to the o£ « •





Mtec the 
ten sears later the

SVV
-.r s. r'-.-A 1

Art in 1950,24 and 
ga massacres, 

■QESMELtera and

  jnn^w*! invnlveent
the lines of the Ece® get lager andmare

the amount of undetgsmnd woric that 
to be dona, as well as the pressure under *lch

i.
196$, In a large .post-aivonifl security police 

ewxpf Jdm Matthews was 
White and 52
so they treated M m  nice.
Busy only aade him stand
Ca tuo bricks

e nights and
Hhm he asked to go to 
thmr said:Shit in jour pants.
{Dald, page 12) - r_
to the $««.; OHdJt d i ^ T S  enomcus admitiiiim for 

joM Hattheua and the decisions he had to make. • Jfatthcwo 
vas pressurised try the security jolice to b M m  a state 
witness - tte p=an illustrates ■ how ttiis taptatim was

(that didn't woric)
Think of tha shame of going to jail 

(that thought only 
fined him with pride)

You really went leaf firs to rule? 
(Like yau said)

Biink ai your wife 
(Dulde. Duleie 
7 kids. Dulde.
She's not golitlm l  at all.) 

(Ibid, pa^ 13)

■ ;



_____ J alcost thou#* that «as the end -
either of his marriage or his political cCmnitnient. 
Bus «hm the pslloa allcwed him a visit fsan his 
wife, he told her

- Dulde, I will never betray my ccmcasea. 
tod with a frog in her throat she repUsd
- T'm behind »ou. One hundred cercant.- I'm behind you.
So bade they hauled John Matthews then araî
bade to tiie ceils, 
that vaa that/ then, tut 
all the way" down the sassage 
toa-heal, hsel-toe,1 didHe-didiile

. — at, he was hi# 
off the grcuhd, man,
Ha 'was walking on air.
(IMd, pa^ 14) ■
Cronin'” adnises Jtta Mattheris for his decisim to 

hia- life with his family during his 
ucpnHCTBent. Tha eosA UJaeCrates how Sapcrtaitt <M's 
personal life is i® aiding oie's pslitixal comaitniaits.

affect ordinary jeopie's ll'ves - railing it love 
• or - which are exparisnced ty ereryane,
universally and down all tiire; political pe^le 
faU in love too. Too oftm, thay-re 
achizochianic afcdufc it, they have oattartaents 
in their -lives jathesr than trying to integrate 
their tolKdcal attitudes with their peraonal 
life and their attitude towards watan (if 
they’re sales).
(Intervie*;, November 1934)
a  Matthew' case, the state-needed witnesses - they 

fry-jgrf to bribe him to testify t o  them - until he agreed. 
Bat with his wife's sugport whm he told her he could not 
Bebeay his canrades he was ablo to go to Jail

m  this Img, narrative poem, Cronin achieves tw> 
tilings. he shows firstly that political people 

can and do have private lives which mean very mch to 
►w, and seccodly that these private relationships are 
very important in sustaining one's political cuiuiilansnt.

;;is :



Mas than that, though, la the togortanca these loved ones 
have in keeping up the morale of those Inside the prisons. 
Matthaus was "talking on air1', and fifteen years later, 
just prior to his release,

lie geese down at hie face

m  a mirror held low, about
bally-faeigtttt,
wndering how he'll sean
to his geandchlldren

Hia- grandchildren do not know him - th^ are pcckebly 
not fully aweze of why he has been in jail. Cronin's 
tribute to Jdhn Ifetthewa Is edned partly at assisting his 
family to reintegrate him into their lives.

Ia this jccesn teeiin is at M s  storytelling test. 
Baseness always try to firti out about m e  another - why 
th^'se in jail, hew leng they'll be there, or how they 
deal with tiie experience. Out oS this develops a a)b-gen$e 
of all prism wcttiiy - tiie yam, tha Sasssa-lUee. tales, 
fabricated Boat often from the surroundings and adt fran 
truth. m  his.,*

XiiBten ran. I'm in boeb, 
toe Banething 
I hardly didn't do.

Eb tone me c m  day stxaî tti 
- Passssssssa

HUlloa Ginger.
(Ibid, page 16)
"PoU bhoot Sketdies* is one of the titles Cronin 

reads often to audiences, because it uaveals the hcoad 
range of pe^le kho aid tp in prison; it is not only tha 
political prisoners tdto refuse to recognise tiie state's 

there is also Johannes Stephanos Fehsuarie,



Smther of tha gears Crcnin aivava seeds to audiaices 
is "Death Bow*. Xn this poan ha recreates with
cmetopceie and thythnri.c sounds the build up to an 
exeeutim.

It is rather with yow: ears that yaa begin to 
construct a sense of the place in tAidi you axe. 
Datiag the day, you can mnetinea hear the sound 
of a ncCTrfay city, preaunably if the vriixl is 
blowing right. (...) Scmetimea yau hear btoi- 
calla. But, it is at night th^t the sou rajs 
inaids of the building v*iere you are «©11 up 
above the threshold of inaudibility. Mqr off to 
jcur right there unst be sore 200 people yai 
vfould guess. They sing rasumful tflrms a gc^t 
deal of the tine, judging frao tie songs, they
("academic Eteedcm leckure", 1984) 
a  titis gam, Cronin's masterly use of encmatagpeia 

of the «Qf he leaait through his ears to 
i and sound while he was in priscn. "Gath 

Row" is a verbal expression of what M s  eats hsd taught

Before reading the poem, Crcnin alva$s contesrtualises 
it in "Baverly Hills", reads it and answecB questions.

“Beverly mils" - officially known i
Haxtom Security - is the priscn tassing the ccndaened. 

ntvpHw with aix other vMte political
pH.«niiM»f I was held in C secticsi of Pretoria
iteirimm. Biare is a great deal of singing in
that prism. It was mostly mournful, African 
riwalB singing that we weald hear. It cane 
frcta ores; to our right, in what we guessed ware 
B and A sections. In those sections there vrere

 ___  3̂ of execution we could hme two
1 tinea voices datadi fran the mln body of 

singers. Hiesa two or three voices would cana, 
still siming, a-’Lthough cmstristedly, slowly 
dcwi tiie long, long (bat all too short for then) 
concrete passage of our C section. 
fins ids. International Biitlon, page 33 - 34)
After sane tims in Beverly Hills, the white political 

prismers rotioed a diacge in the singing: instMd of 
hjnms they heard fceadaa songs, 'dey didn't knmr why this 
had happened until they eventually lenraed that three ABC





TSe energy of their resistance and anger isas an 
in^draticn to thsse renaWmg alive in the Eaiacn.

