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Rajes Rae Pillay
A comrade with
selfless dedication to
the struggle …
loyal to the very end
‘In this period Rajes, became active in the
underground of the ANC, working with people like
Mandla Judson Khuzwayo, George Naicker, Phyllis
Naidoo and Indres Naidoo. Her work comprised of
recruiting people into the ANC structures and to ferry
them abroad to Botswana or Swaziland. However, in
1977, she met an ANC courier, who was, in fact,
working for the apartheid system. Her cover was
blown and she had to leave the country or face
arrest.’
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Swaraj
Rajes was born in the province of Natal (post 1994, KwaZulu-Natal). She spent
her formative years in Pietermaritzburg and lived in this beautiful home of her
maternal grandmother called Swaraj.
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Embodying Loving Family and Friendship

L - R Aunty Radha, Rajes Pillay, Rajakrishnan Pillay and Phyllis Naidoo
on the occasion of Rajes’s graduation at the Durban University of Technology on her
return from exile

‘After 1994, finding a job or some means
of survival was difficult.’
Rajes Pillay
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Introduction
Preserving our struggle history
Sinthi Qono
The unsung hero is a cliché and like most clichés we do not ponder over their meanings.
Unsung hero has a philosophical setting. History is all the more fragile and weaker if there
are too many unsung heroes. Let us establish what is required to be a "sung" hero.
World War II resulted in the loss of 25 to 27 million soldiers and others in the former Soviet
Union (USSR). Ravaged by the war and still in the infancy of socialism, it would have been
a tall order to ask the USSR to honour each and every soldier lost in the war, not even
counting the unknown perished lives.
The African National Congress (ANC), without much in its pocket, became the first ruling
post-apartheid South African party. Given the fact that the resources of the country during
apartheid were shared among four million people (pittance to the homelands and to other
minorities), and now had to be shared among fifty million people, it would be a great
challenge for the ANC to honour its fighters as the party would have wanted to.
In Algeria, another unspeakable colonial tragedy took place. The country lost over one and
a half million of its people, around 20 percent of its population at that time. In a similar
planned takeover of South Africa, the French had considered Algeria as one of its provinces.
This was one of the bloodiest colonial wars. From where and how do we start honouring
heroes; children, women, families, soldiers (FLN - Front de Liberation nationale)?
One more example would be Vietnam. The entire country was not only riddled with bombs
and bullets but by Napalm which killed and continues to kill many of the country's
population. The country and the region continue to this day to ask for assistance to clear
their land of these bombs, etc.
Many more examples over the centuries, raging on to this day can be mentioned. In other
words, what a nation can do for its unsung heroes is finally determined by its economic
relations.
Was Rajes an unsung hero? Her fellow combatants, friends and others will disagree. They
cherished and loved her and considered her as one of our greatest heroes. Those unknown
to her, perhaps scholars researching the anti-apartheid struggle, would not know that there
was a Rajes in the struggle. Yet, towards our struggle history, Rajes had contributed to
numbers, being a soldier of uMkhonto we Sizwe (MK), the military wing of the ANC; she
added value to MK; she was one of few who was prepared to carry a gun; she was prepared
to fight not only the White minority regime in South Africa, but also the might of
imperialism; Rajes contributed positively to our history.
History is a philosophical category which portrays the process of development. It is cast in
stone, written, recited and everything else which modern technology, miraculously, brings
with it. It is also carried down through commemoration, celebrations, honouring not only
struggle stalwarts but also successful entrepreneurs, scientists, sportsmen and women,
entertainers and many more. They contribute to our development, to our history.
Rajes, thanks to the Satyagraha Awards, was awarded for her honourable contribution to
our struggle against apartheid. Rajes earned herself the country's special pension which
made it possible for her to live a comfortable life.
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Together with her fallen and fellow fighters, Rajes did not want to be rewarded. That was
not in their will, their character. From where then did the cliché "unsung hero" originate?
They did not want to be "sung". The majority of our fighters fought for a just state, a state
that would shed the shackles of colonialism, neo-colonialism and apartheid. That did not
happen.
The laws of connection and interaction of the global playing field took centre stage. After
1989, our fighters were sorely disappointed with these historical events. It affected,
detrimentally, the hopes and dreams of all progressive forces to this day. The balance of
forces had tilted in favour of reaction. Rajes was no exception. She was prepared to go
back into exile and fight against reaction. The plight of the unsung hero worsened.
Socialism had retreated.
History uncovers the general laws of knowledge. Recognising and recording our unsung
heroes would create the basis of this knowledge. Further, derived from this historical
process would be the logical development of our thought and overall consciousness.
Rajes is a hero. Together with others, she planted a tree, the fruit of which we eat today.
Albeit, the fruit are somewhat rotten, we hope the tree will soon recover. Rajes often
wondered why after two decades and more of our democracy, children still use pit toilets
at school, including primary schools. The positive economic road which we had chosen in
1994 changed for the worse after a few years. The National Democratic Revolution became
blurred. This meant that a few years into the millennium to date, our economic and social
development plummeted, aggravated severely, now, by the pandemic.
These situational forces brought much trauma to Rajes who had regularly voiced her
opinion. This trauma affected our entire country, region and continent.
Every economic and social formation has its corresponding material and technical basis.
Our country has many natural, particularly mineral resources which could feed into this
basis or requirement. With our small and medium scaled enterprises and with our own
resources, a start can be made. Without doing this in a centrally planned and organised
manner will result in failure. This is what Rajes fought for. Imagine electrifying the entire
country without a centrally planned programme! Small and medium enterprises must
engage in a comprehensive mechanisation of the production processes leading to positive
automation. Physics and chemistry must be encouraged at schools so that learners use
this knowledge for the development of our national economy to bring it to a higher and
modern level. In other words, Rajes and her fellow fighters believed in a path of
development which would ultimately lead to a system with no unemployment, no hunger,
proper housing for all and a society with a caring and progressively educated world
outlook.
SOLOMAN MAHLANGU Was hanged on the 6th of April 1979 by the apartheid regime. He
reportedly said the following:
"Tell my people I love them and that they must
continue the fight, my blood will nourish the tree that
will bear the fruit of freedom. Aluta continua!"
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Prelude
Kogie Archary
Rajes handed over a typed manuscript to her first cousin, Indu Moodley. No explanations.
She just asked Indu to keep the documents that were loosely stapled and placed in a plastic
folder. It is from these single sided 60 odd pages of A4 notes that this publication was
born. Kogie Archary and Indu Moodley retyped the manuscript and what follows is an
account from Rajes herself. With light minor editing, this is Rajes’s story in her own words.

Rajes Pillay’s medals
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Beyond Borders … In her words
Rajes Pillay
My Childhood
I am the child of Mr Thiagarajan Vythalingum Rajagopal Pillay and Mrs Emmarattyammal
Pillay. My father was born on the 11 July 1898 and my mother on the 19 August 1908.
They died in 1958 and 1992 at the ages of 60 and 84 respectively. My father’s family had
settled in Kimberley during the Diamond Rush.
My mother is a 1st generation South African who hailed from a pioneering Pietermaritzburg
family. My grandfather, Mr PN Naidoo, was a merchant in the city and resided on a 10-acre
homestead called Swaraj.
The property was consumed by the Group Areas Act but what still remains are the three
distinctive palm trees that stand
tall and are still visible from the
N3. Those trees continue to serve
as a tangible reminder of a
bygone era. A time when cows
were milked, food was grown and
bread was home-made. Having
spent my childhood there I have
many fond memories of life in a
different space and time.
In fact, the skills I learnt there
helped me assimilate into a life in
exile.
I
was
born
in
Pietermaritzburg.
It
was
customary for the first child to be
born in the birthplace of the
mother.

My Parents Mr and Mrs TVR Pillay

My Granny (Paati – Maternal grandmother)
It was never clear to us - those of my generation - what our roots were. Our family in
Pietermaritzburg was a very close knit one. There were tales from my Granny about how
her father was a passenger on the boats that brought indentured labour to South Africa
during the colonial time.
My grandfather, PN Naidoo, was a widower when he married my grandmother. It was an
arranged marriage. He was 40 years old whilst she was 13 at the time of her marriage. His
children from the first marriage became teachers and headmasters – the only one I can
remember is someone called Newcastle Unni. Whenever, she came to visit, she would bring
vegetables from Newcastle, where she lived, and would get busy with my aunties in the
kitchen. Her sons entered the teaching profession or became doctors. They are still resident
in South Africa.
During the war years, 1944, the price of food was steep. Thus, the preparation of foodhomemade - was the chief occupation on the farm. My grandmother’s residence was called
Swaraj. It was a rambling farm house. I spent my early childhood here.
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My mother often repeated the tales of how they managed – from cleaning the house, to
cooking and planting in the garden. My mother often repeated the tale of how she would
long to have shop bread but my Granny was tight-fisted with money and said that home
preparation was best. My days spent at Swaraj, the farm where I grew up until age of 8
years I think, were happy ones where there was no shortage of fresh vegetables, fresh
cream and other eats made by my Aunties. We were totally self-reliant with freshly baked
bread and dhal rice. Vegetables were the staple diet of the day. My Granny (Paati) would
get up at 6am in the morning, bathe and recite her prayers. As we grew older, she would
wake us up to take part in the morning prayers.
I was close to my Granny and she had a special place in her heart for me. She would
encourage me to take part in gardening and taught me how to prepare seed beds for the
sowing of beans and mealies on the vegetable plot.

L-R Mrs PN Naidoo, maternal grandmother (Paati) is flanked by her sons,
Mr ND Naidoo and Mr NR Naidoo
There was nothing that could replace the harvesting of ripe strawberries for the making of
jam to be eaten with fresh cream scones or pastry dishes. Butter was churned from fresh
cows’ milk. As a child, my granny was left with a family – there is no trace of her parents.
Her minders said that she should marry my grandfather and this she did. Often when I
asked her how she could marry an old man like my grandfather, she would answer that
the decision was not hers and that once the families came to discuss marriage and agreed
that they would accept the bride, she had no say in the matter and complied with the
decision.
My Paati had 6 children with my grandfather. She was nearly thirty years old when my
grandfather died from complications from Parkinson’s Disease. She outlived my
grandfather by 50 odd years – and never had any thoughts of remarriage.
She was a strong grand old lady. What I did remember was that she carried a tattoo on
her hands and arms – possibly the only marks of identification in those days.
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There were no silk saries to be had and often the women would wear plain cotton saris
with sandals on their feet. Her wedding photograph (see below) shows her posing in a thick
cotton sari with no shoes.

My maternal grandparents Mr and Mrs PN Naidoo on their wedding day
All my aunties could knit, crochet and sew their own clothing. They were good cooks as
well and very well trained to be good wives which was the only future that was open to
them. As I have said, the influence my Granny had on me was strong. She constantly
cajoled us to learn the three Rs – both in the vernacular and in English. In the evening we
would participate in evening prayers and would settle down to learn to write in the
vernacular. My Granny was very strict about the lessons. She would whip us if we did not
do our homework. My Granny could speak no English and up until her death we
communicated in Tamil. The training I got from her served me in good stead in exile – I
found a point of cognisance with the Swazi women who hoed and planted for food on the
mission station where I had found refuge. In a sense, I suppose we became assimiladoes.
(A term for assimilation)
My Granny lived until she was 82.
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Early childhood education
My pre-schooling was completed in Pietermaritzburg at St. Paul’s Primary school. The
school was situated within walking distance from our home. Every morning my brother,
Rajakrishnan and I were dropped off at school by car but had to walk the return trip back
home via the mealie fields, which surrounded our home. That meant a 2km walk through
the grassland per day.