Cronin's «ctendal axperiientatloa with cncroatrpcaia 
and sound patterns ia sustained thronqhrart the volwe of 
goetry, bet is at its most conplex and fabricating in , 
sectim 3 - "Ventura to the latecior''.. posara all 
Indicate intense sstploratim not cnly into the history o£

words as "gem gem" (pege 50) anl "-Rail, -pa 
(page 58), bit also a venture into Crcnin'W 'personal" 
interior, Wiere he explores his Christian roots. Ojve poems , 
arti prfmdly about the South Mrisan intertoi: atd its. .. 
languages, butt several of then have stiBDg ..jtittistian 
symbols. «

Madi of Oauin's poetry reveals hii Catholic

rniiay in Bmdebosdt - a. traditional Catholic, sdiool. Es 
is IW longer a practising Catholic, butt Slenenta of his 

ptxxide a .useful vehicle for hia metaphors. 
Bfeitii tottsdhalk suggests that in imeis of Cronin's poetry,..'

the poems enptoying sysirjis of ji
Qmnim is intrinsically influenced by his Christianity. ^

One layer of lidmesa i2l,£g^'s poems is the 
evocation of secular realities through religicws _■ ■ ■ ■ ■ y \ T4. rrmitv*- Vi& 4̂u»ie <*S-nn 4 n    ( . . . )  i t  musL oe mnanDBceo tiiav
is writing in a culture dnnittated by Christian 
synfoolim, airi that religious ireta£hors, 
specifically Christian meteors, will for Inany ■ 
readers facilitate afpithy. Besides, though 
a Marxist in his mature years# the stages of 
Cronin's evolution indade a Catholic childhccd 
azri contact with vtilloga&tf. tous he ai
rmainn naturally expresses mequivocally 
materialist ideology titroû i Catholic or 
Platonic metaphor.
(Gottschalk, page 56) ,,

fvnn<n the Christian synbolism in a way which
inHirmtma his personal "%a»leness* rather than any 
apeniMc religious belief. As in the poero evoking 

his at the nasal base, Cronin's



Christian images in t-’"- remainder of the anthology 
Indicate that he has _ec •-•jyBed- hia^ -Catholicisni as an 
integral part of the forced V ^ h  shaped-vhlm.

Gottschalk draws attentititi.for example to Cronin's 
ideas and images in "For - comrade's in Solitary 
Confinement", where he writes 

Where without appetite 
you commune
with the stale bread of yourself 
(Ibid, page 25)

- lines which indicate the complexity of Cronin's 
thought process in relation to his Catholicism.■ Against 
an image of taking communion, Cronin describes solitary 
confinement as particularly uncomfortable. He explains
that he did not discoverVeay essential part of his soul 
while in solitary, but "rather that "a person is a person 
because of other people" (Ibid, page. 18). The solitary 
self soon becomes stale. '

in the "Venture into the < Interior" cycle, the
Christian imagery becomes more.:noticeably overt, although 
it j.s not a mystical or consciously religious process. AS 
mentioned earlier, it i J.eK̂ s-imply a manifestation of his 
total acknowledgement of his heritage, which he makes use 
of in all his poems.

The fijrst poem of the.cycle, aptly titled "Prologue", 
introduces the themes of the cycle: the tongue and its
power to communicate (John's . openirtg chapter in the New 
Testament is titled "Prologue"). ■ Cronin links his
archaeological exploration of speech to a Christian
symbol, altieit an inverted one, when he writes

Then let flesh be made words . „
(Ibid< page 45)

- a play on the New Testament's "In the beginning was the 
word ... and the word became flesh ,;4 .". Through the use 
of this notion, i.e. the links becween speech and human 
existence, Cronin is able to use his Christian knowledge 
in order to explore language. The poem



elucidates the techniques Crcnin esplqys In all his 
poettyt ky intrcducing the "tcogne" and the vay it 

in speed) . production, he directs us to the 
potential pones of language.

Cronin's ctosesaien with language arose out of a 
desire to recreate the texture of the "outside" - the 
wHri mitaritto prison. Inside, the aV-i’ languages he heard

the English spdkeii by hia coeaacles and the Afrikaans
Of the 'pa-rJara - tone of the other languages spdosi in 
South Africa. Qnr of the ways he could iwcwaite the 
teotturea of outside was throu^i sound:

... it was very ecrofortiiq to knew that just 
with the hare resources of one's south cue can 
idni of reconstruct Sozth Africa 
(totesrview, Kreentoer 1984)

Os was, fran the, beginning of his poetic endeascurs, 
"striving fee an oral Wad of poetry". Initially, as 
already mnticned, he was forced into this., means of 
ccuTosing because be was denied writing materials, later, 
as . he grew increasingly skilled at designing the "oisd" 
coatry, Croain taught hizaself Bate of the sounds of 
injigencus tfTtam tongues - like Khoi-Bhoi - and wrote 
that he tanted and was trying 

to leam how to speak 
With the voices of this land 
(Ibid#,page 58)

"Oie voices of this land* are, for Cronin, the fabric 
of the eeerging national culture he envisages, ironically, 
the •voicM" are both interior arti exterior. Wiile 
depicting aspects of . the interior of South Africa, they 
are very a part of the outside Cronin is trying to
recreate from the inside of the prison.

While fjnn»rt*iyr himself about the various languages 
and the literature that belong to South Africa, Cronin was 
developing a more ceroposito sense of South African 
history. Qte writings of Olive Sdireiner assisted him in 
understanding



language tteMdng m  
through eacb of ear throatoi 
koEple, sheeEteaal, leoEpIe,
EdJi±iuah, the tom loottlcn, thlo v*ole 
epemned cnttacattering dusted 
in arm track 
(Said, page 54)

Bifl tributa to Sdirelnes ia not mly for ter use of 
Sooth African Biglldi, bit for her political awajenaas, 
years ahead of her time.

prior to hia luprlecaanent, Cconln narar studied 
UjK[uistlcs. Of • all tha Xkdsa?^ courses fee which he 
subsequently registered,., linguistics was the one he 
mjoyedncet.