L- R My Paati with my Aunties Prabha and Radha. My mother is on the right
with Rajakrishnan and I in front
We started school at 08:00 and finished at about 13:30. Whenever the school bells rang,
at noon, it was a signal that lunchtime was near. We would assemble in the grounds to
receive two slices of brown bread, and a dishful of cooked dhal curry from a huge bath,
into which we dipped our mugs. We looked forward to this repast.
At the age of eight, my father decided that we should return to Kimberley in the Northern
Cape and continue our education there. Accordingly, a Presbyterian Mission, Perseverance
Primary School, registered us as learners at the Primary School. The school hours were
08:00 to 14:00. Church services were held every morning before we started classes. The
students would recite the prayers and repeat, “Our Father Who Art In Heaven Give Us This
Day Our Daily Bread.” The naughtiest pupils would add “daily bread and jam too.” Our
school song was inspiring, we would sing: "If at first you don’t succeed, try again, try
again.” It was here that I became aware of Christian practices. The school authorities
decided to leave it to the voluntary will of the pupils whether they would attend Church
service, for example, Easter, etc. if they did not belong to the Christian faith.
My father said that we were born Hindus, but that there was nothing wrong with attending
church services. We participated in the school’s morning prayers but desisted from
attending other religious occasions held by the Church outside school hours.
My mother was more liberal minded and would take us to the local Roman Catholic Church
where she would light candles and also urged us to pray in various other faiths. She was a
great believer in Interfaith services.
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At primary school, we continued our studies but after Std. 6, we were transferred to William
Prescott High School. The school was mixed – that is, a school for Blacks where there were
Indians, Coloureds, Africans and Chinese. Both girls and boys attended the school together
and was co-educational. We interacted quite well and would visit one another as friends.
The Chinese, during this period were declared as Whites. This gave them the privilege to
attend White Universities such as Witwatersrand (Wits). At primary school, we would all
gather around in the school yard and be given school meals, which consisted of chicken
and butterbean soup on a daily basis. There were no meals at high school - Mrs Dudley,
the cook was sorely missed by all graduating to high school.
During our religious festival of Diwali, it was our family custom to distribute Diwali parcels
to all of our neighbours irrespective of whether they were Black or White. Since there was
such a small population of Indians, we distributed festival parcels to all irrespective of
whether they were Gujarati or Hindi or Muslim. Kimberley was a very small town and
religious gatherings were held with much enthusiasm.
To overcome the difficulty of Diwali dates falling on different dates for North Indians and
South Indians, we would hold the celebrations on alternate days each year i.e.. one day
on the year for North Indians - celebrated by all, and on the following year it would be on
the day for South Indians. In this way, we tried to foster harmony in the Indian community
and with our neighbours as well.
Childhood Activities
Kimberley was a one-horse town. Besides two small cinemas for Blacks (mainly Indian and
Coloured patrons) there was little else to do. Moreover, the town was situated in the heart
of the Karoo area with Afrikanerdom present all over the central business district. It is
therefore not surprising that most of the activities in the Indian community centered on
Hindu Temple activities. All the religious festivities were eagerly awaited; this gave
everyone a chance to dress up, do the cooking and meet in the small Temple Hall in the
centre of town. Everyone greeted everybody else and exchanged sweetmeats during the
Diwali festival. As we were five children left in the family, four of them girls – including
myself and one boy, my only brother, my father was often under pressure to provide for
the girls. To overcome the costs of dressing up each one separately, he would buy a whole
bale of cloth and have dresses made at the local dressmakers, all in the same pattern and
cloth. Whenever the neighbours saw us attired in this way, they would pass comments like
“Hier kom Pillay sê kinders” – translated from Afrikaans into English, “Here comes Pillay’s
children.” Our uniform like appearance branded us. My father was an avowed Tamil scholar
and well versed in the vernacular. My mother was well educated in Tamil as well.
My father started up a Tamil School at home and all the local Tamil-speaking kids were
recruited to join the school. The classes included reading and writing in Tamil as well as
learning the hymns required for the Temple functions. My sisters were taught to play the
harmonium and tabla (Indian drums). We all enjoyed the singing sessions. To make Tamil
easier to read, the hymns were converted into English transliteration from which they were
sung, reading phonetically in English. The drawback was that most of those attending the
classes just sang the phonetic sound without comprehending the meaning, a practice which
is still in existence today. The richness of the text, which was composed by South Indian
Saints and Poets, based on teachings of the Vedas was lost to those who did not understand
the references made to these ancient texts. At another level, our schooling included singing
hymns and Bible reading before the start of classes ever morning. In this way, we were
made aware of other religious teachings as well.
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As a child, my mother took me now and again to the local Roman Dutch Cathedral and
taught me to light the candles and pray here too. Unlike the Dutch Reformed Church, the
cathedral opened its doors to all race groups. The Dutch Reformed Church buildings were
large constructions, surrounded by lush gardens on the property. No Black person could
ever enter the premises.
At school, Afrikaans was a compulsory subject. We hated having to learn the language of
the oppressor – but had to learn it in the course of getting our primary and secondary
education. Most of the Coloured and Malay scholars were proficient in the language. I
battled with the language but my English was better. My Mathematics was not good either.
For passing this subject, I had to take private lessons. The Mathematics teacher during the
course of the lessons would relate how they had been raided by the Security Branch who
thought that the Math logarithms book was used for secret coding and communications. I
passed my Matric in 1961 – this was the year when South Africa, under the Afrikaner
government – decided to go it alone.
Travels during childhood
My mother would often take us on visits to Durban. We travelled by train, called the Orange
Express from Kimberley to Durban. There was no lunch on the trains at that time. We had
to pack our own lunch and the stewards on board the train could only serve tea or coffee
from the first-class compartments that was reserved for Whites. We often travelled second
class which was available to Indian passengers at the time. Our route would take us
through De Aar, Bloemfontein and finally to Durban. It would take about 3 days to reach
our destination. Sometimes we would re-route our travels through Newcastle to Glencoe
where some of my mother’s family lived. Most of the family were employed as teachers in
the rural areas. On one such visit to Glencoe we attended a wedding where I remember
that there was a special guest called Dr Monty Naicker who had been just released from
detention. The youth in the area started to drum on cardboard boxes and hailed him as a
hero. Also, in Durban we would visit Dr Goonam, a well-known activist of the Natal Indian
Congress.
Although we never visited them, some of my mother’s cousins also taught in rural schools
in the Tugela area. In Durban, we stayed with my mother’s sister, Aunty Radha in Alice
Street. Here we were received warmly and hospitably, and family meals were cooked and
shared with my cousins, Lalitha, Ravi and Indu. On Sundays, there would be sales of
appum, dosai and idli which were sold around the Indian homes and prepared by those
who lived in Magazine Barracks. We would also visit my sisters who were given away in
marriage before the age of 16. To their dying day they remained faithful to their husbands.
Divorce at the time was frowned upon. Once marriage vows were taken, the custom was
to remain with the husband, till death.
The beliefs at the time in Hindu marriages was very much based on procuring wealthy
husbands and class considerations on whether a groom was suitable or not. My sisters
were given away to wealthy families in the hope that they would remain comfortable for
the rest of their lives. Mixed marriages were not encouraged and the truth be told, I never
heard of any during my early years. Also, in Durban, we would call on the in-laws.
My eldest sister had been given away in marriage to her first cousin and lived in First
Avenue, Durban. Her in-laws, however, were from May Street in Durban. On visiting May
Street, we found the in-laws lived in what was call a communal family system. This meant
that several families shared premises but was only allowed one washing area and a
common bathroom.
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My second sister lived in First Avenue as well. She had also been given away in marriage
before she turned 16. However, she was more adventurous and spent most of her years
reading, writing and cooking. She ended her last years as a shorthand and typing teacher
at ML Sultan Technical college. My third sister lived in Port Elizabeth and was married at
the age of 19.
There was much celebration at her wedding and she outlived her husband by several years
and died at the age of 75. Towards the end of her years, she gave Sai Baba services at her
modest home. She was well respected in the community. We stayed with her for the birth
of her first baby, who is now married and lives in Pietermaritzburg.
My last sister was given away in marriage at the age of 15. She was married off into a
family who worked for the Packo factory as managers. Hers was a tough marriage – she
cooked in an outhouse and gave birth to her son in a one bedroomed house. She is now a
grandmother to several children. She ran a small stall at the Victoria Street Market. Her
family is one of small traders, who until recent years traded in Brook Street, in the heart
of the Durban central business district area.
Observations from travel during childhood
As stated previously, our main means of travel from the Cape Province to Natal was by
train, the Orange Express to Natal. As Indians we were not allowed to travel first class –
we travelled second class on the railway from Kimberley to Durban, either via De Aar or
through Bloemfontein – the heart of Afrikanerdom. On one such trip via Bloemfontein, the
train stopped at the station. Black passengers disembarked on the non-European section
of the railway station. I remember graphically, that on one such trip, the train temporarily
stopped at Bloemfontein. We heard a scream from the passenger platform. On looking out
we saw an African man being hauled out from under the train. He had been either thrown
off the train or was pushed off the platform. He had lost both his legs and was bleeding
profusely. Someone extended a broomstick and he clung onto this whilst he was being
pulled out. We never knew what became of him as the train pulled out. Since Bloemfontein
was at the heart of Afrikaner rule, I doubt that he would have been given hospital care. He
would probably have died there. I may have been 10 or 12 years at the time.
The incident remains etched in my memory.
On one trip we were travelling in a coupé – i.e., a three-bunk cabin, with three separate
bed facilities for each of us. At the station, we opened the windows so that we could catch
sight of any food peddlers. There were no vendors available after dark. There was no facility
to buy food on the train. We took out our lunch basket, ate the sandwiches, ordered some
coffee and slept throughout the night. There was no hot water but we got a few jugs of
boiling water and used the cabin’s sink to wash and prepare for the next day. The journey
was over three days before we reached the Durban station and were met at the station by
our relatives. We had no idea as to what the facilities were for the Whites. I mention these
incidents because of the impressions that I experienced as a child and perhaps my passion
for change came from observations such as these during my formative years.
Memories of school years
I was 14 years old when I graduated to High School. The teachers were mostly Indian and
Coloured. The African scholars went to school at Green Point location. Although they were
not allowed, some students were admitted to our schools after the African schools were
burnt down in 1961. Our teachers tried to make us aware of their opposition to segregated
education.
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During the History period, they would close the doors and tell us that the history syllabus
had been written to justify White rule and that we should not believe everything that
appeared in the textbooks. They related stories of how the security branch would raid any
politically active teacher, grab the log books issued for Mathematics and claim that they
were code books used for underground activities.
They also said that they were afraid of losing their jobs and were forced to be vigilant in
their activities. They pointed out that if a White person was 18 years old and employed by
the police or Security Branch, they were Captains or Generals in the Army. Blacks were
not allowed to enrol in the Army. No one who joined the Army could take part in any
politics. Compulsory service was administered for the White youth who graduated from
high schools so that even the liberal White establishment was subjected to the regime.
There was no future in the army for Black people.
For most Indians, the only way out was to qualify as a teacher, lawyer, doctor, go into
small business enterprise or work in the industrial institutions. An avenue such as chemical
engineering, atomic science and other such sensitive vocations were closed to Blacks. This
was called job reservation. In fact, it was a grand plan to reserve the upper echelons of
the labour market for Whites only.
The homelands were designed to give place to the majority of Africans where it was
deemed that they should reside here and on the principle of “each to his own” try to find
a subsistence to live on. The homelands never worked. For one thing the areas given to
the Blacks to reside in were devoid of any wealth potential. The Bantustans became
reservoirs of cheap labour with a ‘dom pass’ required to leave the settlement if the
residents sought employment in the White or Coloured or Indian areas. The infrastructure
for African students was sparse in comparison to their numbers. The only University was
Fort Hare, where our leaders, Oliver Tambo, Nelson Mandela and Chris Hani etc. were
educated. The whole country was divided along ethnic lines. Even the ambulances and
buses were assigned to citizens along colour lines. All this was consigned to the dust heap
in 1994 when Apartheid ended.
Teaching methods
The teaching methods used were old fashioned and nothing like the computer age
education. We had to take notes by hand whilst the teacher did the lecturing then in
conjunction with the textbooks and notes commit all we learned to memory. We had to
write essays to exam questions and depending on the language and content were awarded
the marks.
I hated mathematics and did not fare very well in this subject. We had to learn the times
tables and commit this to memory. When the teacher, a Mr Holbeck who hailed from the
Transvaal, lined us up around him, he would ask the solution to a mathematics equation.
If you got it right you were given points, if not, he whipped us with a rope. My father sent
me for special classes. This helped me somewhat. The teaching method was via the
blackboard and chalk. There were no overhead projectors. We had to clean the blackboard
after the session. At pre-primary school level we used a slate. Frequently, after a good
school fight, I would arrive home with a broken slate slung around my neck. My father
constantly reminded us that slates cost money and that buying a new one every fortnight
was not helping his pocket. My forté was English - my mother encouraged me to read and
frequently brought home a book bought at the local bookstore. I read these avariciously.
Because I was good at English the boys in my class would encourage me to help them with
homework. Flattered by the attention, I did this willingly.
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The Regimen
My family traditions also put pressure on me to do well at school. If I did not pass Matric
then the only other alternative was to get married. Having five other sisters, all of whom
had been married off by arranged marriages at the age of 16 did nothing to assure me of
any other fate. I wanted to study further. My father died when I was 13 and my mother
was more accommodating in this respect. She allowed me this privilege.
The strict regimen for weekdays was as follows:
Arise at 06:00 for bath and breakfast. School from 08:00 to 14:00. Lunch at home. Then
rest and recreational activities in addition to Tamil school, we listened to the radio, did
some light reading, and finished our homework etc. until 18:00. Prayer time until 19:00,
lighting the prayer lamp and singing of the kirtans (devotional hymns) to the
accompaniment of the harmonium and tabla. Supper at 19:00 and into bed by 20:00. This
regimen was followed religiously for all of my childhood and teen years. At the supper table
we all ate supper using our fingers. We were not accustomed to using cutlery although
these utensils were available. They were brought out whenever we had visitors and the
table was laid with cutlery.
Our family
Our home was a brick and cement building near the centre of town. Our neighbours were
all of different races. We had a Coloured neighbour call the Frederickse, White neighbours
across the road and Chinese shopkeepers down our road. The relationship was cordial. If
the neighbor wanted something for example curry powder or recipes, they would send for
it from our home. And as mentioned previously, come Diwali, sweetmeat parcels were sent
to all the neighbours and friends. The intimate atmosphere of our family included a
domestic worker, Hester van Schalkwyk who was Griqua and a retired Captain from the
South African National Defence Force called Lucas. They were treated as part of the family.
My memories of both of them are wrapped in the memories of my childhood. Hester was
the one who would walk us to school in the mornings and wait for us at the school gates
in the afternoons. Lucas who had fought in World War II helped at the market stall packing
vegetables for sale. Hester’s background was interesting. She had been married to a Boer
farmer in the rural area. She fell pregnant and
gave birth to a child who looked more like the
father. When the baby was born, the White
family grabbed the child as their own and
chased Hester off the farm. Her husband, van
Schalkwyk had died. Penniless she came
across my father and begged him for a job.
My father took her into our house where she
lived until she died. I recall only once did her
son Patrick come to visit Hester. He gave her
some money and requested that she should
forget about him and that he did not want her
to make contact with him again. He assured
her he was alright – he was a Captain in the
army. After Patrick left, Hester burst into
tears and she carried the longing to be with
him – but this was not to be.
Mrs Hester van Schalkwyk, our domestic helper
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Lucas was an amiable man and he would regale us with stories of his experiences during
the war. My favourite was the one where he related how in a pub in Italy, he met an Italian
woman who was attracted to him and offered to buy him a gin and tonic. He paired up with
her during the war. Lucas treated us as his children, and would admonish us for not doing
our homework etc. Lucas contracted TB and died of consumption. He was addicted to pipe
tobacco and when he fell ill, he started to cough up blood. When we called for an ambulance
to take him to hospital, the medical authorities responded by sending an ambulance.
However, when they saw Lucas who had collapsed outside the back gate, they said he was
Black and drove off. They sent a Black ambulance service, but it was too late. Lucas died
on his way to the hospital. All in the family were affected by his death. As a child his death
left a deep impression on me.
The Kimberley Market Square – during the sixties.
The town of Kimberley was planned in such a way that the Market square was the central
point at which all terminals ended. The centre of town included the Magistrates Court, a
Whites - only cinema, several White only shops and the Coloured bus terminal which led
to the Coloured township called Floors. Life at the market started at 06:00. Vegetables had
to be sorted and packed, boxes and crates of vegetables and fruit had to be unloaded and
packed and generally, on Saturdays, stall holders were ready for business at 07:00. Large
consignments of fruit and vegetables were sold by auction. The auctioneers were Dutch
people only. My mother was frequently refused permission to sell her goods unless she
gave the auctioneers a free crate of vegetables as a sign of thanks. By 11:00 most of the
buying and selling by auction was finished and the rest of the day was spent on
administrative business such as banking and cashing up for the day.
To get an idea of what life was like, I can only point to the early Morning market in Durban’s
Victoria Street. The market itself saw a milieu of people from Black to White who came out
on a Saturday to buy their vegetables. However, there were deep under currents of the
unsavoury as well. For example, illicit diamond trade was also part of the way of life to
some people. My father would warn us not to buy anything that was not kosher. He told
the story of how uncut diamonds were pressed into fruit and sold for cash. Quite a few
people were caught for smuggling and selling diamonds in this way.
On my return from England the Market Master said he wanted to see me. He led me to his
office and asked me about England. He said that White boys there slept with Black women.
Did I go through any such experience? Of course, I had not. He then started to probe my
breasts – and I started to scream. He then turned me out of the office and went to my
mother and said that I was still a good girl and had not been spoilt by the English society.
I was too scared to tell my mother what had happened – in any event, I just shut up and
set about our normal business. Nothing further was said on the matter. In the early sixties,
the Potato Boycott was running all over the country. People refused to buy potatoes.
Farmers were incensed that they could not sell their produce and after several months,
potatoes were taken off the market as it proved to be a wasteful exercise.
It is also worth noting that the 1960s saw the beginning of the Treason Trials.
We were too young to understand what was going on – but we had several visitors from
the Transvaal Indian Congress who came around collecting money for the defence of those
charged with treason. My father provided board and lodge for all visitors. Frequently, we
had to entertain and feed as many as 40 people in our small house. The visitors were
farmed out to other Indian neighbours in such a way that they would get lunch or supper
for the rest of their stay.
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The cultural activities included the Temple prayer meeting and food served yet again. All
in all, a big fuss was made of all visitors. Kimberley would be remembered for the kind
hospitality offered to all who came and went. Now and again, there would be a search for
brides from the Kimberley community. Arranged marriages were very much in vogue. Of
course, I need not add that the Big Hole (the largest man-made hole) was a source of
attraction for tourists. The mine itself was out of production since the hole steadily filled
with water. But the Big Hole 9 as it was called, remains. Such was life in Kimberley.
Politicisation
My father was a listed person. This meant that he could not travel freely to other provinces.
Every time he wanted to go to Natal, he had to go to the local Security Branch office and
ask for a permit. This was granted after extensive questioning and a designated number
of days allowed for the visit. I think this was because he was a member of the Natal Indian
Congress as well as Secretary of the Coloured People’s Congress. My father was denied a
passport until the day he died. We hated the
security branch officer - an Afrikaner - who would
arrive with a file and conduct the investigation. He
would grant permission for my father to travel to
visit his daughters who were married and lived in
Durban.
He would have to return to Kimberley after a
stipulated period of 30 days or else face a fine, or
even arrest. Each visit the Security Branch arrived
at home, my father, who suffered from
thrombosis, would retire to his bedroom with
symptoms of a heart attack. On several occasions,
I had to administer his medications to him.
It was at this very young age that he asked me to
type out the Temple minutes. He was elected Life
President of the Temple and would oversee
donations to the Temple and its funding. Every
Sunday we would attend prayers at the Temple
and sing the hymns in Tamil. At the end of the
service the elected President of the Temple would
read out a vote of thanks to all those who
contributed to Temple funds and a programme of
Temple activities for the coming year.
Rajes at 16
Our home was always filled with visitors, political luminaries who included: Dr AD Lazarus,
Dr Y Dadoo, Dr MB Naidoo, who came around collecting funds for their various causes. My
mother was hard put to cook and cater for sometimes more than 40 people. Mattresses
were laid out in our lounge to provide accommodation for them. The meals were cooked
over a Welcome Dover stove and my mother slaved away at this stove. The visitors were
never turned away. We had, so to speak, an open house. We entertained various visitors
from educationalists to Swamiji’s to Natal Indian Congress visitors including Dr Dadoo who
would arrive to collect donations for those involved in treason trials, Temple organisers
and an African National Congress doctor who was called Dr Letele. He also booked the local
halls for Sweet and Allied Workers Unions to be addressed by Ray Simons.
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Death of My Father
Sadly, when I turned 13, my father died. My mother was left to
conduct the family business and look after hearth and home. She
found it tough without the guiding hand of my father. However,
she managed and we completed our secondary schooling in
Kimberley. To illustrate the conditions of the time I must add that
at our History classes, some teachers would shut the door and
confidentially tell us that all the history lessons were slanted in
favour of the Afrikaner rulers.
Portrait of Mr TVR Pillay
These teachers were members of the Coloured Peoples Congress
and left a lasting impression on my mind. Some of my classmates who included the family
of Ahmed Kathrada – would tell us of the imprisonment of their uncle. At a very young age
we were made aware of the injustices of the apartheid government. I completed my matric
in 1961 and the need for post-Matriculant schooling became urgent. The only choice had
become Salisbury Island – which was popularly called a Bush College.
In 1961, my mother, guided by some of my father’s friends, decided to take us to Britain
to complete my education there. Our trip via boat, Pretoria Castle, took us to St. Helena
and then onto Southampton from where we landed at Victoria Station in London. At the
Victoria coach station, we were greeted warmly by Dr Dadoo who had arrived to welcome
Brian Bunting. We had travelled on the boat with Brian Bunting. I am not sure where they
had booked in but we were travelling economy class. Finding a flat in Britain as a Black
South African was not easy. We were called “wogs”, meaning Blacks or “gollywogs”. After
searching for accommodation from the hotel we had booked into, I finally found a flat in
Kensington South. It was a bed-sitter and here we were to stay for a period of time. We
learned to see to our own cooking, cleaning and ironing as was the case with most people
in Britain. Our lives were filled with chores and studying and part-time jobs. We followed
with interest the developments of Harold Wilson’s Labour Party. It was the first time for us
to attend multi-racial parties, see inter-racial marriages and our first introduction to Whites
doing the work of gardeners and dustmen (the latter job being reserved for Blacks in South
Africa.) It was also the period when the Defence and Aid was fully active and were
appealing for aid for the Nelson Mandela trial – to which we sent donations.
Impressions in London
As outlined above, my student days in London
opened my eyes to what a multicultural society
should be. The whole society was a mixture of
various race groups, from Pakistanis to
Ghanaians, to Chinese, to Tibetans and so forth.
Coming from a closed and narrow existence of an
apartheid society, London provided a lesson on
what a multi-racial society should be like. I was
quite surprised when a fellow colleague who
drove a scooter offered me a lift. He tucked me
in my sari and commanded that I hold on tight
whilst he negotiated the London traffic. He was
White and showed no reticence when I held him
around the waist.
In multiracial London, Rajes at her best, dancing, laughing and enjoying life
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Among the students who visited our flat was a
Nigerian who came every weekend. We shared
meals and stories together. I tried to teach him
how to dance but he was not a very enthusiastic
pupil. Instead, he enjoyed telling me about
Nigeria. The conflict between the Hutus and the
Tutsis and how he would return to his country to
lead it into a better world. His name was Tali
Eyinola. hat I do remember about him was the
kindness he showed me when I was ill in bed with
a kidney problem which was the result of my
standing in the snow for six hours, collecting funds
for OXFAM. (Oxfam is a British founded confederation

of 20 independent charitable organizations focusing on
the alleviation of global poverty, founded in 1942 and
led by Oxfam International. It is a major non-profit
group with an extensive collection of operations.)

I tried to teach Tali Eyinola how to dance
Tali would arrive on Friday afternoon, collect money and a grocery list from me and do the
shopping for the week. Once, I was suffering from fever, he wiped my face and made some
tea with toast and fed this to me. It was the first time I had been treated in this way by
someone who was Black. Amongst our close friends was a coterie of other students from
South Africa, a Black Rhodesian who was married to a British citizen, a Nepalese girl called
Pat and a family of Trinidadians. The latter grew very close to us and then there was many
a meal we shared together. We often threw parties to entertain ourselves. Sometimes we
would go to the cinema to watch films like My Fair Lady, The Saint, The Sound of Music,
but these were rare as we had to skimp on meals and save up to attain such luxuries.

Rajes on the bank of the Thames, London
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A regular visitor to our flat was Manivel Moodley who later became the Ombudsman in
Zimbabwe. He would give us tickets to concerts in Fitzgerald Square where the Indian
artistes performed. Also, we would get tickets to attend concerts at the Commonwealth
Institute where visiting artistes performed. I remember a Ravi Shankar concert – with
Patha Panchali being played, with Alla Rakha on the tabla and the sarod and shehnai as
accompaniments. Shankar later went on to lead the East West circles accompanied by such
western maestros as Yehudi Menuhin. We lapped up these concerts – as we did not have
a chance to see these maestros in action in our own country. We could not afford to attend
the ballet sessions at the Royal Albert Hall which we would have dearly loved to have seen.
The star attraction was Rudolf

Nureyev who had defected to the West from Russia.

Sometimes, the BBC would broadcast his performances and he was hailed as a supreme
artist. I was a great fan of his – and certainly his peaked cap and personality (at least on
screen) was very encouraging. His broadcasted performances were superb.

During the school holidays we would work at the Lyons
Tea House to augment our incomes. You could buy food
and have a meal at a restaurant with the green stamps
you collected at various grocery shops. You could buy
food and have a meal at a restaurant with the green
stamps you collected. The shops in London employed
student labour and we would get our salary cheques at
the end of the month with very few deductions from our
salaries. Indeed, we had only to pay towards the National
Health Scheme, the rest was ours. Several firms, for
example Gibbs SR, would subsidise their employee’s
income by serving staff meals at their place of
employment. The meals were mostly sausages and mash,
pork and beef, followed by coffee and custard as well. No
deductions were taken from us for this. However, student
labour was temporary and frequently we had to apply to
the Labour Exchange for employment at various other
locations. We got some part time employment at Victoria
Coach Station, Lyons Tea House, British Home stores and
as cleaners at hospitals. My brother got a job as a hospital
porter. We burnt the candle at both ends, so to speak.