Precisely bacause it had this agplicaticn; Just 
as the athlete needs to knew about the 
mechanisms of the body, so the poet needs to 
5mdM about the mouth aid the tongue and tha
{Ditecvlew, Itovanber IS64)

In the poetry, he explores the sounds mate £y humans, 
mdiliea, .'Insects, animals, water; in "Litairf" (which, to 
return t> tte link with M s  Christianity, means repeated 
jjiaysr petltionB) Ceonia r^ecduces sounds made.ia his 
wsrld; it is a litany to 

tonguat 
0 Jtidt of language. 
fInside, page 47)

language and sounds come frm "the pdmal swrnps"; 
developing beycod midfidi and snakes and hardening 
palates, until with the tongue, oama the advent of apaask.

SSBSZ8ZZ
(Bad, page 47)

toe tmgue, the producer of all oral language, is 
also inportant In eating, loving and boaathing.
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Once he begins this explorafckn of language, Cronin 
to use it as a tool to examine the laadsc^es, 

a w  lend and tha countey outside of the prison. "Out land 
bolds its hatd/WOoden truths lUee a ̂ Baca/A pips' (It&i/ 

50). toe ^Mloscpbical allegory of Plato's cave
_______ Cronin's own imgriaonroit and longing for tha
v̂ ih outsidai ttece Plato's prisoners saw shadows on the 

4- W t cave, Cronin's "prisoners with strange

" filled witii a deep lenging.
pctsttiecs'-tiio incessantly mimic 

the scunds a£ their land 
dowrt' in the blue-seined
(Ibid, Eaga 48) 
i-v^<n as priscfdr is, thra#i his psetry, himself 

aiadddng the sounds of his land from within his "cave". 
She '■Wing Unas of the poen suggest an optimism abnut

»hm-a outside vtf’ e these sounds 
bathed in the dsyli^tt, cay 
soieday, grow into words?
(Ibid, page 48)

s sound ?nd languagei Thrcc^Mut the poetry Cronin use
, conteKbialise the insaSLsoisaeat in a — -----  - •
> as iathti jfeyBical and linguistic twritnry of his

e Ertwtjtelling in prison and for
„  irds, is an aKtaupt to noanalise

tob to integrate it into one's life. Crenin's
poetry goes further than any of the other literature in 
its semination anl analysis of the outside world, 
languages and histories of forgotten peopla contribute to 
M s  understanding. peat, -If you're asking, vtoae
33Ki" (Ibid, page 51) questions, throu#i iiaa^s of labour, 
fto w ghtfully belongs in South Africa. Ore inclination 
is that the country belongs to those who have helped to 
develop it through their hard worit, rather than the

' ' V ?
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Bs the two +T-<h*es to olive Sctaediter, Crcnin
 û 4 that there was jnoce to early Soudi Africa

raai toe colonial imagination has gsmittad to survive. 
Oa reading Schieinfir'a worie, Ck o Iji realised that it 
^ n y  m s  r ~ ^ h1a to write inEelliQettly and critically 
of South Africa.

that ha first read sdareinee's StSZJBLSLSMSSB Rma, ■ ■ 1
it'sads .a huge iapact on ne, that yeu oorid

aqect of litejature. .
(Intarvior,, Hw atlbeg 1984)

toe greatest tribute to Schreiner ia that she ia tha 
great-^reat-gm̂ timother d£ an anargirg culture.

Olive Schreiner, year letters 
still keep arriving. 
tmsisSe. page 53) •.

566 ' condudii.g posra in "----
eqOxsee throu^i nattiral .inagay the -linguistic" wealth of 
South Africa. Eroat within the pri&dn, Oxnin ewkea for
h«— .i* ffleroriea of the pl^Bieal testure of the outside,
and wria with the ties tangible texture of language, tte 
water and the stone which recur in these poos are 
significant aspects of Crenin'a Christian ssntolfl.

Hi tha of the river •‘that carries many tcngues
in its MUfe’ (Ibid, page 57) Cronin creates a sense of a 
new heritage -anew language that will draw its sttength

... dental, lateral 
Clicking in its palate like the tiaktiig c n » « m

(Ibid)

It is also a language that will fce relevant and 
to the people whose labour built, and ccntinues

to build, t

' - X T  *

m
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tod a rivet that trickles
Dcwi the water's face. ‘__
Bie salt river that welds tasassM formed;
Steel girder m  glider and emcrete.
(Ibid)

IcmicaUy,. it was tdille "jjiside", a»ay firm the 
nultitaia of people and languages/ that Cronin taught

hoar to speak
With the voices of this land.
(Biald&, page SB)

^  did it as part • of his desire to resseate the 
tffffr* Of outside, but also to acknowledge the strengths 
of M s  cmpatriota. He does so ty using tteir weds in
hispcAa?*

I'm telling $m>
Sengololp, just Booobang, Just 
16 understand the least inflsetiens, 
to voice without swalloezlng 
Syllables bom ia tin shacks, or cate 
tiie 5.15 iteflta bust fife

. . umxnu-i ,i ni w
(Ibid, .page 58)

Although Cronin'a „ , - - -
all its and thwliBtic Barits,27 it has often
beet Imviad pacifically for his love poms, writtm to 
his «ife Atmanarie, tiio died of a brain tunrur about seven 
maitha after his inpriacmatf-,. Die love poems eiploy all 
the and tedmiijues discussed thus far? the poems
Kipnri (Benin's personal feelings with his political ones, 
and are all the mare poignant because of the circumstances 
under vMdi th^ were written.

Itotrf interviswera and reviews have ccncentrated on 
tie lore poetry ss lemarkably ispeesmtative of Osnin's 
styles lyrical, riythmio and still hi#ily political.
Reriswera have accorded the love poems a special, elevated





hia topciseoment - knmdjtg a U  the tdae ttet lapsiBea-flBnt 
was *™«r**rr- - ware clearly vety valuable to him. '

Bia peans aterxi as a salute to her foe all ate did
fear and with him arri are in a sense a sutstltute fee the 
jhssicai presence and socpact that ha was unable to give 
in xabjm.

jmnemarie, hia "muse", is always associated with 
light, latî itar, izany - and aily towards the end-at her 
life, teds". She is the light in the "da* times" t>£
hiding ani surveillance.

■ tie prison,. Cronin was sweated fremhis
loe^ ones fcr at least five laded doors and 1 700 
kilnnatres28 l:

nothing .tmaual in this 
Our oxKtry. 
fTnsida. page 68)

Oie only vay he oaild zeadt those outside vraa to 
yrits letters?'' in "Rmi#t is an envelope" Cmnin 
.atolfully xxmstmcts a sustained metz#or ty tiiidi be can 
imagine hisself leaving the prison

M  t t a S S k t M ^ e d s ,  ttiiind the inside flap's

Touch to reach you 
(Bald, page 69)

Hie of the tongue, used as vehicle for language
In the "Vtobue into the Interior" poena, beccmes now

Of the Tf'fda it uses, ac because of ^eech. Cronin 
egresses his self aa if it were -wris".
f̂ it-inwihla in this particular poem is, again, the idea of

The letter I, flesh made paper 
(ibid)

toe craft of this poem is effective in several ways: 
apart fma devising a scheme for sending his words out of 
the pH-nn he explores poetically the notions of inside 
and outside. In his attempts to send his wards into the



outside world, it ia as If he turns himself irvrlde out; 
he mcloses a part of himself in the envelope - ensuring 
that he is, still inside something; this time, in order, to 
be taken out.

Cronin zsveela in this poem that he attaches as nuch 
value to the written word as he does to the spoken, 
despite his constant ashaaia on the oral. For witheut 
the written wad, he would ba oatplertely unable to 
coBioaiicato hia inside to the outside vrorid.

. In sate ways, the pom ia an acceptance of the 
distance between Cronix. and his wife; yet in an alnest 
religious w%r, in a ritual way, it is more. It has its 
roots in the tradition of taking carotmim, and is based 
strongly on these ideas: as mentioned above Cronin has
wade a camscticn between lyrical poetiy and pryer. He 
seye that it ia "an Invocation of saneone, a loved cue to 
change ec help one*.

a  tiiis psan, however, he ia net relying m  anothec 
person ' to diange him, he is effecting the change himself - 
he is "flesh made .paper" and "sy tongue turned into 
paper". In cany ways, the taldig of eotmodcn is a taking 
in to one's hedy the body and blood of Christ; it ia a 
ritual of taking in. In this poem, Qxnin inverts the 
treditim and turns himself Into papar so that be can 
be taken out. 'Die passive is used to emphasise that ti# 
letter will be read, caisored and sent by prison 
authorities, and as much effort as Cronin puts into 
writing it, he still has no real poser over hew it gets

By imagining that the nigit in which he Is thinking 
is an envelope, Cronin is able to explore a wide ranging 
canmnicatim. Hs also evokes a sense of freedem, in the

... it's just
Possible to consider me as flying at last ...
In addition to the words that are a«.t out as a part 

of himself, Cronin plays cm the idea that he has to use



his 4 - T * to acal the mvelcre. His tongue is pceasnt in 
the • ewelcpe because "bdiind the inside flat's gunned 
tow*" is a E^sical touch of hia tongue. In reality, 
this ia ell ha can send cut.

Also rooted deeply in Cronin's lapsed Catholicism ia 
"A Prayer in Search of Beads", in vhidi ba reverses the 
procedure of counting the rosary so that instead of 

... the cteartnr path

for scbb reverse palpability to emerge 
(Odd, page 70)
Predeminant in all the love poetry is the strong band 

the poet feels with his wife. Ha often uses images of 
thread, . twine, knitting in order to emphasise their lend, 
to "Labyrinth H" he writes

I'm unravelled ty day, at night 
I weave now and weave ....
(Ibid, page 72)

and mis the poem with the image of his wife knitting
the far end of this twine 
(iMd)
An aspect of inptdscmank dmrribed ty all former 

is the visit. ftlscners receive paxt.lailar 
d quantities of visits depending on their priacn- 
29 Political -prisaiers, hewever, ana fflglx 

i.ii.iMBrt. coitact visits> they have to sea their visitors 
fhrrmgh a pane of glass for half an hour a smth.

She visits occurred in a snail cubicle with no 
ri.vsical ccctact between prisoner end visitor.
%  would ccpramicate thecu^i a glass porthole.
All the t&ile, the visit w s  Hmltored by two or 
ncre warders, a hidden tape-recorder and, as 
l" learnt mich later, a Mridat video eaaara. Die 
.nost intimate aments were the most closely 
scrutinized.
fTnslda. International B3itim, fage 81)

toa egog- of these visits is portrayed in tro poems - 
"Visiting tocm" airi "I saw your Mother" - one of which

Qpes



& V is i t  £XOB h is  w ife , t i »  OtilBT OM frODl h e t 
eothae, who to djifom Cronin of tomenarle'a death.
The cruelty of the visiting system is brought out in lines

X couldn't place 
ny a m  around her, 
around your nether 
when aha sdabed 1 
(Inside, page 77)

and nor shs aroond him.
Cceiin «as taken back to the priecn workshop after 

hearing of hia wife's death. He was denied pemiseioB to 
attend her funeral.

Ihe daolrant image of Ainemarii la caweyed through 
references to her eyes and thrcu$» li#it - her eyes are 
described

As careful as 
a teaapoca of Uc^xt 

„ (Ibid, page 79)

Of the visit, he writes 
Tb admit Uĉ tt, 
that's a window's vocation 
or a man to a wife „

_ this is the extent to which she brings M m  light and the 
outside world.

Bi contrast to the majority of poems In the 
anthology, Cronin's love poetry ia often cowotative and 
symbolic. It is "non-verbal" and suggestively erotic. It 
is a successful attempt at retaining the. privacy of the 

relationship while declaring it openly, and at 
the m m b  tints acknowledging clearly that the terid exists 
mtaidm of lovers. The cycle of poems is carefully set 
cut so that the netajtors and images associated with 
ftnnawn-ia (and their ralatienship) are linked and dtivelop 
into a ccaplete picture.