On the move, pay day, 1967
It was the first time that I became aware of the National Health System where we only had
to get a prescription from a hospital doctor to receive our medication free from a chemist
for a particular ailment. Again, there was no charge. Hospital treatment was free under
the Harold Wilson government (Labour Party). A feature of the Wilson Government’s
augmentation of a people’s programme was the salaries manual workers were paid during
the ‘60s. Road builders, dustmen, train and bus drivers earned very good salaries.
The position of bus conductors was eagerly sought by the Pakistanis and Sikhs. They would
be employed on the double decker buses and clipped our tickets as we boarded and
alighted from these buses. Another feature was that people who lived in Council flats were
often designated to larger premises if the flat they occupied did not comply with the health
standards. Families having two or more children would be shifted to larger flats.
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Working for the City Council was a much sought-after position. Another aspect I was made
aware of was the position of Trade Unions. This was a powerful association of Trade Unions
who would come out on strike if there was no response to their demands for increased
wages. One Christmas Eve, we had to walk from Piccadilly Square all the way back to Earl’s
Court because a national strike had brought the transport to a standstill. This left an
impression on my mind. It demonstrated what Labour organisations could achieve. It was
a time when Agatha Christie’s plays were popular and so were films like The Saint starring
Michael Caine. However, to go to those functions you had to have money and as students
we were constantly broke. I never got to the Royal Albert Hall and going to Covent Garden
was not even a remote possibility. We did however, due to the kind donations from an
uncle manage to attend some shows held at the Commonwealth Institute where shows
featuring Indian artists were frequently featured. Indeed, I was fortunate enough to attend
a concert starring Ravi Shankar who later teamed up with Yehudi Menuhin to form the East
-West Music Circle. There were concerts by Indian artists who participated at the Edinburgh
festival as well. We could sit wherever we wanted in the parks, hospitals and public spaces.
This does not mean to say that all Britishers were that liberal when it came to Blacks. At
one job at Lyon’s Tea shop, a customer said to me “You Indians are tremendous tea
pourers”. I mentally thought, this was all he could think of our potential – not very different
from the traditions of colonialism.
Overall, however, I enjoyed London. It was refreshing and challenging at the same time.
Another feature was the National Students Union, where all types of firebrands would utter
whatever they wanted in open demonstrations or at Hyde Park corner. Current policies
were openly criticised from these podiums. Allied to this were the commercial TV
programmes where news presenters like Robert Frost would present a news report
criticising aspects of the current government’s programmes. I would enjoy these
presentations.
If you were unaware of the present-day government policies you could not appreciate the
programmes like the Frost Report. What impressed me most was a huge bookstore called
Foyle’s Bookstore where all students went to get reasonably priced books. Here everything
from Pali (East Indian) to Sanskrit to Arabic, to all types of African languages could be
found. The store was so huge, it stretched from one street to another. There was nothing
at the Afrikaans shelf except for a small woordeboek (Afrikaans dictionary). Brian Bunting’s
autobiography was promoted here. Although we had travelled on the same boat to Europe,
it was not much later in exile that I was to meet the editor of the African Communist in
person.
Also impressive was the Royal Albert Museum where there were different wings of
artefacts. It could take a week to get to grips with the museum. Of course, there were wax
works like Madam Tussaud’s as well. Tea and coffee shops could be found on the premises.
There were lectures every week on special days providing information on the current
displays. I saw an unearthly mummy from Egypt (Tutankhamun) and lectures were given
on the method of embalmment. All this provided immense enjoyment for me. There was
nothing like this at home.
On a weekend we would take our washing to the local launderette and do the ironing at
home. It was also space for shopping at the Hammersmith open market. Our travels to get
Eastern food would take us to Bayswater for cheap mince – often produced under very
unhygienic conditions. We would wash the mince under hot water and boil it first to get rid
of germs. Meat was expensive. At the beginning of the month, we would splurge out at
Sainsbury – but our diet would come down to dhal and rice towards month end.
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We lived in Russell Street for about two years. But I must make mention of our neighbours.
Living beneath our flat was an upper crust Britisher called Mr Smethurst. He did not take
kindly to Blacks and would frequently call to give us instructions on cleaning the banisters
or the carpets leading to the various apartments. If there was too much noise from parties
he would call personally to say that it constitutes disturbance of the peace and we could
be evicted. He was very snotty and we would wait for him to go away before we gave in
to any merry making in the flat. One day, my mother in the tradition of Kimberley told us
to give him a bottle of home-made ginger beer. He received it suspiciously but thereafter
his attitude softened somewhat. Living in the basement was a Britisher who was blind. Mr
Smethurst requested that we look after her whenever he was away. We duly presented
ourselves to her and offered her any assistance she would want. The old lady was very
stubborn that nobody should enter her kitchen. She had been married to a German during
the Second World War who was killed. She lived on her pension and lived alone. She would
decline any help of any sort and insisted that she was quite capable of looking after herself.
We left it at that. However, several weeks later the milkman who came to deliver her a
pint of milk started to wonder when the milk lay undelivered at her door.
The old girl had died – and this was confirmed by Mr Smethurst himself. Above us, lived
some Irish people and they would give parties also. Frequently, we would hear Irish music
and see several people trudge up the stairs. Mr Smethurst was not one of their favourites.
We soon became quite acquainted with them.
The anti-apartheid movement was busy. We contributed to the IDAF fund, as part of the
Release Mandela campaign. Large advertisements were placed in the dailies advertising
the plight of Black life prisoner on Robben Island. It drew our support because of our own
experiences at home. A welcome visitor at our home was Dr Yusuf Dadoo. We would hold
meetings in our flat on what to do on the home front. We had several meetings in the flat
with no real solutions being reached.
The Return Home From London

Disembarking from Windsor Castle
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When I had to return home, I was dismayed on arrival at Jan Smuts airport. We were
shuffled into two queues. One for Whites and One for the Blacks. I could not bear the
humiliation of this and burst into tears on the spot. To make matters worse, my baggage
had been misplaced en route and I had to file a claim. I was a student returning home
and the government did not welcome. Black students studying abroad. They could be
trouble-makers. I had to go to the Security Branch offices in Durban to collect my baggage
where it was finally recovered. This was my home. Here I was completely estranged from
the society in which I lived, but then these were my roots!

With my brother Rajakrishnan, sibling love

Joining the struggle
There were many who joined the struggle in all its aspects of protest action,
demonstrations, armed action and political mobilisation. It refers to an era which is now
past. I hope that we will not have to undergo those atrocities of the past again. My story
deals with my childhood and my journey through life as a young person in my teens when
the armed struggle was undertaken. My journey led me to seek for truth and justice and
the African National Congress was the only vehicle at the time which could achieve this.
The new generation is entirely different. It is the digital age. All schools are open. The
buses and transport systems are open to all. Open intermingling and inter-racial marriages
are now recognised. The Defence Force is open to all who want to join it – visible proof of
the alienation for the Black majority in the country of their birth. To quote Nelson Mandela
when he was inaugurated as president “never will there be a time repeated when man
exploits man again.”
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Prelude to Exile
In 1966, I was a student at Natal University. I became the secretary to the Students
Representation Council (SRC) and served in this capacity from 1966-1969.

Rajes handwrote the names and positions of the SRC members.
How precious! See “Me” Written above Gen Sec.
The SRC included amongst others Paul David, Ben Ngubane, Steven Biko and Rogers
Ragavan. Those years were bleak for the activists. Students were particularly targeted by
the Special Branch. Most of the ANC leaders were banned, house arrested or were serving
sentences on Robben Island. Any activity aimed at opposing the government were slated
as being ‘communist’. Student organisations were particularly targeted by the Special
Branch. The campuses were fully infiltrated by the Security Branch and their agents.
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Those who headed student organisations could well expect a visit from the Special Branch.
This I was to find after I had been appointed as Secretary to the SRC. A fellow colleague
was Paul David. He invited me to meet his sister Phyllis Naidoo. She was under house
arrest and also banning orders. She had three children, Sadhan, Saradh and Sukthi - all of
whom were below the age of 8. Her husband was serving a sentence of 5 years on Robben
Island.
Banned Persons In South Africa
Phyllis’s flat was always flooded with activists and other politicos such as AKM Docrat,
Poomoney Moodley, Judson Khuzwayo, Shadrack Maphumulo and Jacob Zuma, amongst
others. Despite the banning laws which forbade visitors to the home of a banned person
others who frequented her place included Mewa Ramgobin, George Sewpersad, Tim
Naidoo, MJ Naidoo, Rabi Bhagwandeen as well as several youth members of the Natal
Indian Congress.

Phyllis Naidoo and I, enjoying a smoke
Our activism included protest meetings held at the Kajee Hall. These were convened by
Fatima Meer. Activity in the Black Consciousness movement were with Saths Cooper and
Strini Moodley. Concerts, film shows and theatre shows were arranged as part of
fundraising for the cause. I was appointed as Publicity Officer for the Theatre Council of
Natal (TECON). This was an organisation formed to politicise a mixed audience on the
cultural front through plays and musical items. We invited the Inanda Seminary choir to
perform at one of our concerts which was held at Goodwill Lounge. I also participated in
sending Diwali parcels to Robben Island which we thought would cheer up the inmates.
According to Natoo Babenia (ex-Robben Islander) the Prison authorities finally stopped
these parcels getting to prisoners after several prisoners told the warders that they had
converted to Hinduism!
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A particularly bleak period for the ANC inside the country.
I need to make a comment here, that according to the Speeches and Writings of OR Tambo,
he stated that it was a particularly bleak period for the ANC inside the country.
The organisational structures of the ANC inside the country were so weak that the ANC
relied on the Indian Congresses to organise mass meetings and funeral services on behalf
of the ANC. For example, Rick Turner and Monty Naicker’s funeral, etc.
Funerals were one of the occasions when fiery anti-Apartheid speeches could be made and
was an avenue for mass mobilisation. By 1977, several Robben Islanders were released.
Among those whom I met were Sunny Singh, Indris Naidoo, Mac Maharaj, Sunny
Venketrathnam, George Naicker and Ebrahim Ismail.

Newspaper article - date (unknown)
It was rewarding to talk to them because they presented a realistic view of the degree of
oppression inside the country. They related stories of their prison experiences and exposed
the torture methods of the security branch to which they had been subjected.
The Black Consciousness Movement
The Black Consciousness movement was born in the ‘70s, and several activists were
detained for political activity in this
organisation. They had organised a rally at
Curries
Fountain
to
celebrate
the
independence of Mozambiqué (1975).
These celebrations were organised countrywide among the Black communities, i.e.
Africans, Indians and Coloureds. Mapetla
Mohapi, Saths Cooper and Strini Moodley
were detained. Mapetla Mohapi died in
detention. Whilst all this was going on in the
political scene Judson Khuzwayo was
released from Robben Island. He was
released at about the same time as Jacob
Zuma. I met them both at Phyllis Naidoo’s
In 1977, Sunny Singh, Phyllis
Office.
Naidoo, Mac Maharaj and Judson Khuzwayo
suddenly disappeared from the country.
Saths Cooper and I
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I was recruited to the ANC underground by Judson Khuzwayo. He never persuaded
me to undertake any serious underground activity at this stage. I made him aware of the
fact that I was a field worker for the South African Council of Churches, along with Father
Mabaso. As a field worker I could interact with ex-prisoners and their families. I was
covered. I asked Judson to give me the names of families who would need assistance. He
promised, but never came forth with any recommendations. These were the tentative
beginnings of my life as an underground activist. It is obvious that what one could not
achieve legally, had to be done illegally – such were the circumstances inside the country.
This was not new. All political activity during periods of repression does take on an
underground hue. We could not get books on other revolutions to study.
Foreign publications on the independence of Angola, Mozambiqué, Kenya and Vietnam
were difficult to obtain. Frequently they were listed as banned literature. It was an offence
to be found in possession of these books. Writings by Lenin and Marx although housed at
the City Hall library – were banned literature for Black persons. AKM Docrat broke this ban.
He ordered books through Premier Book stores and sold them privately as well. He was
banned for 15 years. His house arrest only allowed him 4 hours a day to see to his ‘business
activities’. To keep my links with ANC friends, I kept in touch with Phyllis Naidoo, who it
was now known, had fled first to Swaziland and subsequently to Lesotho.
Entry Into Exile
The year was 1978. I was working at Game Stores which was then situated in Smith Street
in Durban. A letter arrived for me via my work address with a Swaziland stamp.

A fellow Game comrade

Game staff

The letter was from Judson who advised me that he was sending me a courier requesting
that he needed some help with some material he wanted from Durban. The courier finally
arrived. She was a well-built woman and she gave me a letter addressed to ‘scarecrow’,
Judson’s name for me. She left the letter and said she would come back the next day. I
thanked her for the letter and offered to take her home with me. My mother was astonished
but kindly offered her supper. We slept in my room that night. The following day I dropped
her at the airport and told her to tell Judson that I would do my best to carry out what he
requested.
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The letter requested some topographical maps of Durban. I did not know what a
topographical map was so I purchased some street maps of Durban and several layout
maps showing the townships of the different areas of Durban. I did not have to wait long.
Two weeks later, the same woman returned. I hid the maps in a large artist carry all, rolled
and disguised it in a tin. This time, she wanted to go to Claremont and asked if I could
drive her there. I refused saying that I would stand out as an Indian in an African Township.
I took her to the bus stop and dropped her off, admonishing her to wear a doek as most
of the Zulu women did here. She was surprised but complied.
The following day I dropped her outside the Departure Lounge at the airport. The requests
now came in thick and fast. I decided that we had to find a way to communicate more
easily. To this end I enlisted the help of one Daisy who I knew from Phyllis Naidoo’s place.
We recruited a courier Cecil, a student from the University of Zululand and camouflaged
the material under the carpets in the car. I got petrol money to send him to Swaziland with
the booty in my car which he drove all the way there. On his return, he reported that he
had made contact with Judson and that he was now required to carry out tasks which he
could not discuss with me. I was sent money to pass onto internally based ANC operatives.
I knew that I would not last long. As it turned out the ANC sent me a nurse who knew my
private home address, my telephone number and where I worked. She also knew my real
name. Should she have been arrested, it was a sure thing that she would reveal my real
identity to the special branch. I then received a message from Cecil - the courier Daisy and
I recruited as the go between Durban and Swaziland – the message was that I should think
of leaving or expect to be arrested as the nurse had turned out to be an impimpi. Two
weeks later a young man arrived at my desk. He used Judson’s code name and said that
he had been sent by him to take me out of the country. The decision to leave or stay was
with me. I decided to leave. I had in the course of the escape to stay for two weeks inside
the country before we found alternate means of transport out of the country. From there
we were dropped at the Swaziland border and managed to walk from Nomahasha to
Manzini – a small town in the centre of town. The walking seemed to go on forever and my
bones were sore and weary after the long walk. I was taken to Judson, here known as
Mthethwa and warmly welcomed by his wife Beauty. She gave us something to eat and we
went to look for shelter which we found at Joseph’s Mission in Imzimpofu for about a month
before the ANC claimed me as a member. The Chief Representative at the time was one
Patrick Nyawose. He took me through the steps of registering me as a refugee under the
aegis of the ANC.
Procedure for registration
All refugees arriving at Swaziland had to report to the local police station. They had to go
through an interview with the Head of Police who listened to their stories and then decided
whether they could stay in Swaziland or not. The intervention of the Diplomatic Mission of
the ANC was crucial. There were about 3 interviews. I think that was aimed at preventing
bandits etc. from streaming into the country. Finally, the Chief of Police advised me that
as I was Indian, I would not fit into African society and advised me to seek accommodation
with the two Indians who were staying at St Joseph’s Mission. I was successful in this
and I was to share my life with these two other refugees for the next 14 years.
Needless to say, we were cynical about the security arrangements of the Swazi Police.
Swaziland was still economically dependent on South Africa. As such she shared a common
Customs Union with South Africa. In the final analysis, Swaziland could not exert herself
as a wholly independent sovereign entity.
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South African pressure on her economic activity would make the Police Force act against
the ANC. This was borne out by the several raids on refugee houses in the years that
followed. Personally, we were to some extent, exempt as we were Indian, despite the
intervention of the ANC. We were seen as separate entities from the other refugees with
whom we interacted. Also, resident in Swaziland were refugees who had left South Africa
in the 1960s. By this time, they were married to Swazi women or employed in some
profession or another for example Reggie Mhlongo, Graham Morodi aka the Lion of the
East, Aaron Madida, John Nkadimeng, Stanley Mabizela, Patrick Nyawose, Joe Mkhwanazi
and others. Women included Alzina Zondi, Beauty Khuzwayo, and someone called Joyce.
It was not surprising that most of the local people knew the ANC members quite well and
were fully aware of the tribulations that they were faced with in exile. I got Refugee Asylum
for a period of one year.
If the Swazi security apparatus found that a certain refugee was a threat to the security of
the country that refugee could be declared a prohibited Immigrant and be dispatched to
some other country where there was an ANC presence such as Zambia or Tanzania. Phyllis
Naidoo was deported as a prohibited immigrant from here. The two main sources of power
relations in Swaziland were the monarchy headed by King Sobhuza II and the Church. An
influential person in the Church circles was Bishop Zwane on whom I shall write separately.
He also had influence with the King and the Swazi Chief of Police. Many worshipped him as
a saviour including the refugees who came flooding into Swaziland in 1980.
Most of the ANC received good treatment - place to sleep, apply for UNHCR scholarships,
some measure of security from South African incursions by the SANDF, jobs were available,
food and clothing for those who were totally dependent on the ANC. An invaluable source
of Diplomatic persuasion came from Moses Mahbida, who frequently came to Swaziland
and for many years had developed a relationship with the Swazi authorities. Of course, it
goes without saying that the influence of the ANC was strengthened by the largely personal
influence of OR Tambo himself.
I felt very much at home here. The Swazis were kind loving people. The influence of the
Church, especially the Roman Catholic and Protestant Missions preached brotherhood and
solidarity. The attitude of the local people was one of
accommodation for which we refugees were so
grateful.
In Exile…
In exile I was to meet many people.
Bishop Zwane
Bishop Zwane was physically a small, diminutive man.
However, his stature was deceptive, he wielded
enormous power in the Kingdom of Swaziland. He
exerted his influence with the Roman Catholic Church,
the government and the monarchy with a steely
determination.
Bishop Zwane in his Church attire
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I was a foreigner when I arrived. I decided that the only way I could make contact with
the local people was to find a job so that I could integrate properly. Unfortunately, I had
no academic qualifications which would have seen me through to a teaching job.
Government service was reserved for Swazi nationals only. Accordingly, I conveyed my
desire to Ivan with whom I was sharing a house at Mzimpofu. He conveyed my request to
Patrick Nyawose and the matter was reported to the Chief Representative, John Nkadimeng
at the time. It was the recommendation of the latter to Bishop Zwane that resulted in me
being appointed as Refugee Counsellor in a project managed by the UN High Commission
for Refugees. The UNHCR collaborated closely with the Swaziland Council of Churches on
projects connected with refugees. Bishop Zwane was in touch with the United Nations High
Commission in Geneva. The Swaziland Council of Churches sought to unify all church
organisations into the Refugee program. Other church organisations who participated were
the Mennonites, an agency from America, The Protestant Mission, local African Churches
and the Roman Catholic Mission headed by Bishop Zwane. Meetings were held once a
month. As a Refugee Counsellor it was my duty to oversee the accommodation of Refugees
fleeing the country particularly the Pan
African Congress (PAC) members. Tickets
were bought from the Catholics Bishops
Fund for mostly Portuguese refugees who
sought to repatriate to Portugal. The other
duties included the housing of refugees who
came flooding in from South African
townships as well as Mozambican Resistance
Movement (MNR) refugees fleeing from the
newly
liberated
Mozambiqué.
To
accommodate all those who did not have
homes, a house was built with bunk beds for
all refugees, ANC, PAC and MNR. The
refugees were not happy with this
arrangement;
some
left
and
found
accommodation in the rural areas. Others
fled the country illegally and jumped the
fence into the Eastern Transvaal where they
sought training from the SANDF. These were
particularly the MNR refugees. Some PAC
refugees would come to the Council office
where they were given R40 for sustenance
by the UNHCR and re-routed their
destinations to Botswana. All those caught
entering the country illegally were arrested
and put into prison. They could either claim
With Comrade Ethel
asylum or be deported to the country of origin.
Several refugees lived their whole lives this way, moving from one country to another.
Bishop Zwane was well aware of this dilemma. He was critical of the degree of commitment
the churches were showing and argued that the homeless should at least be fed and clothed
according to God’s word. Accordingly, any complimentary cinema tickets received, he
would distribute among the refugees. He frequently took newly arrived refugees and
housed them in the Bishop’s quarters much to the annoyance of other church leaders. Also,
he exhorted all Swazis to support refugees and give them food and shelter, since the new
arrivals had nowhere to go.
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His influence in commanding support for refugees was fervently supported by all the nuns
and priests from the Roman Catholic Mission. When I was appointed, he invited me to his
quarters in Manzini and was asked to share lunch with him. He said, “I know that your way
of cooking is different, I will show you how we eat”. He dished out the pap onto a wooden
dish, poured out some wine from the Churches vineyards and roasted the meat on the
kitchen coal stove. We ate together whilst we conversed. The food was delicious. My fellow
colleagues at the office were an ex-teacher called Gugu – a very motherly and proud
woman. She informed me that she was a Dlamini, and a relative of the King. She became
my good friend and introduced me to the Nun, whom we called Florence and Mrs Ntuli who
did the typing at the office. We began the day with a short prayer every morning. The
Secretary General of the refugee service was one querulous being called Harold Wenger –
who had been accepted from the Mennonite Mission in America. Other friends I made
through the church office was Felicia at Ephesus House, Michael Broadbent – an Englishman
from England who volunteered to come to Africa.
Some members of the International Voluntary Service and Laureen Morrow from the South
African Mission. Several priests from Germany and representatives from the local African
church Missions. A close friend of the Bishop was a priest called Father Skhakane – who
was a polite and kindly man. We got to know the church personalities quite well. There
was a Bishop Mkabela, Father Mdiniso whose brother headed the Police Service, and Father
Cicconne at the Mzimpofu Mission. The churches had spread out all over the country – and
priests came from the rural areas to consult with the Bishop, who was always warm and
accommodating. A big occasion was an international conference called to discuss Fertility
and the host country was Swaziland. Translators, foreign cars, diplomatic personnel came
pouring into Manzini and Mbabane. The conference proceedings went on for two weeks.
Just before the conference ended the Bishop attended the closing session. No one really
knows what happened that night. He was found dead in his car with no signs of murder
except for a trickle of blood from his forehead. A little-known fact was that he had spent
so much for the repatriation of the Portuguese refugees from his own Bishop’s Fund that
he died virtually bankrupt. The whole country mourned. All businesses, government offices
and schools were closed for the day of the funeral. Everyone came pouring in to attend the
funeral - refugees, farmers, businessmen and diplomatic personnel. A solemn service was
held at the Cathedral. His body was incarcerated at the Roman Catholic Church in a vault.
He was surely worshipped by all those who knew him.
Mr Godfrey Sabiti
When I arrived in Swaziland, I had to report to the police first, then apply for refugee status
from the UNHCR. The decision to grant refugee status is not automatic. The UNHCR sat on
the same review committee on which Patrick Nyawose – our chief representative sat. The
Swazi police officials and the UNHCR were different. The UNHCR could agree to give refugee
status but this did not mean that the Swazis were bound by this decision. The Swazis could
reject someone whom they regarded as dangerous. The UNHCR could not interfere in this
situation. Considering the rapid influx of refugees as described earlier, I decided to look at
the rules governing refugee status. According to the Geneva Convention, Swaziland was a
co-signatory to this agreement – all refugees who had nowhere else to go were to be
steadily incorporated into Swazi society. However, the following restrictions applied from
the Swazi side: no refugee, no matter how long he was resident in Swaziland qualified for
Swazi citizenship. Thus, an exiled South African who could be married to a Swazi woman
remained a refugee and marriage did not give him the authority to claim citizenship.
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Furthermore, there was the added difficulty that the government had to be approached in
the cases where their applications for government jobs, for example teachers, police
service and direct representation in the Swazi government was not permitted. A refugee
could start a business; projects were frequently funded by the UNHCR but if the refugee
status was withdrawn he could not claim compensation for all his years of toil. He had to
develop his business but on deportation the Swazi government could take over his
business. It must be pointed out that the spirit of the Geneva Convention was not followed
to the T. There were vast areas of conflict over the application of what was legally correct.
I pointed this out to Mr. Sabiti – representative of the UNHCR and he immediately called
in the head office in Geneva to attend to the matter. Their response was that they had to
abide by the rules and regulations of the government or else had to face closure
themselves. That unfortunately was that! The security that the UNHCR registration offered
on paper at least seemed inviolable – but several incidents in the years that followed
showed that there was no such security. Incidents such as the incursion of the SANDF into
Swaziland with impunity resulted in kidnappings and assassinations. The theft on at least
four occasions or more of refugee files from the UNHCR offices – which carried photographs
and the real names of refugees all pointed to the fact that the UNHCR was powerless to
exert any pressure on the South African government. Furthermore in 1979, South Africa
was not a member of the United Nations. She had pariah status due to her apartheid
policies. A refugee was thus left to his own devices to survive and seek support and
protection from other agencies for example the Church and personal friends among the
Swazis and expatriate communities. The Police were aware of the presence of unregistered
refugees. Frequently, they would call up all refugees and count the number that was
present in the country. Some special branch policemen were sympathetic and would turn
a blind eye to the presence of these refugees. But no refugee was given partisan shelter.
There were members of the PAC still around, as were SANDF Security Force members –
for example Eugene de Kock. Swaziland was a mill stream of refugees from all corners of
Africa, including Portugal (MNR), Kenyans and Ugandans. However, it must be noted that
countries which had claimed independence took back their citizens – for example.
Zimbabweans, Kenyans and Congolese so that there were not many of them around.
The UNHCR danced between the Swazi security and their own rules which was not much
of a help. They preferred to stick to the projects such as setting up small businesses,
funding scholarships and granting travel grants. They kept adapting to the changing
scenario, depending on the changes in the political situation. The UNHCR grants for
Refugee women only increased after a demonstration in front of their offices. The rate was
raised in 1982 from R40 to R80. Truth be told, the Logistics Department of the ANC gave
out food rations and basic foodstuffs to all refugee’s families. This was funded by the
UNHCR. Around 1985, after the signing of the Nkomati Award which saw the deportation
of ANC personnel from Mozambiqué, the Swazis decided that given the violence emanating
from the Black areas in South Africa there would soon be an explosion in Swaziland as well.
The last thing they wanted was a spill over onto their territory. Carting of arms in all
countries populated by refugees was prohibited. Deportation for this offence was sure to
follow. The government would prefer to see the refugees deported. There could have been
some pressure from the South African government as well. The targets were those who
were identified as members of the military wing.
Some shoot-outs did occur between the Swazis and the military wing of the ANC. Many
lost their lives – and this infuriated the Swazi community as they lost personnel as well.
Depending on the violence monitor, according to the SABC news broadcasts, every time
there was an explosion in the RSA, the ANC was blamed.
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Father Michael Lapsley
A series of raids on the refugee community present in the country would follow. Thus in
1982, the Swazi authorities deported the Chief Representative and cleared out refugees
thought to be dangerous. Men and women who had been resident in the country from 1960
were rounded up and told they were being deported. The UNHCR funded their travel grants
to Zambia where the ANC Headquarters was situated. From there they would find their
way to other sympathetic countries. By 1985 the situation in Swaziland became intolerable.
There were increasing raids by the SANDF into the country. Most of the remnant refugees
now surviving illegally were afraid for their lives as indeed so were we. We retreated to
Zambia in 1985. The retreat was not only from Swaziland. Given the Total Onslaught
Strategy of the Apartheid government refugees from Botswana, Lesotho and Mozambiqué
all converged on Lusaka. Several hundred refugees were sitting in Zambia. Some went to
Tanzania, others to Kenya or Uganda. No one knew what the road forward would be. In
1989, Lusaka was hit by bombings of ANC property, Zimbabwe by bombings, Father
Michael Lapsley, Mozambiqué by an attack on Albie Sachs, Dulcie September bombed in
Brussels and Jeanette Schoon in Botswana. But at the same time, there were serious splits
within the Nationalist Party at home.
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Figures like Van Zyl Slabbert, Alex Boraine and other liberals came to Lusaka to discuss
the situation. They arrived by flouting the ban imposed by PW Botha that there should not
be consultations with the ANC. They broke the ban. They were met by Thabo Mbeki and
an ANC delegation. Negotiations followed. It was a tense time. Operation Vula was aborted
and the Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA) followed but this is beyond
the scope of this chapter.
Calamities of being a refugee
I have recalled episodes which we had to live through during the fourteen years of exile.
In the absence of details from news cuttings etc. I have chosen to present this as short
stories.
Two Sticks
Whilst I was employed at the Swaziland Council of Churches as a Refugee Counsellor, I
was sent by the office to go to Two Sticks which is a small township attached to the Manzini
suburb. Whilst in the office we all heard a big bang. The Secretary General got news that
there had been a bombing in the township. He decided to send me there to investigate
what had happened. I drove to the spot and was told that two houses had been bombed
and that the bombs had been dropped by air. The victim was a Swazi child, the daughter
of Marwick Dlamini. Marwick pointed out the house to me. There was no structure and
everything around looked like sea sand. Marwick picked up a shred of cloth from the dust
and identified it as the remnants of the dress his daughter was wearing when he last saw
her. The SANDF had mistaken his house for one where the South African refugees were
staying and had bombed it by mistake. Marwick looked at the scene without emotion. He
said that he would never see his daughter again. The blast from the bomb had reached
another house where South African refugees were sleeping. One refugee was shot through
the roof of the building. When he was found, he had lost one of his legs. He had to be
hospitalised. No fuss was made of this incident – just a stoical silence and a short report
in the Swazi Times.
Zweli Nyanda
Zweli was the brother of Siphiwe Nyanda. He had been sharing a small house with a fellow
refugee called Cyril (aka Fear). They had returned home with their girlfriends and entered
the house – but were ambushed. According to Cyril, he ran away by jumping through the
window with his girlfriend in tow. Zweli tried to save his girlfriend by pushing her through
the window. She escaped but Zweli was shot through the back. Those who escaped raised
the alarm through Stanley Mabizela – the new chief representative of the ANC. Zweli’s
body was found in the bathroom, riddled with bullets. The Women’s organisation was called
in to clear up. Cyril moved to another house. Years later, the ANC claimed that Cyril
(Fear)was an informant. He died in ANC detention in Zambia. A funeral was arranged for
Zweli through the auspices of the Protestant Church. All ANC members invited friends and
supporters to the funeral. Siphiwe could not attend as he claimed that he could be targeted.
He sent a letter which was read out at the funeral service. For the first time after a long
silence, the ANC was reactivating itself, by mobilizing its membership. The funeral service
was addressed by George Monare, an old Umkhonto we Sizwe operative who was now in
retirement in one of the suburbs of Manzini. He came out strongly in a speech against the
Apartheid regime. If anything, the funeral brought the plight of refugees to the attention
of all who were present. This included the Lutheran Mission, Ed and Laureen Morrow, Father
Michael Broadbent, several Swazi dignitaries and the South African refugee community at
large. We ended by singing Nkosi Sikelel iAfrika with clenched fists.
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Krish Rabilal
Krish came from Merebank in Durban. He joined Umkhonto we Sizwe as an operative and
subsequently fled the country. He was closely associated with Mduduzi Guma – a lawyer
from Durban, who also fled the country about 1979. Both lived in Swaziland. About 1981,
these refugees went to Mozambiqué where they were housed in the outskirts of Maputo in
a township called Matola. They had gone to Maputo to attend a conference. The delegates
included Krish Rabilal, Mduduzi Guma, William Khanyile and several others. They were all
armed in case of an attack. At about midnight there was a knock on the door. One of them
looked out of the window and saw a Frelimo van. They thought they were among comrades
so they opened the door. It turned out to be an ambush. Several SANDF members
disguised in the Frelimo van with faces Blacked out in soot stormed the house and opened
fire on all. All 22 died. The sole survivor who jumped out of the two-story house and hid in
the toilet outside, waited and when it was safe made his way back to Maputo and related
the story to the ANC. The funeral was widely publicised internationally. The whole of the
ANC community, friends and comrades attended the funeral as well. The incident became
known as the Matola Raid.
Joe Pillay
Joe was Ivan’s brother. For security
reasons,
they
decided
to
live
separately. Joe remained on St
Josephs’ Mission, whilst Ivan and I
moved out. Joe was a registered
refugee and taught at the Mission
school. We were warned by Nzima
(Patrick Nyawose) that the SANDF was
around. We were also warned to be
vigilant. We went to warn Joe but he
merely laughed the whole thing off and
said that he was a small fry. The
SANDF was after big fish. As was
custom, we did not sleep at our home
but went to a friend’s place to spend
the night there. At about 06:00 the
next morning Judson arrived. He took
Ivan aside and closed the door.