Cecnin'a love poena differ significantly fean the 
words of love written by other writers discussed 
previously. teaman fantasised, or Imagined, a lover in





Hie pcols are In contrast to the wtrlAinr Images of 
water as tranafigurativa and cptMstlo. The rivers 
denoted aoveaesit, diangea, life as well as piELficatlm, 
cleansing arri transfiguration. Rivers are potent and 
free. Pools, hswevec, are still, stagnant and not as 
pure. Pools and mirrors are associated because cne can 
see oia'i image reflected in a still pool's surface, as in 
a mirror. "  '

Biis section of the anthology is technically
skilful - thenatic&Hy it shows Cronin's increasing 
frustration aid sense of futility as his sentence wee on. 
Die sense of futility, temrnm so expressive that he foiaid 
himself -

Eun[ning] a length of cottm twins betwen^^
(...) as 1 spin out
Bte InfeHminabla lines of a love eosb to no-one 
(ibid, page 86)

Oha poems in the final section of the beak are the 
mes in -which Cronin's anger at hia jailers is most 
evident. At the same time, however, he uses his 
iitpriscnmenti, to fuel his spirit so that he can resume his 
political activity cn his release, to has positioned tha 
poena in such a May that his release seats inninent - 
'Clothes’ and . "Second Thca r̂ts" particularly pc^are him 
for hie BetQm to the outside.

Bie first poea in the anthology is "Poem-ShrUe*. 
Coe of th» last pieces ig "RtdMde" which also refleots 
the poet's acute observations of bird life in the prison. 
The poem is both a bidding farewell to a fciatd and 
a locking bade over tha years spent in prison.

toe riiythmic structure of the poea mimics the hoj$dng 
motions of the kwiklde (wagtail), a Meticulous, fussing 
little creature who moves quickly, aJmost dancing - with 
a "permy-tihistle walk". It rumaages in the yard for food 
and brings gmali dots of ligfrt and colour to the bleak 
cmcrete surroundings. (toe poea-ahrike had eyes that



Each short line of the poem follows the hopping movement 
of the wagtail through the yard. The poet has 

... studied 
your ratchet-work 
your seamstress ways 
stitch and pulley 
(Ibid, page 1C1)

His familiarity with the bird allows him to imagine 
that he too could be a wagtail. Now that his freedom is 
imminent, he can at last imagine himself as a free bird.

Before he prepares himself for release, Cronin looks 
back into his childhood once again - reminding us of how 
he would hide in wardrobes 

amongst my solemn 
Ancestral ranks with their wire 
Question marks for heads.
(Ibid, J)age 103)

The question marks are Still there: Cronin does not
claim to have found any answers, except perhaps that 
"Motho ke Motho lea Batho Babang" (page 16) - a person is a 
person because of other people.

While in prison, Cronin realised the truth of this 
idiom. It was through scaring his experience with others 
that he was arle to become a "whole" persont he was able 
to delve into his own personal "inside" and Integrate his 
childhood memories and his colonial heritage into his 
present reality. He was able as well, finally, to write 
the poetry he had always striven to write.

His achievement is reflected in the structure of the 
anthology. "Inside", the first cycle of poems, resides in 
the physical inside of the prison. Cronin sets the scene 
for a jOurn&Y to a different inside (which he manages to 
effect in "The Naval Base" and "Some Uncertain Wires"), 
the inside of his psyche.

Hie exploration of and experiments with language are 
evident throughout, but particularly so in "The Venture to 
the Interior" cycle. There, Cronin demonstrates the power



of language ani the potential ability of oppressed people 
to use this potency to assa* their strmgth. In a 

way, he has ahown how he used language to “free- 
himself in the prison. He did so ly learning "how to 
speak with the voices of this land*.

Since Ms  release fccm prison in 1983, Cronin has 
resumed M s  activism as far .as possible. He was a 
pxminenb matter of the tSiited Denoctatio Blcot, althcuĉ i 
since the deolaratigp of two states of ecergeicy he has 
been hiding fzan the secmd-ty police. Ite has effectively 
been silewed - but his poetry, never bacnsd, unlike much 
of tie natadaX of a similar nature, continues to speak, 
not cnly for tfereny Cronin, but for all prisoners to South 
Africa's jails.





with the OEdinaey weld. Writing serves as a bridge 
* solitary coifinansnt' and the resunptien. of daily 

life? It also provides a means for dealing with tha 
-rrrMonal pain of incarceratim.

B m zweltinkB, lile Soman, claims to be writing 
a work of flctim based co his egpedsnces on Bdtoen 
Islairi. Die bock is filled with tales of the island and 
the pr4g™«»rW serving their terns there, providing the 
badtgrnnti fca a gruacme story of the torture of one 
nan. Bie dcndaant image left by this novel is'that 
inprisonnent is a terrifyteg and brutal ejyerieice, 
resultiig in madn^^and srrtH-.Ines death.

4 Cronin's poe^iy is Hifffwme from the other tocr 
texts ia “that ■ V^wrote it while inside the prism and used 
it not only •!4  a therapeutic eaercise bat vorked at 
a Serioas literacy aid poUtical project. His particular 

with language and speech is an extensiavof the 
stesyteUiag :tedmiquss of the other prison writers. 
Cronin wrote his psetry about issues broader than his own 

Stidi is his diildhood toacories, and the 
rfaAi-s of bis wife." Alcng vdtii - Bosnian, he emerges 
a skilful craftsman over and above being a successful 
documented.

toere is no single way Of responding to 
<Baa five texts discussed reveal this 

thrv.gh similarities as well as'their differences,
although all five were written abctitt South Africa

frott to prism. Oiis is most cfceious in tiie ways
Kim.fr primrMM-a are treated differently from white, 
senteooed priscners £mn detainees, politlnwl priscnera 
frcm criminals.

toere are maty reaaais for writing afcout the 
of ingrisaaestt, but it seems that nest 

inportant is the heed of foniwr prisoner to share their 
«ith an auiience wider than just family and





Msxfe. They need to eapcse the particular functioning 
a£ the prism system ami explain that it has particular 
effects at inmates.