Joe Pillay, Ivan’s brother

When they came out both of them looked pale and care worn. I asked them what the
matter was. Finally, they reluctantly told me that Joe had been kidnapped from the Mission.
The whole incident had been witnessed by a fellow Swazi colleague, David. David was
devastated, half afraid of what he experienced for the first time, and angry that he could
not save his friend. According to David, two MNR refugees had come to his house at the
Mission and asked to see Joe. Joe came out and pretended that he was not Joe Pillay and
that he was a friend staying at Joe’s place. The two kidnappers insisted on visiting Joe’s
house. Joe left David’s place and made his way to his own cottage. But before he could
reach there they grabbed him and put him in a car and forcibly drove out at a terrific speed.
In the scuffle a passport fell to the ground, which was found by David. It carried the stamp
of South African immigration. Their complicity could be proved. David brought the passport
to Ivan, who with Nzima went to the Swazi Police and reported the matter. After the kidnap,
David slept at our small outhouse in Manzini.
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He swore that he could not rest till he caught the kidnappers. As it happened, David
recognised the car parked in one of the houses in our neighbourhood. He identified from a
distance, the two kidnappers. He immediately went to the Swazi Police and reported the
matter. The abductors were arrested. We in the meantime, got protest action going with
our friends and contacts. The UNHCR pledged support but wanted to know what they could
do. Amnesty International ex-pats sent out the information for radio broadcast on Voice of
America. The South African Black Journalists Forum publicised the incident in the Sunday
Papers and the Post. The Radio broadcasts inside the country blared the news as well. Our
Diplomatic Mission, using the Swazi authorities, conveyed that they would return the
kidnappers to South Africa, provided that Joe was returned to Swaziland and exchanged.
This was effected by dumping Joe in the middle of nowhere in Swaziland at about midnight.
Joe said that they had not even been checked out at the border, but just drove in. They
had tortured Joe. He was taken to Vlakplaas, where he was interrogated by a former ANC
operative who had stayed at his house. The operative was subsequently arrested whilst on
some mission in the country. He turned into an askari. He tried to persuade Joe to give
information on Ivan and myself and tried to assure him that he would be looked after by
the SANDF and given a house etc. Joe refused to budge and was tortured with beatings
and exposure to freezing cold weather whilst being transported around from spot to spot.
They broke his ribs in the process. As published by the report of the Truth and
Reconciliation Committee, the whole episode had been delegated to Dirk Coetzee by the
SANDF top brass. The Security Apparatus of the SANDF had planned a quiet abduction but
the whole affair turned out to be an international incident. Coetzee was severely
reprimanded by his superiors. Coetzee himself decided to blow the whistle on Security
Branch activities, in return for Amnesty. Coetzee then applied for membership of the ANC
in exile. I think he was granted this. Abductions were common place in Swaziland. A school
teacher, who lived on the border between Mozambiqué and Swaziland had been abducted
from there in the late sixties. It was a way of life.
Jabu and Patrick Nyawose
By late 1982, the school boycotts inside the country had escalated. Again, the external
mission of the ANC was named as the culprit causing the havoc. Trade union activity
deepened the resistance. Jabu and Patrick were trade unionists. During an emergency
period they decided to vacate their house at night and slept in another township nearby.
The following morning on their way back home, they entered their car and started it. The
car had been booby trapped. Both died, with one of their kids in the car as well. As most
bombings go, there was no trace of any human remains after the bombing. Only the shell
of the car remained. As was becoming ritual, an ANC funeral was arranged.
Thabiso
Thabiso was an ANC refugee living in Mbabane. He had a girlfriend who was Swazi and
living or visiting him very often. Given the conditions of instability as is evident from the
stories above, we all operated within completely tight compartments. No other, except the
commander and us knew about the details of our existence. We were organised into cells.
This did not mean that we did not care about each other. We all existed side by side but
what we were actually doing was held as secret. Thabiso was arrested with another friend
called Nyameko by 40 policemen who raided their house in the early hours of the morning.
Thabiso was deported, whilst his girlfriend was taken into custody. She was pregnant. In
detention, she was tortured and hit over the head with a pistol by the head of the Swazi
security branch. She aborted as a result. Thereafter, the Head of Police started making
overtures to the girlfriend but she saw this as an attempt to get information out of her.
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This incident incited members of the ANC and Swazi women alike. We whispered in huddles
about the injustice of it all. The inspector was inexplicably shocked. He died and the Swazi
authorities accused the ANC of using their country for armed warfare. What followed was
the deportation of all ANC refugees from Swaziland. Some decided to stay there illegally.
Mawelawela
Around 1981, all ANC refugees were arrested and taken to Mawelawela Camp in Matsapha.
By this time, Judson had been redeployed to Lesotho and then from there to Zimbabwe.
The elders in the community included Shadrack Maphumulo, who took over from Judson
Khuzwayo, and Johannes Mkhwanazi. We remained undetected because the Swazi
authorities never understood anything about the ANC’s alliance with the Indian congresses.
To save our skins, we pretended that we were selling fruit and vegetables for a living. Since
they were hard put to prove a link with the ANC, they left us alone in the main. It was only
years later, that the Swazi security branch accused us of doing administrative work for the
ANC, and on this charge requested that we should leave the area. They were good enough
to tip us off that the South African authorities were interested in us and that this was not
good for our safety. The imprisonment at Mawelawela was troublesome for the Swazis. The
prisoners started to demand food from the UNHCR and would redistribute these to the
prison warders and other guards. Apparently, this softened the attitude of the guards
towards them. Planes were seen hovering over the camp, but it was never established
whether these planes came from South Africa or whether they were the Swazi air force.
Mawelawela ended with the prisoners walking out of the camp after two months. The
guards did not stop them.
The State of Emergency
By 1984, things were moving very fast inside the country. The UDF had been formed and
resistance grew from strength to strength. This also had its ramifications for us. Refugees
were no longer safe. Assassinations were becoming common place for example the death
of Ruth First in Maputo. She was killed by a parcel bomb. The ANC buildings were also
targeted. The office at Maputo was bombed as well. We were now living in Manzini illegally
in an outhouse rented from a local business man. We claimed to be social refugees.
We kept leaving the Manzini area and made for the countryside to hide. We were ably
helped by a Swazi national, whom we referred to as Baba Nzimande. His background was
dubious but he was faithful to the ANC and gave us information on the status of locals for
example. Chief Lukhele etc.
Our neighbours were also ANC refugees, hiding from the police. One day they gave us
photographs of a girlfriend of one of the members. She had been severely tortured by the
Swazi police for giving shelter to ANC members. Her body was bruised purple from the
beatings. We gave the photographs to Amnesty International. The Swazi radio started
broadcasting that the Swazi nationals should be on the lookout for persons occupying
houses who did not leave for work in the mornings but moved after dark in the late hours
of the night. In addition to this, pamphlets were dropped by plane on the streets, giving
instructions on how to recognise ANC refugees – they were wanted by the police and
dangerous. Roadblocks cut off entrances to Mbabane and Manzini as well as the border
areas. They were determined to trap us wherever we were. Ivan’s photograph was
published alongside other ANC persons, wanted “Dead or Alive” on the front pages of Swazi
Times. I was relieved that he was not around at that time. Over the years, we had
developed a close association with the Ex-Pat community, mainly Dutch (Holland). They
were invaluable support staff and gave generously of their time.
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They assisted us with transport, medical attention and freely let us use their outhouses for
refuge. There were several of them all located at the Kwaluseni Campus. There was Barbra
and Rens, Fred and Marianna, Wim and Trudy, Alice Armstrong. Also, there were
expatriates who taught at the Church School in Manzini…We called them the Aarons,
Micheal and June. Then there was Malcolm and Marissa. Marissa was connected to the
Black Sash. Also, Laureen and Ed Morrow. During the State of Emergency, these friends
helped to hide, feed and clothe us. They were not suspected of having ANC connections
and so were safe. Jacob Zuma was sent to Swaziland to try and improve the Swazi and
ANC relations. He was scorned and the Swazis categorically stated that they did not know
any Zuma but knew Mahbida. They would not talk to anyone else but Mahbida. Zuma left.
After several weeks in rural areas, we crept back to Manzini and shifted house for the
umpteenth time. We had worked out a regimen where we could move overnight. We tried
to cover our tracks as far as possible. Again, the pressure on refugees relaxed until the
next swoop.
Shadrack Maphumulo
Shadrack Maphumulo took over from Judson Khuzwayo who was known as Mthethwa. We
were leaving Swaziland and so passed all materials and functions to him. We had hidden
together, travelled together and had many, many experiences together, which made the
relationship very special. We warned him that the Boers would not leave him alone. They
would be out to get him, as they knew he was based in Swaziland. Moreover, Eugene de
Kock had his operatives amongst the Swazis as well. No one knew who they were but they
would be the eyes and ears of their commanders.
During Shadrack’s tenure, Tambo’s aide was kidnapped from Swaziland. We had found him
accommodation through our contact. We were directly implicated. Apparently, he had been
in touch with certain security branch policemen in South Africa, who were passing him
information from the files of the SANDF. The higher authorities soon came to know and
arrested the policemen concerned. He was tortured but managed to escape to Swaziland
where Shadrack gave him shelter. However, at the same time, Bongani (Tambo’s Aide)
was kidnapped from Swaziland. He was subsequently gunned down in South Africa. Then
there was the capture of one operative, known as Glory Sedibe (code name September),
who had been captured by the Boers. He turned under torture and was used to track down
refugees still living in Swaziland. Since he knew most of them quite well, he led his captors
directly to their target.
In 1985, two members of the ANC and NEC came to Swaziland to try and reach a truce
with the Swazis. They were not welcome and were shot at as they were disembarking at
the Matsapha Airport. One was Paul Dikeledi who was married to a beautiful Mozambiquan
woman called Carla. They had two children. September pointed out the house to them; the
SANDF operatives entered the house, assaulted Carla, broke her furniture and attacked
her – then left. Mercifully, they did not kill her. At about the same time Shadrack was
assassinated in Swaziland. He was returning home, after checking on some matter or the
other and the assassins followed him. Shadrack knew he was being followed so he ran into
his flat and shut the door to safeguard the children, who he forced to hide under the bed.
Shadrack was shot through the closed door and his body carted away from home. The
mother returned home from work, only to find blood stains on the floor and the children
severally traumatised. The case was referred to the Hague War Crimes Tribunal where his
wife, Khumbusile testified. The family returned home after the ban had been lifted on the
ANC. Unfortunately, Khumbusile could not find ready employment and the special pension
she received was too small for the upkeep of her flat and the children.
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Khumbusile Phungula (Maphumulo) died of stress. Her children are being looked after by
friends. But still have a hard time. They cannot go to school as they have no money for
fees, etc. and are working instead. The youngest was very sick and died in 2009. With the
disbanding of Umkhonto we Sizwe there is no care or comfort for these children or families
who have returned from exile. They have been abandoned like so many others who
returned home to the emptiness of their personal lives.
Bongani
About 1984, a refugee was sent to me by HQ in Zambia. His name was Timothy. He was
supposed to be my security guard, he was also an underground operative. He was involved
in a project which sought to establish radio contact with operatives already inside the
country. The base for this operation was in Swaziland. Every day he would go out with
Bongani, who was also from HQ and experiment with the radio.
After a few weeks, Timothy returned to our hideout looking very crestfallen. He told me
that Bongani had not pitched for the assignment on that day. He sought my response in
the matter. In the few meetings I had with Bongani, I registered that he was not a sloppy
operative, he kept his appointments regularly and punctually. I sent Timothy to Maphumulo
to establish what had gone wrong. Timothy came back and reported that Bongani had been
kidnapped. Timothy looked pale and worried. My immediate reaction was one of disbelief.
Timothy left the hideout about 5am the next morning – when it was fairly safe to venture
out. We decided to take action quickly. We expected the Swazi police to launch another
raid. At about 4am, we went to hide the radio and transmitter. We hid the radio with Baba
Nsibanse, who was also operating in the underground structures. I managed to persuade
Timothy to shave his beard and disguise himself in new clothing. I insisted that he should
not wander about outside as the police were bound to be looking for him. Later, I went to
check with Maphumulo (Mathews). Apparently, Bongani was a victim of the counter
intelligence forces for South Africa.
One of the counter insurgency operatives inside the country, who had been secretly passing
on reports from the intelligence structure inside the country to us had been uncovered and
arrested by the security branch. He was tortured and fled to Swaziland. He was a trap.
Bongani, who was also involved in this sphere was sent to meet with this operative. At the
meeting spot, Bongani climbed out of his car. As he did so, he was surrounded by the
enemy. They captured Bongani. In the confusion, which arose, Bongani’s contact ran away.
Bongani was kidnapped and taken to South Africa for questioning. This episode was a big
blow to us. Bongani knew the exact location of all refugees living in Swaziland. We were
forced to take cover and run to other places of accommodation. After a few months, there
were no further forays into Swaziland by the SANDF. Things returned to ‘normal’.
Subsequently, a press report revealed that Bongani had been shot in Johannesburg. He
was known to be a bodyguard to OR Tambo. It was possible that perhaps he had broken
under torture and revealed all he knew to the security branch. As was usual with the
methods employed by the SANDF, they could have got all the information they wanted
from him and then exterminated him. There was no clarity on what had actually led to his
death.
Angola
In 1982, our unit had decided that I should go for training to Angola. I was eager to go
since I had conjured up images of Portuguese food, architecture and culture, where the
fado would be sung. Angola turned out to be nothing of the kind. We arrived in Luanda at
night. From the plane, you could see the harbour lights outlining the coast.
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Luanda airport was dirty and greasy. We were supposed to be met and we looked around
to see who would come. After about an hour of waiting someone came forward and
enquired whether we were from Zambia. We were taken to an underground house in Viana.
A week passed and we grew accustomed to the food – tinned bully beef from Zimbabwe
(we called it Mugabe). The bully beef was horrible. The canned meat still had hairs in it.
We were forced to eat this, as there was nothing else – except for Second World War
biscuits and huge tins containing water and sardines. We did get powdered milk and black
tea. After two weeks of preparation our lectures started. Our arrival was a surprise to the
Regional Command. They did not train women for combat action. We were accommodated
with the special training programme. It was the first time I had come across dynamite and
detonating cords. First, we were given the training, followed by the practicals. For the
practicals, we went into the bush. It was extremely hot at the time. The vegetation was
like scrubland – there were few trees for shade. On the orders of the commander, we got
onto our stomachs and trained on target practice. The commander notched up the scores.
He was stationed behind the target board, some 150 metres away. When it came to my
turn to fire, I kept missing the target. A corporal sitting behind me shouted: “Agriculture”,
each time I missed – he meant that I was ploughing the ground. Finally, I was lucky enough
to hit the target board. I shot the whole board down!
The commander, who was standing behind the board let off a number of expletives – he
shouted that I had nearly killed him. I am afraid that I was not cut out for shootouts. On
this occasion, we were practicing inside a safe house with bazookas. At first, we were
shown how to use the switches, and then taught how to operate it with the missile
attached. Whilst practicing, I almost pulled the trigger with the missile attached. The
bazooka was primed to fire. Fortunately, Hazel, who was in our group, shouted out a
warning, and I just stopped firing. I could have blown up the whole house. I broke into a
sweat and put down the bazooka. The third time I was not so lucky. We were being trained
on explosives. We were being trained on how to engineer booby traps. I connected the
circuit with the booby trap attached. Once the power source was attached, the detonator
would go off – and it did. Under my arm. At first, I was dazed by the blood… Later, I could
feel a tingling sensation in my fingers. I looked at my arm, and saw a huge hole, with pink
flesh oozing blood. The shock of it got me screaming. The table we were seated at broke
with the impact. Rose, our commander, was injured as well. Luckily, Vera, who served in
the ANC medical corp – swiftly bandaged me up. A makeshift stretcher was made. I was
put at the back of a military truck and transferred to Luanda Military Hospital.
Angola - the hospital
At the hospital, we had to wait for quite a long time before I was admitted. Johnny, from
our command structure, took responsibility for me. He said that I was his daughter and
the hospital authorities wanted to know why my hair was different. He said that I was from
a different mother. At the entrance to the operating theatre, I awaited my turn. I could
hear screams emanating from inside the theatre – but did not know the cause. The patient
preceding me had to have an amputation. After what seemed to be an eternity, a big, tall
man emerged with his arm bandaged and the blood was oozing through his bandages.
He staggered out through the entrance. My turn was next. I was laid on the bed in the
theatre and the tourniquet from my arm removed. I was told to focus on the electric bulb
on the top of the ceiling. My arm was firmly held down by two swarthy men. I realised why
my predecessor had screamed – there was no anaesthetic. I broke into a cold sweat. My
arms were being constantly slapped and a scalpel inserted into my raw flesh. To say that
it was extremely painful would be an understatement. I started to scream.
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Next came the needle and thread. I could feel every inch of the thread pulling through my
flesh. I screamed all the louder. After an agonizing eternity, it was over. I was taken to the
ward and given some water to drink. I could not sleep. I wondered how I would cope in
this new situation. My bed was made and waiting – but I sat at the table with the glass of
water, staring into space. The TV was on; the broadcast was in Portuguese. I sat at the
centre of the whole ward and watched the programme. Suddenly, there was a soft touch
on my shoulder. I turned and saw a short Angolan woman standing behind me. “Don’t cry”,
she urged. “Come, come, and dance with me.” She spoke in Portuguese, which I vaguely
understood, because I had studied Latin in Britain. We danced around the table for a good
hour or so. This made me feel much better.
The next day, I felt terribly depressed. I lay in bed for the whole day. I refused breakfast,
and wondered how long it would take before I saw Ivan again – and would I survive this
round? I had no idea that a woman’s organisation called Organisation de Mulier Angola
(OMA) was operating in the hospital. The fellow patients reported my condition to the
Matron. She gave me a long lecture all in Portuguese on the importance of eating and cooperating with medical attention. She was a stout motherly looking woman. The following
day there was no luxuriating in bed. The nurses had organised a wheelchair. Loaded me
onto it and pushed me towards the shower. They stripped my gown, shoved me under the
shower and bathed me. Daily, my underwear was carefully washed and returned to me.
This procedure continued until I could fend for myself.
Fortunately, I found a South West Africa People’s Organisation (SWAPO) activist who spoke
Afrikaans. She would converse with me in Afrikaans and she translated this into Portuguese
for the benefit of the other patients and the nursing staff. Soon, I could communicate with
the other patients in this way. The SWAPO comrade told me that there was a patient from
the ANC at the hospital who had been there for ages, with no visitors. I reported this to
the command structure and they withdrew him from the hospital and transferred him for
treatment in Yugoslavia. He had been injured by a hand grenade which had gone up in his
hands - the pin was faulty. He lost the use of his arms and legs which were amputated and
was blinded. After about three weeks, my wound turned gangrenous, due to neglect and
no proper medical treatment. I was terrified that they would amputate my arm. At about
this time I was visited regularly by someone from the command structure, called Cde.
Wanna. He was extremely helpful in getting me proper medical treatment. I was consigned
to a special Cuban unit, consisting of two female Cuban women. They attended to me daily,
and soon after a special diet and regular cleansing of the wound, a pink flesh began to
grow again. Cde. Wanna came daily to check on my progress. His visits stabilised my
mental wellbeing. At least there was some hope that I would return to Swaziland someday.
I was very much obliged to the command structure.
At the hospital, I was to report to the clinic in the hospital. At the clinic I spotted stacks of
prosthetic legs piled up on top of the medical cupboard, waiting to be fitted onto those who
had lost their legs in combat. I was horrified at the number of prosthetics I saw. Another
revelation, it was when I saw someone who had trodden on a landmine – he was burnt
from head to foot and strung up in the air, like a lamb on a spit. He screamed every time
he was fed orange juice from a drip. Despite his screams, the Cuban nurse insisted on
feeding him in this way. His insides were burnt as well. After months, a down of fresh hair
appeared on his scalp; several weeks later, pink flesh all over his body made its
appearance. He could now sit on a wheel chair and could move around. Other experiences
horrified me. A young Angolan women came in for treatment for a breast operation. Again,
there was no anaesthetic. I could hear her screams whilst she was being operated.
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I felt anguish at the thought of the pain she was suffering. She finally returned to her bed,
exhausted and worn out. She made a slow recovery. Death was an everyday occurrence.
An old SWAPO woman was brought into the hospital. She was in a state of semiconsciousness. She kept calling for her relatives in Kimbundu. The nurses tied her to her
bed as she kept trying to escape. For about two days there was no sound from this quarter.
Finally, a junior nurse noticed that the glucose drip attached to this patient had not changed
level. On closer examination the nurse found that the patient had been dead for three
days. A van arrived daily for the collection of dead bodies. There were no loving relatives
etc. The bodies were hurled onto the back of the van, onto other corpses collected for the
day. At the end of six months, I was released from the hospital and sent back to Zambia.
From here, I was sent back to Swaziland. Once released, I was sent back to our new house
to recuperate. Frequently, the other cadres and the commanders would come to visit and
relate stories of their experiences in exile. I was very interested in their accounts of combat
action. In 1961, there were no outside bases, they were yet to be formed. Wanna related
his experiences during the Wankie Campaign. These included their struggles to establish
outside bases in the newly independent countries like Kenya and Tanzania. He spoke of
the initial antipathy their leaders showed the ANC. Several cadres were sent to whichever
country would agree to train them – some went to Cuba, some to China and some to the
Soviet Union. The main concern of the command structure was the infiltration of these
cadres back into SA. This in 1983 was virtually impossible. Conditions were very tough.
Cadres sent back home were frequently shot or captured by the SANDF. There were stories
of the first forays back home of how these combatants were captured in Botswana, of how
they were starved of food in prison and the torture they had to endure. Even after the
independence of Mozambiqué and Angola, locating rear bases was not easy. However,
slowly through sustained effort and alliances, frontline bases were established. The push
towards the South had slowly begun.
Our Infrastructure … Swaziland
Truth be told, we would not have survived many of the challenges we faced if it were not
for the protective assistance given to us by our underground structure. Early in 1980, we
set up a group of sympathisers who willingly gave us use of resources, i.e. garages,
telephones, cars and shelter in their outhouses. All of them were named in code and we
protected them from discovery as they were the foundations on which our own activity
rested. All of them played a sensitive role – they were our couriers, reception points,
printers of leaflets, medical assistance and transported us out of the central district to the
rural areas when we came under pressure from SANDF raids. The first auxiliary we
recruited was a Dutch (Holland) volunteer we called Gold. She experimented with silk
screen printing and other forms of producing leaflets. We used this knowledge to train
recruits. From home she taught us quite a number of things connected with the printing of
underground leaflets and publications.
As our activities expanded, we required more people. We requested assistance from Gold
who recruited more sympathisers. She was instrumental in introducing the Dutch
expatriate community to us. The Diamonds were a couple living on the Kwaluseni campus.
They fed us, hid us and did research into political questions using the facilities of the
Kwaluseni campus. Mrs Diamonds was a feminist and constantly had arguments with Ivan
on the role of women in society and their role in the liberation movement. She took part
in drawing up pamphlets and was sharply critical of the style, the layout and so on. Mr
Diamonds would sit through the sessions, listening to both sides of the argument
impartially. He said little, but when he did, he spoke with finality.
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Our greatest asset was the Coppers. They stayed the longest in Swaziland and renewed
their contracts in Swaziland several times at our request. We were thus tied to these
comrades. With their aid, we started a newsletter to be distributed internally. It was called
Ayvive. A small committee was appointed from within our infrastructure. It was the
underground mouthpiece of the ANC. Since South African papers could be bought in
Swaziland, we were well informed through the press for all types of information.
Frequently, there were reports of those arrested, those shot, evictions in the township
areas and banned lists of literature not permitted for circulation. Ayvive was banned in
South Africa. Finally, we got funding for the publication and set up propaganda groups
inside the country. Mrs Coppers was a doctor. We managed to get treatment from Raleigh
Fitkin hospital for trained cadres who were suffering from malaria and other conditions
such as backache, headaches and so on. Medical treatment at the overt level was difficult
to obtain as most of the military personnel were there illegally. They were not registered
with the UNHCR. As mentioned previously, the files of the UNHCR were frequently stolen
from their offices. Therefore, to safeguard themselves, the cadres chose not to register
with this body. About 1985, pressure increased on the ANC. A South African trade Mission
was opened in Mbabane. It was rumoured that the Boers had a special Task Force operating
from there. The command structure of the SANDF was decentralised. It seems that Pretoria
preferred this way of operation. The Swazis, directed by the SANDF, mounted raid after
raid – looking for ANC refugees. By this time there was only a skeleton command structure
in Swaziland. All of us were there illegally and remained underground. The local Swazis
were afraid to house us and refrained from active involvement with the ANC. Several
couriers we knew turned us away from their doors. The Swazi police started
pamphleteering the locals with leaflets, promising monetary reward for the location of ANC
refugees. Ivan left Swaziland and went to Maputo. I was alone in the flat and stayed
underground for fear of police reprisals. That night, Mr Coppers phoned. The phones were
tapped. “Will you join us for dinner?” he asked. “I’ll pick you up at seven.” I knew he was
signalling that I should leave the house.
That night I dressed in black, put out the lights of the house and stood in the shrubbery
waiting for Mr Coppers’ car. A police van passed – then came Coppers’ car. I got into the
car. Mr Coppers had brought his wife’s doctors coat and stethoscope. I put these on. We
proceeded to Manzini. We were stopped at a roadblock – the soldiers were armed and
looking for armed cadres. Mr Coppers was cool and I drew comfort from his demeanour.
“Where are you going? the soldier asked us. “We have just attended to a patient” Coppers
replied. “This is my wife, and she is a doctor.” This satisfied the soldier. We were waved
through. We were checked twice that night. I felt safe in the warmth of the Coppers home.
Mrs Coppers was warm, motherly and full of understanding. When it was safe. I returned
to my flat. Ivan eventually rejoined me there.
Phosphorous
Phosi was a tall American woman. She arrived on the Swaziland campus about 1984. She
was our courier and made trips into the country at very short notice. She helped us smuggle
in a lot of literature. She eventually left for Zimbabwe, where she got a job as a lecturer.
She subsequently married and left Zimbabwe about 1998.
The Aarons
This was a couple introduced to us by Ronnie Kasrils. They were members of the antiapartheid movement. They were sent to Swaziland, but left fallow after a few months. We
drew them into our circle and they started being active again.
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They made several trips into the country and were active in contacting our underground
structures internally. The Aarons had been involved abroad. They had a ready
understanding of the conditions and risks involved. We found their help and advice
invaluable. I do not want to give a long list of people we knew…The above formed the core
of our infrastructure. We also recruited several Swazis, such as Florence, a nun), Oom Piet,
a governmental official, Steve, a naturalized Swazi, Baba, a Swazi, Letraset, an Irishman
who claimed that he was an IRA member and Stretch, a British priest. The list is endless.
Our supporters and memories of them remain stamped in my psyche. They made selfless
contributions and gave us endless dedicated support. All of them belonged to the
underground – they were anonymous persons in the outside world. However, in microcosm
we had a truly international fraternity in Swaziland. Throughout our stay in Swaziland, we
lived alone and kept our houses strictly underground. There were no visitors. Meetings
were held at other venues. Only the commander and leadership knew where we were
living. This was to avoid detection. We hid away our reports and left no trace of ANC
connections in the house. This was corroborated with the ‘official’ story that we were social
refugees.
Existing on the brink – Swaziland
Swaziland was a milieu of all colours and movements. There were refugees from South
Africa who joined either the ANC or PAC. In addition there were refugees from the
Mozambican Resistance Movement. They disagreed with Frelimo and the opposition. They
were funded by Portuguese fronts in Swaziland. We led the lives of fugitives; we mixed at
a social level but did not go nightclubbing or join any movement openly in Swaziland. The
Swazis themselves did not understand the alliance between the ANC and the Indian
Congresses, and we used this to get cover for ourselves. We professed to be selling
vegetables for a living. Once when police on the road checked us, we were carrying
groceries from the ANC in the boot. The police thought that as Indians we were only
interested in buying and selling. They let us pass. There was no overt proof that we were
active in the ANC; we were registered as political refugees. The exact nature of our work
was unknown to the police. We worked with a small group of international organisations.
As time went on, we were tasked to train cadres in political activism. Our unit reported
directly to Zuma in Mozambiqué. He in turn was in touch with the Zambian arm of the
movement. Our unit was thus attached to a small number of people who reported via
Mozambiqué to OR Tambo directly. When the recruits from inside the country came out to
make contact with the ANC, we would train them on how to make leaflets, how to distribute
them and advise them to keep a low profile inside the country. We hid, fed and transported
the comrades, and overall got the administrative side under control. The main thing was
not to get arrested or to be found with incriminating evidence.
Frequently, we would hear and see the other side of White South Africa. There were
incidents like young Boers soldiers being stationed in Swaziland, especially at the borders.
The stories, which came out in the Swazi Times, told of relationships between Afrikaner
soldiers having children with Swazi women. At the restaurants, it was a common sight to
see a Swazi woman with White South African companions. Indeed, Eugene de Kock was
constantly in the company of Swazi women. We saw him buy them take-a-ways. They
probably assisted him in his work of infiltrating the underground. It was ironic that we
knew the Security Branch operatives in Swaziland – that was the work of our intelligence
department. We knew they were from South Africa. Similarly, they also knew that we were
part of the ANC – they did not know what exactly we were doing in the ANC. Thus, all our
political activity had to be hidden.
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We would only recruit people recommended from our sources of information; we code
named all of them. We were forced to develop legends – that is a plausible story of
activities. As pointed out above, we pretended to be vegetable vendors.
Close shaves
Our existence in Swaziland was closely tied to developments at home. Every time there
was a bombing or shooting on the borders, the police would start a witch-hunt for ANC
refugees. We would disappear underground. Then when things eased, we would re-appear.
The Swazis thought that we were vagrants of some sort. There were occasions when we
were on the brink of being kidnapped or shot. One such occasion was when we went to
hide in a safe house. We went to bed after a day filled with activity. At about 03:00 that
morning we heard the sound of a van coming up the driveway. We hid under the bed.
Bright lights shone through the curtains to see whether we were inside. We had already
hidden the car and it looked like the house was empty. Finally, the car drove away.
Whenever we needed cover, we would make use of our support group – they would hide
us in the back seat, drive out of the Manzini-Mbabane area and deposit us in a rural area
where they had their friends. Here we would stay, until the heat died down. Another
occasion was when the State of Emergency was declared in South Africa. This was extended
to Swaziland as well. We made for the rural areas. We burnt all visible evidence which
could link us to the ANC. Some Swazis at this time turned deliberately hostile. They wanted
the refugees to be deported or arrested. Our support network was still safe. Most of our
meetings with them were at night after 9 pm. No one knew they were attached to us. When
Paul Dikeledi was shot at the airport, we knew that it would be a matter of time before the
cops cottoned onto us. We made plans for a contingency unit to be put in place. However,
this did not work out efficiently. Frequently, those arriving for the first time in Swaziland
were unfamiliar with the terrain and the challenges they would face. New recruits were
arrested and deported to Zambia. Another close shave was related to Ebrahim Ismail. He
too had been stationed in Swaziland – and became the head of the Politico Military Council
(PMC). He was wanted by the South African police. We managed to hide him before they
crashed into his residence and stole all the documents, the radio and money. He was
subsequently kidnapped and taken across the border and tortured. He was sent to Robben
Island for another spate of imprisonment. He was only released from here when Amnesty
for political prisoners came with a change in the government. He is currently the Deputy
Foreign Minister under the Zuma government. When he was kidnapped, it was evident that
the Security Branch would come for other members of the PMC. Ivan was on the PMC.
Keeping things on an even keel was difficult.
Other members of our network were Archie and Leonard. Although, for the sake of security
we did not know what work they were doing, we knew that they were members of the
underground unit. Frequently, when there were raids, we would arrange to hide them, or
we would warn them of increased surveillance and raids, which would affect them directly.
Despite the fact that we were all living separately, we would assist each other during trying
times. Those caught illegally crossing the border and arrested for this trespass, could only
be released with the intervention of the ANC.
A fine would be paid, and the detainees released. We were indeed fortunate not to get
arrested during these forays. We lived our lives on the brink – we never knew when it
would be our turn to get arrested. We just continued with what needed to be done. We
were lucky, other comrades were not so lucky. Some got arrested, some kidnapped whilst
some were shot and others deported. That was our reality, a reality that we faced in our
daily lives. This was to last for 14 years.
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The prospect of survival was diminishing rapidly. It was just as well that I married in exile.
Single women are constantly under threat and harassment in return for asking for new
accommodation. I frequently went out to look for new accommodation. This was important
as we had to cover our tracks and be constantly on the move to evade searches or arrest
by the Swazi Police. The whole of the Swazi Police Service was linked to the South African
Police. We could not trust the police as they acted on orders of their hierarchy and who in
turn liaised with the South African Police Service. It was this liaison which led directly to
the kidnap of Joe. The only way we could get cover was to bribe the police. They thought
that this was the custom of the South Africans and looked forward to some booty to ‘forget’
about their search for us. On one such occasion, I had to see the property owner of
Matsapha flats. He promised to give me a flat if I brought him a bottle of brandy along with
the cash deposit. There was one further condition – I was to bring the “payments” to his
flat alone – at night, and ‘not to tell the husband of this rendezvous”. I reported this to
Ivan, who got hold of the ANC commander – who went to see the property owner himself.
We got the flat – but the authorities now knew that we were linked to the ANC.
To avoid further detection, we got the Dutch expatriates to rent new accommodation under
their names. In this way, we hoped to remain undetected when the police went to check
at the property agents who was staying where. The agents only knew the expatriates and
the rent was paid via the expatriates’ account. Guidance and counsel came in the form of
an old Swazi man who helped us cross the border. During the day he saw to the upkeep
of our cars that were either donated or purchased from the owners. The cars were
registered in my name. Car theft was rife. One night, Ivan came up to our flat to have
supper before we went out on our assignments. When we went down to get into the car,
we found it was missing. We had to report the theft to the police. They tracked the car
down to a place near the University. Our training gadgets were spread all over the
surrounding area – it was clearly a security branch attack. We retrieved the car and had
to put together the dashboard and wiring that had been pulled out of the car. We repaired
the car and sold it immediately.
Another occasion was when Ronnie Kasrils and I went to meet a courier together. When
we arrived at the meeting spot, there was a van waiting for us. The driver appeared to be
Mozambican. We approached cautiously. When the driver saw Ronnie he sped off. Ronnie
thought that this was the work of the SAPS. A further occasion was when one of our
personnel, Flo was appointed as courier to get the deliveries from Mozambiqué. She went
to meet the driver at night. The car door opened and she was never seen again. She had
been kidnapped – probably a Vlakplaas operation. She was tortured but refused to give
any details on her husband or any of the other operatives. She was subsequently released.
She was the mother of a small baby. Her husband was in the underground in Swaziland.
She survived.
Getting accustomed to exile conditions
When Ivan and I set up home, it was nothing grand. The houses we could afford were
small ones, rather like the small houses, which were allocated to the Indians in Springtown
during the Tin Town floods. Every home I set up required new wiring, water supply
provisions etc. Once we made the place habitable, the property owner would put up the
rent. In Swaziland after a period of six months, we found a house on a farm. We set about
making the abode habitable. Our first task was to get rid of the huge mice which ran about
in the kitchen and bathroom. Finally, we had a bed-sitting room and placed our sticks of
furniture in such a way that the living room looked full. I appealed to Judson to find us a
stove. He produced one with only two plates working.
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My mother came to visit.
She was worried that I would not be safe. However,
after a few days, with the routine of cooking,
cleaning and feeding, she relaxed. Frequently,
other comrades from Maputo or Zambia would stay
with us. There was many a tin of Packo’s Biryani
that was shared with them. Our lifestyle was not
lavish. We had our second car and the rented
house. Our clothing and spices came directly from
home. Judson was a daily visitor. He came to check
on us and established a relationship with my mother
who was delighted that he ate dhal and rice!
My mother visiting me in Swaziland
Frequently, we would be warned about pending
raids from the SANDF. Our infrastructure of friends
was invaluable here. We would sleep at outhouses
or bedrooms allocated to us by our friends. We would leave the premises at 04:00. No one,
besides our friends knew that we would be hiding out there. After we had received one
such warning about pending raids, we went to see Joe (Ivan’s brother) to let him know of
the expected raids. We told him to stay underground as the Boers were around. Joe was
skeptical. He said: “I am small fry. They will not worry about me”. We insisted that he
should stay elsewhere and then left. We slept out that night. Judson went out on an allnight vigil, driving about checking the ANC houses with our military counterparts. Early the
next morning, Judson knocked on the door of our hideout. He looked pale and strained. He
took Ivan into a room and the two had a long discussion. I guessed that something was
horribly wrong. Judson was tight lipped but Ivan reported that Joe had been kidnapped.
We were all shocked and somewhat non-plussed. What were we to do now? We decided
to reconnoiter St. Josephs Mission station where Joe lived.
David Manyatse, who was an associate of Joe reported how two Mozambicans had
approached Joe, wanting to find out where Joe Pillay lived. Joe recognized the trap
immediately. He led them to David’s house but the kidnappers were too quick for him.
They dragged him into a car, pushed him into the back seat and sped off from the spot.
Joe put up a fight and in the scuffle a passport fell out onto the road. The kidnappers were
too much in a hurry to pick up the document. They made a quick get-away. We reported
the matter to the Swazi police. They in turn put up police searches throughout Manzini.
Finally, it was David Manyatse who spotted the kidnappers car, and reported the presence
of the kidnappers in a house in Manzini to the police. The kidnappers were apprehended.
With the aid of our Diplomatic Mission and exposure of the kidnap internationally, Joe was
exchanged for the kidnappers. He was dumped at midnight on the outskirts of Matsapha.
Joe was badly bruised. He lost his hearing in the left ear. He had been tortured and
sustained severe injuries to the head. He needed medical attention badly. Since he had
left the military wing and the unit he belonged to some time prior to the incident, he was
not aware of what was going on and therefore could reveal very little. However, what was
interesting was that he was questioned about the activities of Ivan and I. When he
truthfully replied that he did not know, he was beaten up to a pulp.
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Joe was shown photographs of other comrades in exile and asked to identify them, where
they lived and the positions they held within the organisation. Joe refused to cooperate.
During his detention Joe was interrogated by the very commander with whom he had
worked whilst in the military unit in exile. The Commander (known as Mr X in the
newspapers) had defected to the side of the Boers. He pleaded with Joe to cooperate with
them. Joe ignored him. On reading his book, Joe related how he had been stripped naked,
manacled and was shifted to a station during the fierce winter weather on the back of an
open truck at night. He was not allowed visits from the family. Eventually, Joe married a
Canadian girl who came out for voluntary service in Africa. He subsequently immigrated to
Canada where he is teaching children.
Return home, re-orientation and difficulties
The return home was not easy. Ivan was still abroad and it was not clear whether he
could return home or not. He was involved in Operation Vula. After having lived in a
situation where all our basic needs were seen to by the ANC, i.e. electricity, water and
rations, I was thrust into a situation where I had to fend for myself. I did not have the
reassuring presence of fellow comrades. I had to find a job and reconstruct my life.
The latter was very difficult. For example, when I applied at employment agencies, they
asked for a curriculum vitae which carried all the details of past occupation. I was
frequently asked, “What were you doing for 14 years?” There was no straight answer to
this. This question often caused panic pangs for me. How relevant was an underground
existence in a corporate world? I could hardly reply that I had been training refugees for
military activity at home. Further, my life in exile was spent in very underdeveloped areas.
In the city, I was faced with the challenge of getting to grips with the digitalised world.
Technology had made vast strides and I came out into a world of computers and press
button digital telephones. Where we lived in Swaziland, there were only telephones which
operated with a crank. There was a younger generation at home – we were competing
with them. A “mature woman” required for jobs in the adverts, was meant for people
between the ages of 25 to 55 years. Those older than 40 were regarded as old in the job
market – they were nearer the pensionable age. A deterrent to employment for the older
person is that medical aids and pensions were part paid by the large commercial shops –
they did not relish the thought of employing people whom they could not use for over 30
years. Those who had served in the military ranks could only hope to survive in the semiskilled jobs or they could continue in the South African Defence Force where integration
had taken place. I found a job in an NGO but this lasted only for one year. The trend in the
employment
sphere
was
employment for a trial period of six
months with salary only – no
medical aid or pensions payable by
the firm. No provision was made
for retirement either. Most of the
friends whom I had left behind had
successful careers and families to
take care of.
L-R Aunty Radha, Indu, Rajes,
Nalini, Lali, Chirala, Kogi and
Devina
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Due to the pressure of joblessness and a community which did not have a vision of an
integrated society we had great difficulty in re-integrating into our communities. The
townships were still existent on racial lines and we ourselves were shoved back into our
ethnic ghettos. This was coupled with the uncertainties of what the future would bring.
After having given a large part of our time to Umkhonto, the dismantling of this structure
left many of us non-plussed. Where to from here? We did not have alternative support
structures. This period must have been very painful for the older comrades who had spent
well over 40 years in exile. They had lost touch with their biological families altogether
while previously there had been the comforting presence of the Commander, we were now
shoved into the reality of “Each person for himself”. It was a struggle to orientate towards
this new way of life.
In 1994, the whole country was in turmoil. There was the dissolution of law and order
with residents in the townships on the rampage. Murders, rape and robbery abounded
amongst the ranks of all people. Fear was paramount. There was the period of consultation
between the ANC and the government. Nelson Mandela was sworn in as State President.
What followed was a negotiated settlement. Various transitional structures were set up to
facilitate dialogue. Parliamentary structures were set up, and the ordinary man won his
right to vote for any political party he wanted to. The ANC won the elections in seven out
of nine provinces. An additional difficulty was the rising unemployment of this period. A
high percentage of people were unemployed. We saw on TV the lack of facilities for schools
in the underdeveloped areas. After independence all schools were thrown open to all races.
The struggle for reconstruction was difficult for all. There was a teacher who was
interviewed on TV who remarked that she would only believe in radical changes once they
experience it for themselves. In the meantime, she would have to wait. The health facilities
were equally bad. Hospitals could not cope with the influx of crime, rape and gunshot
victims. Doctors were stretched to the limit. Many doctors left the country (brain drain) or
went into private practice. The fees charged for treatment in private practice soared – and
only those who could afford it could be recipients of expert treatment. Food prices soared
and to this day are still rising. At present the worldly recession has re-enforced this
downward spiral in the economy. We are still an under developed country, but at least we
are still able to feed ourselves. We had to adjust to the new conditions. Sixteen years post
1994, have passed and we are on a course of re-orientation and reconstruction. How we
will fare is anyone’s guess. There are no guarantees.
Some lighter moments
The struggle was not all dull and sufferance. Several incidents were amusing and sticks in
my memory. Here are some of the anecdotes:
Mtets and the 007 car
We were attached to the political wing of the ANC. Our tasks were to resuscitate protest
action on the home front. Our headquarters sent us buckets full of literature, which was
banned at home. Our job was to see that these reached the people at home. The ‘banned
list’ published in the daily papers reported that ANC Speaks, various biographies of Govan
Mbeki and a host of other leaders, writings by Ruth and Joe Slovo as well as the South
African Communist and Scab were some of the titles I recall. Our main grouping at home
was called Providence. They saw to the illegal distribution of the literature. We kept in
touch with them illegally for 14 years. We also recruited personnel from visiting South
Africans. Ivan recruited somebody called Solwazi to distribute literature to friends and
comrades without them knowing where the literature came from.
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We gave Solwazi strict instructions on how to distribute the literature illegally. We also
funded him for the expense involved. Solwazi worked for Roberts Construction in Simunye
in Swaziland. After the training session, Judson (Mtets) and I were appointed to take
Solwazi to Simunye.
This was a new experience for me. I was full of expectancy, expecting fast cars and slick
action as in James Bond films. We coursed our way down sugar plantations and followed
the mud road through the vast plantation. We successfully dropped Solwazi at his
destination. On the way back, the car broke down – the whole floor of the car fell out. We
were stuck in the middle of the sugar plantations with not a soul in sight. Mtets climbed
under the car and I gave him a penknife to help him screw in the holding nut. There were
no tools in the car. I gave up hope of ever reaching Manzini that night. The glamour of
the underground subsided with this experience. Our work was a hard grind.
Knox and the Security service
We were put on alert by our security wing in December 1982. All the young activists were
warned that the Boers were around. Kidnappings, shootouts and armed confrontations
could be expected. Archie, Ivan and I had to go out and recruit couriers, whom we used to
smuggle messages to our contacts inside the country. We had to make the necessary
arrangements. To safeguard us Archie arranged for Knox from the security department to
escort us. The security car would go first and we would follow. We started at 18:00 that
night. Knox’s car preceded us. At Matsapha, we pulled up at a petrol station for petrol. Just
as Knox’s car stopped, a car with a Transvaal registration pulled up alongside Knox. There
were six fat White occupants. We tried to peer into their car from our car – but the car
containing the Boers was shaded. Knox and the whole of our security entourage fled. We
were left abandoned. We started to look for Knox, without much success. Archie was
furious: “That is the state of our national security”, he said prosaically “Now we have to
give them protection”. He added: “You see Rae, that is the strength of our organisation”.
He went on: “It is appalling, considering what we have to fight”. Archie was a loquacious
fellow – and tended to exaggerate events; however, he lent levity to any situation and was
a source of inspiration during the most trying of times.
Judson (Mtets) and the Diplomatic Mission
On another occasion, Ivan and Beauty (Mtets wife) were returning from Maputo, using the
illegal route. They were to return the following day – but did not. We waited all day but no
message was received that they were coming back. Finally, the police station at
Nomahasha, the border station, informed us that Mrs Khuzwayo and an Indian man were
being held at the Hlelhe police station – and they had claimed that they were ANC. Were
there any confirmations? The bail money was R80.00. Mtets immediately went to our
Diplomatic Mission for help. Mabizela and Nzima had requested immediate help. Since it
was a Friday there was no hope of an early release. The matter could only be tackled on
Monday. Our Diplomatic Mission was busy. They had important engagements and had no
time to go all the way to Hlelhe – and anyway conditions in the jails were not so bad –
they gave you food. The only thing was that you had to sleep on concrete etc., was the
response from the Diplomatic Mission. In any case, the Diplomatic Mission was not
prepared to be involved in this matter, as it was illegal activity. Mtets and I decided to be
involved in this matter as it was illegal activity. Mtets and I decided on a plan. Mtets was
to go to Hlelhe prison, pose as the representative from the Diplomatic Mission, pay the bail
money and secure the release of Ivan and Beauty. I waited the whole day and well into
the evening. When Mtets did not pitch up, I went to Archie in desperation.
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I wanted to start contingency measures. Archie’s suggestion was that we should wait until
20:00 and then go to find out what had happened. Just as we were preparing to depart at
about 20:00, Mtets, Ivan and Beauty walked in. Mtets venture had been successful. We all
returned to our usual places of abode. Mtets could not desist from comment. He proclaimed
loudly that he was now a member of the Diplomatic Mission and a member of the military
wing. He was an all-round cadre.
The missing reports
It was a cold wintry day and Archie arrived at 07:00. Ivan and him were to attend a meeting
that day. Thereafter they were going to give the official reports to a courier for transfer to
the leadership. All the reports carried a full account of all our activities for the month. The
reports were highly confidential. After about an hour, Archie came back, ashen faced. They
could not find the reports. He wanted to know whether I had seen the briefcase containing
the reports. “No,” I replied, “there is nothing here”. If the report fell into the wrong hands,
we all would have our covers blown. The report had to be found. Ivan and Archie set off
again, this time to check on all the homes they had visited in the last 24 hours, to check
whether they had mistakenly left the report at one of these houses. At about 17:00 that
day, they returned home looking crestfallen and worried.
As the car they were driving could not lock, they wondered whether they had been followed
and whether the enemy had taken the reports out. What were they going to tell Mtets and
much worse, what were they going to say to the leadership in Maputo and Zambia? In an
atmosphere of secrecy, the loss of the reports was serious. We knew this from the
interaction between Ronnie and Mtets. The latter was charged with the duty of hiding the
reports. He had hidden it in the geyser at home. When Ronnie found this out, he blew his
top. “Do you think that we are playing games here? he asked. “Do you think the enemy is
asleep and not killing for information? Mtets was very embarrassed. Ronnie fumed all day.
We did not want to displease the leadership and face their wrath. There was still no sign
of the reports. Joe returned home after his stint of teaching. “Did you see a briefcase
anywhere?” I asked. “These chaps,” Joe sighed resignedly, “they left the briefcase in the
passage and drove away. So, I put the briefcase under my bed. It’s the only safe place I
could think of.” Ivan went pale and collapsed onto the nearest bed in sheer relief. Archie
reached for a chair and yelled “Rae, I need a cup of tea.” They had missed the courier –
but proceeded to find ways and means of sending the dispatch the next day.
The return home
By 1987, we were forced to retreat to Zambia. We fled to Maputo and then with the aid of
the UNHCR proceeded to Zambia. I felt that we had reached a cul-de-sac. We had spent
14 years setting up structures which stretched from Zambia to the Frontline states. The
strength of our structures was severely tested under increased pressure from the South
African authorities. In Zambia, I felt more and more depressed. I was not deployed for
over two years. The monotony of my everyday existence of just cooking and eating had
begun to get to me. The Frontline bases fell one by one. The Mozambicans kicked out the
ANC from Maputo. Although Cde. Zuma was appointed as Chief Representative in Maputo.
He too was extradited from there. The Mozambicans raided the ANC houses and seized all
documents and equipment hidden in the ANC houses. Slovo was given an ultimatum to
leave the country. Much later, Albie Sachs was bombed in Maputo. There were hundreds
of refugees stationed in Zambia. They were either waiting to be redeployed or were new
arrivals who were sent directly to Zambia. Our underground houses were packed with all
these refugees. Similarly, Swaziland, Botswana and Lesotho also fell under the axe.
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Several arrests of refugees coming from inside the country were made. Personnel
infiltrated into the country were arrested in their advances illegally into the country – for
example. Jeff Hadebe. An attempt was made to use Zimbabwe as a conduit to infiltrating
back home – but this was too difficult and several cadres were arrested.
A condition for residing in Zimbabwe was that ANC cadres could not use Zimbabwe as a
springboard for carting arms. Father Michael Lapsley, who was a well-known cleric was
victim to a bombing in Zimbabwe. He lost his arms and legs. Jeanette Schoon was killed
in a bomb blast as well. The treatment of women cadres changed. Formerly women would
be active as couriers, reception point, drivers, treasurers and admin personnel. With the
collapse of the frontline areas, women were advised to go and study abroad. Several of us
complied – but the over 40s
had to sit amidst teenagers
who kept streaming in from
the townships and inside
the country. I attended
college in Zimbabwe to
learn how to do short-hand
typing. I had difficulty in
mastering it and just failed.
After years of underground
work my health started
failing. I was sent to Cuba
for medical treatment. My
depression had increased.
All we had set up had
collapsed.
Rajes at the UNHCR Offices
Swaziland
In Swaziland, Ebrahim Ismail was kidnapped and Shadrack Maphumulo was assassinated.
In all the frontline areas, backup staff did not last more than three months. They were
arrested and deported to Zambia. In 1985, the SANDF penetration stretched right into
Zambia. ANC buildings were bombed. We were getting cut off from external help. Food
was difficult to get. Rations were small – one cabbage, about ten onions, ten potatoes, and
a bottle of oil and sacks of mealie meal is all that we got in Zambia. This was the week’s
supply.
Safety from Boer incursions was not guaranteed!
The national electricity plant was bombed. Electricity was only available for certain hours
during the day. Added to this, there was a bout of bilharzia and water was rationed. We
were given instructions to boil all water before consumption and that all vegetables were
to be blanched in boiling water before cooking. In 1989, a delegation consisting of White
businesspersons visited Lusaka. They had come to consult with the ANC.
This delegation had defied the authorities. PW Botha had publicly stated that they should
not go to Zambia. They came to consult with the ANC in exile. It was a response to the
bite of international sanctions which was affecting the economy at home. Talks were held
with the leadership in exile. What was discussed was not privy to the rank and file of the
ANC. There was plenty of gossip that the South African government was opening up their
doors to the exile community.
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Several cadres took this opportunity and went back home
without consulting the leadership. At this time, my health
deteriorated and I was instructed by the organisation to
return to South Africa for medical treatment. I returned
home with my brother and my mother-in-law.
Rajes with her mother-in-law
I felt very afraid when we disembarked at Johannesburg
Airport. I looked around to see whether our arrival had
been monitored. What if I got arrested at the airport? I
could not identify anybody watching us. My family was
overjoyed to see me. After 14 years, I had returned home
– they praised God that I was still safe. I now knew that I
should try to get a job and settle down. The other
challenges of resettlement and amnesty for cadres were tackled at the leadership level.
Voting in 1994