Itt addition, eadi writes' had persmal reasona for 
writing. All egress a need foe a catharsis, to page
themselves of the experience? the catharsis is achieved 

the therapeutic act of writing. This intaitim is 
Stated nost dearly by ZwelcnJce, who revealed ttiat he 

to write the island experience ait of his system. 
Writing frre* the toyprisaoerB to think about and analyse 
the ordeal of JspriScrawtt and to assess its effect on 
their personalities, their psyches, and their, ways of 
. relating to othec pecplA. In the literature about solitary 
confinement, writing serves as a bridge between prison and 
reintegration into society, for detainees need, to 
re-leam hew to relate to other people.

a fuT+har reason for writing is to e^ose oonditiaa 
in the prisms' - such as solitary confinement or the 
brutality of life at Hctoet Island, ear tiee fact that in 
general blade prisoners are worse off than their white 
counterparts. Bosnian and Lessing criticise tha system 
that serves only to punish and not to equip prisoners for 
a ebamnity life outside. First condemns both
deteotim without trial and solitary mnfinaneat, while 
Crcoin'a and SSwelonte's criticisms are located in the 
hr^ar- criticisms of South African society.

die of tie most eoanrm features of the five tacts is 
the revelation that former prisoners are often talented 
storytellers. (Host highly sklUad in this regard are 

and Gronbi.) There are at Isast three reascsis for 
the development of the storytelling abilities of 
prismers. Diese can be broadly categorised as
ettertainisg, pedagogic, and "normalising"-

She prison world is practically enpty of diversicmry 
activity. it is designed so that prisoners are forged to 
fw.i« on their topriscmEnt and the reasons for it. Oiay 

hard labour, separaticn frcre their familias
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to RpgHah rieegyaan In Igdenburg had been veey kind 
to leasing and had offered to put him thrmc^i school. 
His father wouldn't allow this, believing he was 
c8£Shle ot locking after his <-*lld.

Lesainj rnint-aa at the beginning of his tale how he 
was wnahla to walk until the age of three, #hei his 
paieats were advised to bey him shoes, Ha suffered 
fzsm tender, sensitive feet for many years and could 
nob go without shoes."

Ever Wnoe the English clergyman in I$daiburg had 
vcmi kind to him, Lessing went-to English churches 
When he needed help.

pay TIB Taasinm. in the Bloemfofttein Sireeme Court, 
ifitii Jtily- 1933. -jSa* judge's words were "fiuare is no 
dcube that you, are's vary plausihlft scoundrel."

Major de ViUiers at the Prisons Services Liaison 
Department % s  unable to oaifiim or refute this, toe 
O^arQnsnt first Aplqyed a adhoolmastac in 1327, bit 
thece are no records that any prisoners Htotte 
exsminatictis, toe sdioolmaster's role vac that of 
librarian.

Lessihg saw the kqr in tiie warder's office. Ha 
offered to repair t±e prison's tin plates, in order 
to get sore ratal and a soldering iron, and 
ronufactuced a key similar to the one he had seen.

toe misers for Lessing's distress are cfcndaus.

Lessing's story is tha first of the case studies In 
HUlense's book. Sore tiro after publication, 
Millemse was i» ksiger allowed to visit Iesaii:g 
because of the professor's criticisms of the syste 
toe ciutteT-Lt.1«?g believed that Lessing was responsible 
for prcn$*ing these criticisms.



32. She : circumstances of WillanBe's death wee ccnfirmed 
ty a ianusc studa* of his, Mrs L GoWblatt, who 
reWvarB the incident. Mrs GoMblatt also reaaitets 
his discussing Lessing vd-th his studertta. B»ia

was oWained in an infernal eccwetsatiai 
with Me Leadng r«I Mcs Golittlstt in January 1987.

33. lessing's "boas" in the tailor-shcp, the Geaaon 
naster-tailor, snuggled the letters by rolling the 
loose sheets of paper around his batm before pitting 
it in his -batcsî jodcet. He pasted the lettera to 
Corria. " .SonBtiiies, he would siiiply post lessing's

with his owl official cxmsspchderMe.

34. Stir example, -Kw I came to nacry Christoffel 
leasing1 in rutstan, 30th January 1948, and "»f 
Stoffel- in BEandww. 22nd Ai^ust 1947.

mdfl was pAlished in Die Ruits, 18th July - 
10th October 1947.

36. The tit^e of . this manuscript may still diange.

37. Bie to which the .harassment occurred may have 
been exaggerated. Lessing, in M s  writing and in 
interviews; occasionally seem sauadat paranoid and

that, pecpla are planning to harm him.

38. This Is described in van Oiselsn's TRp
a WTR'He (Ravan, JdiflimetiMig, 1984).





13. according to tosedbarg, this was brought up as 
evidence In court, as proof that Boanan couJd'not 
possibly have mistaken his stajtoother for art 
Inteoder.

14. riB<Itr wail - leth ttevarber 1926. ■

15. tosez^org describes tiiis at length.

16. T.imal sbrahams,"interview 1987.

17. &»<•*« attended school with Bosman, end remained 
> a ftiesl foe Inany years.

18; Q e  of tiie tiiaiBetecs nas the nUhorieus "SlangW.*, 
tirose real nane was toiald igteHrt? the otier « 9  
a man ' named .Jeff, Who told anecdotes about ptison

19. itosee&erg. Chapter Six. r 1 '> '

20. Bssaibe*g writes Tie and Jean Blignaut attadnd 
pantii system at every c$$orfainity in the and 
tiie wag Siairbak. ' included in the black tninaur. 
pau^hlets 'ha published in 1932 wiiei Dsdsy de miea: 
vaa rwnrictoied to deatit far murder were sane acbering 
recollections of his sojourn in Death Bow." 
(Boseaberg; 1981, Eage 46)

21. Beaman is >' usually .mnai&ezed few his knowledge of 
iwg=T. Allan toe, and not as nuch for his knwledgfe of 
the merit df Oscar WUde and other priscei-«rltsrr >4m 
he menfcicm at the end of gold W  - VUlm, 
Velraine, 0 Henry, St Paul.
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22. Bossnbat^ (1361) notes that Boanan vas c 
af-HVnar'B vscaioos of the Sdialk Loureni stories ta 
both BrandMag and Baiter. leasing was emtrilMtijig 
to both tiieae journals.

23. Bar exaiple, leasing's remaika abaitt studying and 
Mrt-’Hng in ptiscn, M s  relationship with the wanfets, 
and less cruelly, his*"Status* i

lived at Mxst stt his uncle's fata cn the

25. H9 assumed M s  a s in the 1940s.

26, -Mryici AfcrahanB -relates that his brother-in-law cnee 
acted Bosman a questicsi islated to Cold Stone Jua 
vmich he Kfifused to answer and thereafter hecame 
withdrawn ani silent. Abrahams suggests that fear 
Boanan, it was not simply a matter of being ashansd, 
but was other a deeply ingrained need to protect his 
peoanal ncn-litecsxy identity.

27. One cannot ignore the tiaditicnal role played by the 
fool in, fee etmple, ShalresEsara. The literacy 
jiniwinn to the fool as insi^itful casasntator would 
not have been lost m  Bosman.

20. leasing felt threatened by grcxpa of
believing that he was somehow different fircm them. 
He also wanted privacy for intro^ectim.

29. Shis could sell be a sympathetic response to leasing, 
who served two indeterminate sentences.

the end of his iBpriscmmit, Lessing 
that he had a particular status within the

Y. -

Ml



prism and could nma around between sectlcnn fairly 
Msily. His sense of his own inportance js ctovirosly

■ under attack from Boanan.

31. Etsicault's analysis- goes far beyond this swing from 
coiwict to delinquent, as he is concemed more with 
the . broader notim surveillflnce in sca^tyr till* 
is one specifically relevant to Bosnian's bock.

32. if Bosnm was not really relating -secures he ̂ c|uyu-Ly 
Ijsaad, he is certainly reooiflsering the node In iddrh 
tbtsx were related.

33. Mafeidjio Hoad. Onto ttiat. Of^g^*- 
A BeKkSfH?  ̂Marathm.

34. j&.D. Oexts, University International Microfilms,

35. leasing, lewin, CroiLn, First, Btotorl ^

36. Bosnian was cm Death Row only ten days.

37. Pretoria . Central, . Prison .is the^sgtiy1 place.- of 
owara'tim in South Africa. ; ,

38. Jeremy Ctcnin's poetry, and his discaisiai thereof, 
recreates the singing prior to eaacuticn.

39. Several Bssmm critics and reviaers.. have drawn 
pw— M«, to his notion that art is indapendant of 
content; he wrote of this in his several essays.

40. writers often .mention that; they, had read
rvod su-ma .Tuo to their ireriacmsnt. ttsy
draw cm its images and anecdotal fofia.
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50. Boaem relates thst he was takaa m t  one day to 
repair a bradet ca a guard post. He. saw the vivid 
beauty of the world beyond the prism walls, and 
longed desperately to fce released.

, &  writes that he thought about pigs breeding with 
buck, (togs with horses? roosters with pigs, elephants 
with frogs. '*** fold Stma Jug, page IBS.) These 
images terrified him.

52. People who knew Boanan said he was a mad, wild sort 
of nan. He leaves us questioning the issue of saniqr 
in our . society. - . -

for a diploma

She "no trWni act* refers to, the General Laws 
' jwndmmt Set, Ho. 37 of 1963, vAidh provided for 
detaition without trial for,a period of ninety days.

3. Penguin, Middlesex, 1565.

4. liy-W a  .ixn Ey A M e  Sadis (Bsrvill
Press, 1966), -ft w— ithv Grave by James Kantor (Hamiah 
rom.ntnnr 1967), by Blisobeng
(Victor Gollancz, 1962), and several others from 
different, periods of history.

5. All the other texts discussed were written iy 
convicted prismers, seme at »4mo lived in “private* 
cells, but all of whom had emtaefc with other

5
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Hia ewaits of Si-Ipeville

adoption of violence!
a n  Iflvrful ncdes of expoesaing position had 
been closed by legislation and we were placed in 
a cositim in which we had either to accept a 
permanent state of inferiority car to defy the«a. *4 *̂. Kv-f-hVtii 4>Wa 1am In a M9V
wniav avoioHu «.iy iw-Muto= —  •
this fm™  was .legislated against, and vhen.the 
GovermaBtt resorted to a Show of force to crush 
omition to its policy, oily then did We deride 
to arawee violence vdth violence. But the

it has faeccoe the military whig of the

32. Act to. 3? of 1963. (i.e. part of the General laws

Walter Sisulu, aim serving 
Secretary General of the SKI.

rested inclsted Walter aieoln, Ahmet 
Govan todd, Lionel Bernstein, Dennis 
Arthur Goldreich, Basel GoldreUh, HilHarti

FesteiBteia, Bob
aixi all the servants at the

35. Sisulu had been addressing



Bte eartter, Gteeff, refused 'to cany cut the plan 
ecactly as. it was arranged, and was thus easily
identified as the weirder who helped them. He 
received a lengthy sentence.

The station commander mild cate in and talk to Sachs 
every evening. Ha vented to show him a Bare "moral" 
way of living.

Ha relates many examples of the" Security Police 
joining in family activities while they guarded him.

Brutus was shot while fleeing "the golics. He served 
his sentence cn Rcfcbsn island and wrote his letters 
to Martha anthology (HBinemaim,̂  Londen, [1969], 1978) 
as a result of his prism experience.

Detained after the Sharpaville shootings in 1960

Appro»t£mtely 65 pecple have died in detenticn in 
South.' Africa -between 1963 and 1985.

Marshall Square, on the comer of Mr1 Jfaall and Sauer .. 
Streets in central Johannesburg, no longer exists as 
a police station. It is now a parking garage.

As outlined earlier.

This was before ate had seen Basel Goldreicdi - 
although aha suspected that Mrs GOldrsich was also in 
Marshall Square. Mrs tfolpe was detained after her 
husband's escape.

She heard nothing at all while in detention as she 
had no access to newspapers and during family visits 
her mother was careful to speak only of family



48. Oils node of writing purports to show First as a 
prrfbe^nnal, observes Eatiiec than scoeane directly 
tasolTed in what she was writing abaS:.