This contribution is a memoir of
one who went through the
apartheid era and strove for
equality of all races in South
Africa, it is my contribution to
future generations who will take
their rightful place amongst all
other nationalities on the world
stage. Amandla!

This pic was taken of Rajes
and her family after voting
for the first time in 1994.

Conclusion to Rajes Pillay’s Autobiography
Kogie Archary
The previous pages are reflective of an autobiographical account as written by Rajes
herself. What follows are the writeups on the Satyagraha Award that she was bestowed
with by the Gandhi Development Trust. This publication then concludes with contributions
from various comrades who knew Rajes as a freedom fighter from the ‘60s until she passed
away in December 2020.
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The Satyagraha Awards
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Selfless and brave
Charm Govender
It is a very enjoyable task that I have this evening as I do not have to struggle or
manufacture stories that illustrate the selfless and brave qualities of Rajes Pillay, qualities
that she has in abundance. If I were asked to briefly describe Rajes, I would say mould
breaking and pioneering. The reason for this is nobody else I know of has her identity,
being an Indian woman who participated in the struggle at the level she did. Rajes
commenced her political involvement when she went to London where she was studying.
When she matriculated in Kimberley, there were no opportunities for her unless she came
to Salisbury Island to study. It was in fact to go to London with her brother to study.
Whilst she was in London she met OR Tambo who was the then President of the ANC, Yusuf
Dadoo, the Chairperson of the South African Communist Party and various other leaders
who were in exile. On her return to South Africa she studied through the South African
Committee for Higher Education (SACHED) and got to know fellow award recipients, Paul
David, Steve Biko, Ben Ngubane and Rogers Ragavan who was the Chairperson of the
Student Union. She left her studies incomplete to join the New Republic Bank. While at the
Bank she commenced organising the workers and was told to stop organising the workers
or she would be fired. She chose to resign and joined the Game Store in Smith Street. In
this period Rajes, became active in the underground of the ANC, working with people like
Mandla Judson Khuzwayo, George Naicker, Phyllis Naidoo and Indres Naidoo. Her work
comprised
of
recruiting
people
into
the
ANC
structures and to ferry them
abroad to Botswana or
Swaziland.
However,
in
1977, she met an ANC
courier, who was, in fact,
working for the apartheid
system. Her cover was
blown and she had to leave
the country or face arrest.
The Red VW Beetle
Her personal VW Beetle was
used in Swaziland and was
nationalised by the ANC. A
far cry from today's prevailing economic policy. From 1977 to 1978, she worked for the
Swaziland Council of Churches and advocated for a greater awareness of apartheid crimes
and solidarity and care for the victims of apartheid atrocities. Rajes underwent further
training in Angola when she was injured in a hand grenade accident. Also injured with her
were Irene and Dorothy. She underwent surgery in Angola while Luanda was in the grips
of chaos in its own internal wars. The operation was not entirely successful and had to be
redone. The work that Rajes did was something few people know about for it was not public
work. She performed the task of being the bridge between the leadership of Lusaka and
the operatives inside the country. It was work that was very risky. As a comrade she
worked with quite a number of them who disappeared.
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Others were kidnapped including our Deputy Minister, Ebrahim Ismail Ebrahim, Joe Pillay,
Ebie, Zweli, Nyanda, all faced apartheid invasions that either captured or killed them.
Amongst the people she also worked with were Pat Ndlovu, Jabu Ntulani, Ruth First,
Krishna Rabilal, all victims of apartheid assassinations. It was only going to be a matter of
time before her own turn. It was bound to come. Continuously the people around her had
to move homes, change their accommodations and that kind of life leads to severe trauma.
It is not natural for humans to keep secrets nor try to keep a secret about yourself. But
when you keep secrets that you divulge … it can lead other people into great danger. Those
are not the secrets you want to keep. Those are the secrets that Rajes continued to carry.
The physical and emotional scars are trophies of her ability to survive and thrive even
under the greatest odds. It became so dangerous for Rajes to continue in the frontline
states so she was moved to Lusaka and focused on building the SACP. In all of her
assignments she displayed the qualities of a perfectionist, demanding compliance with the
highest standards of discipline and behaviour. In 1990, she returned to South Africa and
offered her services to the non-governmental organisations. She became a regular
volunteer at the Centre for Community and Labour Studies.

She performed the task of being the bridge
between the leadership of Lusaka and the
operatives inside the country.

The physical and emotional scars are trophies of
her ability to survive and thrive even under the
greatest odds

She remained until her death a valuable repository of
political and community organisational knowledge from
which we can all draw upon. Rajes is not well known.
She is not a household celebrity but a genuine heroine
that we can all aim to emulate.
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A force to be reckoned with …
Indumathie Moodley
My cousin Rajes was a warrior. She has always embodied a revolutionary spirit and was
never one to back down in the face of unfairness and bigotry. She was a brave passionate
woman driven by the dictates of her conscience, her principles and her unwavering
commitment to a free and fair South Africa.
Rajes was a force to be reckoned with. She attacked injustice wherever she found it. Back
in the day, her doing battle with Afrikaners in their own
language was indeed a sight to behold. Special branch
officers that were sent to intimidate her often themselves
felt intimidated by her. She had no time for small
mindedness and conformity. Indeed, suburbia did not suit
her at all and the mothers’ union took a dim view of this
worldly woman with her cigs and liberal views and rushed
off to lock up their sons. Men adored her and women wanted
to be her. She held strong opinions and defended them
vigorously. She was schooled in the vernacular and sang
Thevaram songs whilst playing the harmonium. An avid
culture-vulture she loved the theatre and the ballet. She
played piano and could certainly hold a beat on makeshift
drums. She danced with gay abandon. A voracious reader
she has probably consumed small libraries in her lifetime.
Rajes was photogenic and the black and white pics of the
day certainly captured her allure. My mother dubbed her
‘Annie get your gun’ when as a teenager she posed with
a hunting rifle. Little did mom know at the time how
prophetic her words would be.
Ironically prophetic
So, it came as no surprise when Rajes left. We will never know the full extent of her
experiences in exile. But certainly, the impact was clear. We each have but a glimpse and
she has resisted a ‘tell all’ book. A very small part of our Rajes returned and every now
and again we would catch a glimpse of the old girl. We miss her sharpened sense of
humour, her infectious laugh, her broad knowledge of all things academic and the constant
reminder of a life in a very different time and space. We treasure the memories of our time
spent alone with her, always in deep conversation. We wish to acknowledge how proud we
are to say this magnificent woman was indeed a part of our family. We are all certainly
richer human beings for having known her.
As a tribute to her, I take poetic licence and paraphrase William Shakespeare,
Fear no more the heat o’ suns
Nor the fierce winter rages
Thy duty is done
and so,
turned one of history’s pages.
May her beautiful spirit rest in peace.

61

Rae Pillay: (4 Aug 1944 – 29 Dec 2020)
Ronnie Kasrils
My condolences to the family; my salutations to Zac, Anu and Ivan who played such a role
in caring for Rae.
These thoughts:
Rajes:
Beautiful, faithful and indomitable Rajes
like all of us vulnerable human beings
all without exception
sung and unsung
accepted pain and suffering as part of
the toil and toll of struggle;
Pain and suffering our people felt
repressed her vulnerability and fear
She rose to stand fearless against the oppressor
like the resilient reeds bending
but not breaking before the fiercest storm;
Who can forget her indomitable spirit
how she stuck to her post
in dark and dangerous days
when those stronger in frame but weaker in will
would have crept away
never a word of reproach
from her lips....
Many voices now
sing her praise for the day
and we hear her chuckle...
unadorned, quiet and unequivocal
Rajes:
who never sought the limelight
never requested a single favour
asked no reward for her contribution
so transparent her innocence
that iconic chuckle
sets her free as light
as her very life breathes freedom and joy
singing for all the unsung soldiers.
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Hamba kahle Cde. Rae. Amandla!!
Dumisani Nduli
I first met Cde. Rae as she was called in exile, through Judson Vusumuzi Khuzwayo, an
ex-Robben Island prisoner, in early 1975. At this time I worked with Cde. Judson Khuzwayo
at the Centre for Applied Social Sciences headed by Prof. Lawrence Schlemmer at
University of Natal and was later joined by another ex-Robben Islander, Shadrack Msizeni
Maphumulo.
Cde. Judson had insisted that I must meet Cde. Rae because she is somebody I can work
with in case he was detained or went to exile. We both met Cde. Rae in 1974 at the
University of Natal at the car park. In his introductory small talk, Cde. Judson, in jest,
asked Cde. Rae why she had to slam the brakes and swerve the car in order to save a bird
that flew close to her windscreen the previous day. Cde. Rae’s response was that ALL LIVES
MATTER, INCLUDING THAT OF OTHER ANIMAL SPECIES. After this friendly exchange, Cde.
Judson introduced me to Cde. Rae and went on to tell us that the High Committee on
Robben Island wanted them, upon their release to assist in the creation of Residents
Associations in all Black Townships and formation of Black Trade Union Movement that
supported the Freedom Charter as part of Mass Mobilisation Campaign. Both of us
understood. At this time African workers were not recognised as employees, but Europeans
(later Whites), Coloured and Indians were.
At the time I met Cde. Rae, the Durban area had been hit by a hot wave of Black workers’
spontaneous strikes that are usually referred to as ‘The 1973 Durban Wild Cat Strikes’ in
history. Between 9 January 1973, when Coronation Brick and Tile workers went on strike
and 31 March 1973, 146 establishments in the Durban area experienced strike action,
involving 61 410 workers (SARR, 1973:284). No leader could be identified with these
strikes for higher wages. Also, whilst Durban remained the centre of labour militancy the
strikes also spread to the Eastern Cape and the Witwatersrand area. The ANC underground
movement felt that this opened an opportunity to force the Apartheid Government to
recognise African workers as ‘EMPLOYEES’ who can form or join Trade Unions of their own
choice.
The most enduring and significant relationships were those formed by Trade Union Council
of South Africa (TUCSA) dissidents, White student activists and former SACTU organisers,
including Harold Bhekisisa Nxasana and Elijah Loza. Also the combination of University of
Natal lecturer, Dr. Richard ‘Ric’ Turner and Harriet Bolton played a major role in the revival
of African Trade Union Movement. Harriet Bolton and Ric Turner became pillars of a group
of activists that included Harold Nxasana, June-Rose Nala, David Hemson, Ela Gandhi,
Eddie Webster, Barney Dladla and Alec Erwin. Harold Nxasana was aligned to the Natal
ANC underground of Harry Gwala, Jacob Zuma and others. Harold Nxasana brought in
money from ANC underground whilst Barney Dladla received secret funds directly from
SACTU Head Quarters in Lusaka to promote union organisation. It was Harriet Bolton who
recruited students from NUSAS Wages Commission to help organise African workers and
set up their unregistered Unions. In 1972, they established the General Workers Benefit
Fund and encouraged the formation of small, unregistered unions that wasted no time to
form an umbrella body called the Trade Union Advisory and Co-ordinating Council (TUACC).
The unions that initially grouped in TAUCC were the National Union of Textile Workers; the
Chemical Workers Industrial Union; and the Metal and Allied Workers’ Union.
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Judson and I joined the Transport and General Workers Union and were frequent guests
to TUACC Offices in Bolton Hall, Gale Street. We began to work closely with Cde. Doris
Sikhosana and other office workers in Bolton Hall and promoted the Freedom Charter or
discussions around it. Cde. Rae did not work with us on this project and any other in South
Africa. She nonetheless was in touch with Cde. Judson Khuzwayo. TUACC became advisor
to Transvaal Province where the Industrial Aid Society was formed and they created their
own provincial structure called Council of Industrial Workers of Witwatersrand. In the Cape
Province there were similar developments leading to transformation of these structures
into Federation of South African Trade Unions (FOSATU) in 1979. A precursor of Congress
of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) launched on 1 December 1985 at Curries Fountain
Stadium in Durban. Needless to say, COSATU did adopt the Freedom Charter and became
part of the Congress Movement Alliance.
On the Residents Association front, in the African townships, only Umlazi Residents
Association existed under David Gasa who was in and out of detention by the special branch
of the South African Police (SAP). As per instructions of Cde. Judson Khuzwayo that I
should not lead nor be directly involved in the formation of Lamontville Residents
Association, I then gave the task to Siphiwe Madondo who worked for the TUACC in Gale
Street. He certainly failed to form the association because people were still too scared of
the Special Branch at this time and there were no popular issues around which they could
mobilise the community.