49. The Directorate of Publicatime or the PubUiatioBS 
Centtol Board, vhidi monitor "l#gal" and "illegal" 
literature^

50. 117 Dava ■ is banned under Section 47, paragraph 2 of 
the Publications Set, no 42 of 1974, and is agfc a

prohibited publication,

51. jv-.r.iMB -tjsien speculated that one of the reasons First 
was rot charged was that the state wanted to argue 
for toe death penalty for all the accused. It is 
believed titit they, thought having a white wtinan on

would lea sat the chance of the death penalty 
being iagosed.

52. Her fears were totally justifiable - Jhmea Kantor, 
vta. w s  canplefaaly uninvolved in the activities of 
toe , SftCP ac M C  was hrou^it to trial - there was 
every chance that she weald be prosecuted.,,

53. Interview, July 1985.

54. Zishabwe.

55. First was ̂ re-detained after the expiry of the first 
90 days - she was released and re-arrested within 
seconds. .. %ia was the most traumatic part of her 
datmgtlcn and precipitated her near-statemsnt and 
attempted suicide.

56. MMT-ab'Ti ' square wee a police station and nut 
a prison. The inmates were usually not there very 
Idng and thus had no need of suitcases.





A T

0»  M  frial law allowed for this practice? 
were "released" and immediately re-detained.

not an inbelligait 
losing, ccntrol.

She points out. that this « 
aci-jnrif and indicates that die

j J Viktor, in charge cf the Soweto

Ear statement was very mudi a petSBial history, 
avoiding all mention of other people.

at the dccmmtary, vi)ich th^ clmlmed

73. Intervi@», July 1985.

stres from Capa Town. It can 
p-i<nfj; along the Atlantic

as a novel and contains fictitious names 
he at no point openly ciijae openly that

title of this book is Prlemer 895/63 
Tsland. as toldisland in ffraine Ta\

title of this book is ̂ 1 1 - ^  f Bf*hg>

s



As be discussed ■■ later, the ESC had a short
hejKlay, and by the mid 1960a, had virtually stqEped 
functicning. . Die ISC ..etista today in Zantoia and 
■Snsania. ,̂ t receives far less publicity than the

B »  Dutch settler responsible for cKxnising the Cape 
in 1652. (!fj

De Villiers claims 
historically

nimvr-.y enotive-and- 
ftefctria govemmit.policy.

Such as lime and wildlife.

5he $enqgtiicav2is an ardiitectural design Wrii 
eicls r̂v '4iS^daals in cells and separates than frcm 
other isdividuals.n QSjb petsea in the cell cannot see 
aiyttiing -<^#de of tbs cell, but can be seen by 
aanttles . or warders who patrol and daaerve the 
inuatea thro# specially detigned. spy-holes.I

. Stacault to a delinqusttt class, made ̂  of
mWrninaia' who interact witix others and betray than to 
police, often inadvertently. It is omrenient for
lAM-anfnrganBTt authorities to ensure that
•cdmiiials". , foqi a ‘class", liviiq in defined 
districts.

tor example, indigenous people, Khoi B»i or Bantu 
speaking tribes, may have crossed the ocean to the
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23. T M f  liaor̂ -naB the Inteax^rtlm of casegprndence 
and the mntixadng of teWicme convecsatlons.

24. ledge, (1984), page 136.

25. -HiUetaElan npvenenta" ate those riiich talieve in an 
apocalyptic change, bmi*t afceut L/ tt» heroic

of a particular persm or g m ^  of peeple.

26. to was in fact r» Icnger a aenteiced-prisoner, but 
a detainee, housed in a room m  the island, tondela, 
Sisulu and other high-profile ARC leaders wece also

. ii» a different section of cells frcm
“rank and file".

27. n<T.4n».ia and Punish. (Peregrine, 1979).

28. Little -.effort uae „asde to , cattact MLuli, 
particularly in the light of his introductory 
rtffanpn*.. -gad I managed to contact him, it is 
Hnlitely that he would have agreed to correspond with 
Be. a  addition, I would have preferred to have 
spaioai to him than to have corresponded.

29. The majority of tamings refer.to distribution and 
jjtpartatim, rather than possessim.

30. "Zweli" is a derivative of "lad. elettei" or
"Iswelethn", one of the ESC slogans for "our
country". It is also a derivative of "Zweloi***, and
possibly I'viirNfw: that the choice of pseudonym 
rafe™ to his nationalist antiretts.

31. A Hindu festival.

32. a-nrth Africa does not eascute ty means of the 
chair. Zwelanlte is either using this term



fictionally, ee is eeEendiig to electrocution 
enployed aa a means of tecture, which, in this case, 
was taken too far.

33. adres docangvta these at laigth, outlining
their fauaea and the outcomes of eadt one.

54, Although ^  is against priscn rules, the authorities 
net step the silking. They were never sure

wjiat the songs were about - ani were often told that
the priscners were singing Iqb hs. "

35. See Saidoo, page 158.

36. are at least three "Zwslis" nenticnsd in the
ncnlJ "the great Afcican leada" (page 4); Bekinpi; 
aid the man tho is to fce released. All of these are 
in to the pun on ZwelGwke's own name.

nmnfe.gtsa

1. Act'lb. 83 of 1967.

2. to was 26 at the time of his arrest.

3. tevid and Susan Babkin. David Babkin was killed in
s notor car accident in Inanda In 1985.

4. foe a detailed discussion of this period, see
Kane-Beroan niarfe namif, Reaction.
(Raven, Jdhsim*urg, [1978], 1981).

5. ntiia is Cronin's own word for describing his early
literary endeavours.



■% . believe that a ttiite 
political offerees..'

'9. QW 15? Jurpaict, 155%t

110. Aa if ha were tindergdm



mfara to hlmseJi as "Mr Bird"

17, The otter "Mble*

18. toat is, m t  oily white English speaking audiences.

ry ^ n  hinself believes that his reading

Bsiri Bleg and Nazim Ettknet.

22. Alex toutiaaris, Tiia J W d n  and Steven lee. 
of their esc^e is recounted in tfaritin's 
prtM-^Ha' fgLtotoBP Sodks, lendm, 1987). ,

23. Discussed in Chapter Three.

24. Act No. 44 o£ 1950.

25, diversity of

26. See Gottsdalk for a detailed explanatlm of this

menticned in the MkiUogra$hy
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