After the arrest of Harry Gwala and many other Comrades in early 1975 our ANC
underground machinery became disorganised. We began working with the late Cde. Phyllis
Naidoo as instructing attorney to find witnesses for defence witnesses for the accused.
Cde. Jacob Zuma managed to evade arrest and ended up in Swaziland. A lot of comrades,
including Judson Khuzwayo, were in and out of detention. Cde. Judson Khuzwayo left the
country at the beginning of 1977 and instructed me to go and register at University of
Zululand for a degree of my choice. In 1978, I became the President of the Students
Representative and was expelled from University of Zululand together with other students.
Later on in 1978, I was instructed by Cde. Judson Khuzwayo, via a courier, to leave the
country. In Swaziland I worked for the Internal Political and Reconstruction Department
(IPRD) that was led by Cde. Mac Maharaj and largely focused on the Natal province and
the Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vaal (PWV) areas. Initially I worked with Cde. Judson
Khuzwayo, our Commander and Cde. Ivan Pillay.
We were later joined by Cde. Terrance ‘Tricks’ Tyrone, the last Secretary General of South
African Students Organisation (SASO) that was the brain-child of Steven Bantu Biko, the
‘Father of the Black Consciousness Movement’ that was banned after he was killed by the
Apartheid Regime whilst in detention in 1977.
Comrade Rae joined us in the IPRD in 1979 and this was after the machinery realised that
she was likely to be detained or arrested for sending us as many documents ranging from
the Durban City Plans and other vital information. We continued working together until I
was arrested and detained by the Swaziland (now eSwatini) Special Branch Police, together
with Cde. Judson Khuzwayo in 1981. We were both deported from Swaziland and I ended
up in the United Kingdom where I studied and became a High School teacher from 1985
until we all returned to South Africa after the unbanning of the ANC and other political
organisations in 1992.
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What made Rae so special to so many of us?
Mac Maharaj
There are many who remember her for her bravery, warmth, caring and her friendship.
The friendship I am referring to, transcends the comradeship that comes from belonging
to the same organisation and sharing a common vision. When you share the trenches in
battle. When your comrades open cover-fire so that you may advance towards the enemy;
when they risk their lives to enable you to retreat to the safety of a shallow trench; when
you nurse each other’s wounds and urge each other not to succumb to the pain, not to
yield to the threat of impending death, and to bear the suffering of your loved ones, a
special chemistry comes into play. There develops an unbreakable bond – a bond that is
founded on respect, trust for each other and an abiding sense of honesty towards each
other - for without these three elements, comradeship becomes a hollow word. It is a bond
that separation caused by time, distance and circumstance cannot weaken. Nor can this
bond be unravelled by death.
That is how I came to know Rae. That is the Rae I shall forever remember. The Rae who,
despite the traumas she endured and despite her illness, never lost her commitment to the
cause of liberation. The Rae who remained concerned whenever she thought we were
tarnishing our record or deviating from our path. I listened to the video of Rae’s acceptance
speech when she received the Satyagraha Award in around 2007. She hardly spoke a word
about herself or the challenges she faced in order to be treated as an equal in our
movement. She spoke entirely of the comrades with whom she shared the trenches, the
atmosphere of risks under which they soldiered on, and the many who gave up their lives
so that we may be free.
That was the quintessential Rae – for her, the freedom struggle was about others, about
bringing freedom to the people. It was about - and remains about - serving others. I could
sense, in that address, the reward that came her way from the knowledge that in achieving
democracy, we succeeded in occupying a critical beach-head to transform the lives of all
who live in this our scarred but oh! so beautiful country. There remains a question mark
as to how effectively we have used that beach-head.
Rae’s sense of service to the people should remind us of a crucial element of the way
ahead. From the time our organisation, the ANC, turned to be mass-based and massaction-oriented, our membership has been nurtured in activism. But our organisation today
does not place any obligation whatsoever on a member or its leaders to serve the people
in the areas and communities in which a member lives or represents. Whereas civic
activism should be the default position of an ANC member, we have relegated activism to
the civic organisations, with whom we are finding it difficult to make common cause. We
promised ourselves that organisational renewal will enable us to overcome the host of
deep-seated challenges that confront our country. But unless the example of comrades like
Rajes as servants of the people, is woven into the renewal, we will flounder and fail in
meeting our promises to the nation.
Hamba kahle, dear friend. Long may your friendship, born in the trenches of struggle,
guide us as we strive to become - like you, and no matter how deeply we may have been
wounded – to become true servants of the people. Hamba kahle, comrade Rae.
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Memorial Tribute to Rajes Pillay
Ivan Pillay
I last saw Rajes in mid-October in 2020 in a surreal setting. Visitors had to wear a
disposable overall, and a mask. She, herself was fully covered with a mask and a screen
vizor. We had to sit in clearly defined spaces.
She said that she was depressed. Due to the Covid-19 restrictions she did not receive many
visitors and had not been out of the home in a long time.
In 1979, while operating in Swaziland I did not know of Rae until I heard about her from
the late Judson Khuzwayo, father of Fezeka. He told me that Rae had been exposed. She
had to be rescued. I volunteered to go to Durban. That’s how I met her in a very tense
situation fraught with danger.
It seemed that the security forces were aware and picked up our trail. We had to abandon
a vehicle we were using in Clairwood, which we borrowed from Paul David and fall back on
public transport to get to a safe house. Eventually we got to the border fence and crossed
over to SD. Throughout that experience, she did what she had to do with fortitude.
Rae was usually a direct person and a decisive person. When she had decided, she did not
waver. Momentary setbacks and diversions did not deter her from her goals.
She was an assertive woman who had to navigate her way through a male dominated
movement operating in clandestine conditions in a command-and-control organisation.
That was incredibly difficult. Unlike many who joined MK and the ANC in the 1970s, she
was a working person. And it showed. Here was a person who had absorbed the discipline
of formal employment. She was punctual, meticulous and methodical in her work, not on
this day or that day. But Everyday!
It’s true that she did not expect any special favors. Instead, she gave. Her red Volkswagen
beetle was used in Swaziland for many years as an ANC vehicle. While in training in Angola,
she was injured in a hand grenade explosion. The medical treatment left her with a poorly
set arm and in pain. She had to undertake corrective surgery when she returned to
Swaziland. Organised in secrecy by Dr Marianne Lubben, a Dutch national, now living in
the UK.
Our general environment was one of unrelenting, accumulating pressure. The kidnapping
of Joe Pillay and the murder of very close comrades and friends such as Krishna Rabilal,
Jabu and Pat Msomi and others damaged us. Still later, after 1984, the SA security forces
with the help of turncoats from the ANC, unleashed widespread terror in the tiny Kingdom
of Swaziland.
That pressure-cooker-like conditions took its toll on Rajes and all of us. We retreated to
Zambia in early 1986.
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Reflections over time
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We are the ‘foot soldiers’ she would say
Sam Moodley
In the corner of the Student Union cafeteria, head bent over a pile of papers, spectacles
over the bridge of her nose, a curly mop of hair raises her eye brows to say, “Oh, so you’re
Sam, hold a minute, while I finish up and I’ll take you to the Little Theatre to meet Kiruba
who is waiting for you.” Mumbling over how rushed she was to present a paper, I sat
listening to her with deep interest. Here was somebody, I was envious of at that time of
being at a ‘White University’, mingling so easily with students across racial barriers while
we were faced with being with “Indian Students only” at the University College for Indians
on Salisbury Island. It was October 1966. Rajes was loud and assertive on campus and
stood her ground with the guys like Paul David and Ben Ngubane, but was otherwise kind,
soft and welcoming at her home in Asherville, Durban where we were often invited to
Sunday tea with her mum. She spoke fluently in Tamil and forever respectful of her brother
who would browse in to have tea with us. I learnt much about her early childhood in
Kimberley and studies in England. She was so widely read. I was in awe of her knowledge
on international affairs.
We became close as her interest in our theatre work, satirising South African politics on
stage, grew. A great organiser she was, promoting the “Cafe Clan”, as we were known, to
do lunch time concerts at the University of Natal. We took the mickey out of the multiracial gatherings - by imitating White accents - and pseudo- liberal culture. Her sharp wit
together with her distinct Indian accent blended well into our ‘colourful world’ and would
often add lustre to our improvisations. While Rajes was seeped into multi-racial National
Union of South African Students (NUSAS) activities we became involved in the Black
Conscious Movement (BCM). No matter how different our ideological stances were, we
worked together determined to overcome all the obstacles that lay in our path towards our
liberation.
Rajes was ever so eager to help my sister Leela Pillay who
worked for the South African Council of Churches’
Dependents Conference in securing the names of families of
the freedom fighters who were on Robben Island. Her
altruistic disposition saw both of us helping Phyllis Naidoo
with food parcels for unemployed families who suffered at
the hands of the State because of the political convictions
of their husbands or brothers languishing on Robben Island.
We are the ‘foot soldiers’ she would say as we went from
friend to friend, business house to business house seeking
assistance to buy clothes and school books and stationery
for the children of the Robben Islanders.
Her warm affable nature brought her close to those
enjoyed working with, especially the children at
Lakehaven Home for orphaned and foster children.
spent many a weekend with her playing the piano
teaching the children to sing.

68

she
the
We
and

At a personal level I believe that both Phyllis
and I, while being banned and under house
arrest were indebted to Rajes when she took
our children under her wings taking them for
drives to the beach and picnics at the park.
Rajes stood strong and with deep conviction
fought against her own personal harassment
and discrimination both at the New
Republican Bank and then at Game. Her
belief in the workers’ struggle was
paramount in her life, often sacrificing her
own personal security.
Rajes with Phyllis’s children Sahdhan, Sharadh and Sukhthi
She believed in the African National Congress, always wanting to contribute in whatever
way she could. Such, during the periods when she lost her job, she took up First Aid Classes
at St John’s Ambulance, so that in her words, “I will be able to help serve the comrades
when hurt in the battlefields”. That was her dream.
Rajes was able to console and comfort me during the hardest period when the special
branch lay its tentacles of watching our every move during the Soweto Uprisings. On the
eve of Steve Biko’s funeral, knowing fully well how we were hurting, Rajes came over and
with a warm hug she said, “I just want to be with you.” Within the hour of her visit, the
thunderous knock at the door, and barging in of the strong arm of the police, she was not
ruffled by the rough questioning as to why she was there.
For me the saddest moment was when in 1979 she came to bid farewell as she was leaving
the country. I was to lose a close friend, a confidant. No questions were asked. Clad in a
dark brown trench coat, muffled by a scarf, she walked down the long corridor of Bricksands
and her footsteps petered into the thick of the night. She left behind a letter with a key to
her car and her collection of Classical Records.
Fifteen years had gone by before I saw Rajes again. What a change had come over this
confidant, forthright, fiery, outspoken friend she once was. It was sad to see her afflicted
by some serious behavioural changes ... a twitch in her lips, darting eyes searching
furtively, looking over her shoulder, head always bent over a quick rushed meal, suspicious
of people she encountered, quivering hands, unable to sit in one position for too long. What
happened?
During her lucid moments, during recovery periods from her treatment for Schizophrenia,
over several years Rajes was able to talk about her years in exile. I slowly began to
understand the trauma she underwent … being a target to raids and attacks, experiencing
abductions of friends and the kidnapping of a family member, the fear of arrest or capture,
bombing of a friend’s car and sudden disappearances of other comrades, storming of
houses, the constant moving from place to place and hiding in the countryside in Swaziland.
This became a way of life she had to face.
Back on South African soil a few of us, Carmel and Roy Chetty, Kessie Moodley, Anu
Yacoob, Dhaya Pillay, Sangaree Govender, Sunny Singh tried our very best to get her back
on her footing.
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Her story “I Gave It All” in Lauretta Ngcobo’s Prodigal Daughters, Rajes writes, “In exile,
as a woman, there was little I could look forward to in the form of personal attention or
comfort from the men with whom we had served”. (Prodigal daughters, pg. 185)
On being back home after 1994 Rajes says, “Finding a job or some means of survival was
difficult”. We tried our best in trying to “normalise” her years when she returned. Rajes
was unable to hold onto a job for long, from receptionist, to keeping accounts, to typing
memos, to child care… But, yes, she was able to get part of her story into ‘Prodigal
Daughters,’ write her Award Speech for the Satyagraha Peace Award Evening.
In her last years she was at two Frail Care Centres... back to her “normal” self—cheerful,
up to date with the news, TV being her only contact with the outside world, analyzing the
socio-economic global condition, suggesting ways to improve the political situation in South
Africa. Memories of Rajes hold strong. Guess I can only cling on to our short drives to the
coast, breakfast on the beach, Tuesday afternoon teas, shopping spree for a birthday gift
and sitting at the little Café downstairs munching over the samoosas she loved…and not
forgetting her little quirks in Tamil.

For me the saddest moment was when in 1979 she
came to bid farewell as she was leaving the country.
I was to lose a close friend, a confidant.
No questions were asked.

Clad in a dark brown trench coat, muffled by a
scarf, she walked down the long corridor of
Bricksands and her footsteps petered into the
thick of the night.

She left behind a letter with a key to her
car and her collection of Classical
Records.
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Rajes was such a brave Cadre
Vino Reddy
I first met Rajes at my parents’ home in Greenwood Park, Durban. It was the mid - 1960s
when I was in high school. My late elder sister, Kiruba Moodley (neé Pillay) and Rajes were
friends, studying through SACHED, University of London reading for their A Levels. The
University of Natal ran the programme. Kiruba was approximately 20 years old at the time.
Rajes was fun to be with, highly intelligent and a great conversationalist, and forthright.
She dressed in the fashion of the times, the 60’s and 70’s. Rajes listened to contemporary
music, classics and Karnatic music. There was no television at that time. Rajes lived with
her aunt and cousins in Greenwood Park and partook in everything prepared in that home
or ours. Rajes and my sister enjoyed a close friendship and did all the things young women
of the time did. She remained a close family friend after my sister, Kiruba and her husband
Indhras Moodley went into exile in 1976. Indhras was arrested in 1971, 6 months after
they were married and Kiruba was pregnant. He was one of the accused in the Ahmed Timol
trial and was found guilty. Miraculously, he was acquitted on appeal. The security police
continued to hound him until they decided to go into exile with their 3 year old son,
Yudisthra. Rajes remained close and supportive to the family.
The socio-economic situation at the time was governed by the apartheid government,
which was one of dispossession for Black people. There was a dearth of political activity at
the time with the banning of the African National Congress and Pan African Congress. This
gave rise to the formation of theatre groups focussing on the plight of Black people and
performed by university students, viz. the Theatre Council of Natal (TECON). Both Rajes
and Kiruba were members. At the same time both were associated with (NUSAS) and Rajes
was a member of the Student Representative Council (SRC) of the University of Natal Black Section i.e. the Medical School - with Bantu Steven Biko. Simultaneously, Black
students broke away from NUSAS which was predominantly White and liberal, prescribing
to Black people how to deal with the apartheid system. This gave birth to the Black
Consciousness Movement (BCM) through South African Students’ Organisation (SASO)
which gave a voice to Black students at every Black university campus in South Africa,
followed in 1971 by the formation of the Black Peoples’ Convention (BPC). She went into
exile herself when it was discovered that she worked for ANC underground.
Rajes was a peoples’ person, much loved, caring and compassionate. On her return home,
she was a shadow of the lively, vivacious woman we knew so well. Her time in exile was
fraught with life-threatening, traumatic experiences. She was such a brave Cadre. PostTraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) ravaged her life. I visited her at her flat in Reservoir
Hills and in our conversations, her thoughts and articulations were crisp and she loved
recounting the incredible 60's and 70's. My sister returned home in late 1993, having been
diagnosed with leukaemia. She died in January 1994 before being able to vote for the
democracy for which she fought so courageously.
I hope this piece gives you a little more insight into our family's relationship with Rajaluxmi
Pillay.
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Liberation icon Rajes Pillay a life of courage and unshed tears
Ela Gandhi
Ela Gandhi gave an interview to Kogie Archary and the contents of the interview are
recorded below in Ela Gandhi’s words.
I met Rajes when the Natal Indian Congress (NIC) was revived and this was when we were
at university. It was in the 60’s when I met her. I recall she was also studying and doing
work with the NIC as she was a member of the NIC. She accompanied Poomoney and
others who visited Phoenix where I met them, talked to them and had a lot of discussion
about Springtown, the work that was being done there and the movement of the people
from Springtown to Phoenix. The entire Activist Forum visited us from time to time at
Phoenix and that is when we had many discussions. It was a time where people were also
talking about setting up. Initially, it started up with the exhibition of the Woman’s Struggle
and that exhibition was at St Anthony’s School Hall. I was banned but the ladies kept me
informed.
I think basically that Rajes was a very courageous woman. Very, very courageous. Very
committed to the struggle. And she did a lot of underground work - during the ‘70s. She
came to the Phoenix Settlement a number of times before she went into exile. She left the
country during a period when there was a lot of political activity happening. And Rajes was
always present at every meeting.
The underground work that she did in the country was disseminating information, sending
things out of the country and so forth. Living in Swaziland, under those conditions where
bombings were happening, was not an easy life. You do not know when you are going to
be bombed. And she lived under those circumstances. She faced them without flinching.
I would say as a title for a publication on Rajes “Liberation icon… Rajes Pillay a life of
courage and unshed tears”. I say “courage.” The unshed tears because she had a hard life,
not an easy one. When I think of Rajes - those are the two things that comes to my mind:
A life of courage and unshed tears.
In terms of was Rajes a cautious person in her interactions with other colleagues? I think
that she did strike me to be one of those people who were to look at strategic intervention,
not just jump into things. I guess one would describe her as being cautious. She would
think about it. She would look at it. Discuss it with other people and not just do things on
our own. She was a team player. That is the reason why they came to Phoenix to talk to
me. Rajes was not a person who wanted to be recognised. She was very humble. Humble.
Same as Poomoney. Humble backgrounds. They worked on the ground with people. Rajes
was a very friendly person. Outspoken. She would tell you to your face if you said
something that she would feel that is not correct. She would tell you. She would not
hesitate and she would not go and tell other people things about you. She would tell it to
your face. That is what I found. All the people who are involved in underground work …
are specifically asked not to be too involved in other open, sort of organising, rather keep
a low profile… than to go out, then they see you as an organiser. Because I was banned I
did not know much about those particular activities, except for the discussions we had,
and our discussions were also short as we never knew who was listening. So, our
discussions were very much like in ambiguous terminology. As her father was listed, there
is a lot of the Congress values that Rajes cherished.
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She surrendered her life to the struggle
Ben David
I only had three encounters or interactions with Rajes Pillay and many years separated
each encounter. Our first meeting was in 1966/7 when she and my older brother, Paul
David were friends at the University of Natal. I was then studying at Salisbury Island. At
that time Salisbury Island was preparing to have its Freshette's Ball and I was part of the
organising committee that co-ordinated this particular event. It was an elaborate affair
that chose a Freshette queen and with the popular Dukes Combo in attendance. The three
of us - Rajes, Paul and I - chatted about the dance and I indicated to them that I was going
alone since I did not have a partner. Rajes, instantly and excitedly blurted out that she
would accompany me. I was taken aback by her lively strong personality. On the spur of
the moment, she just made up her mind. I can still picture her sparkling eyes and laughing
face. She just could not stop laughing. We had a great time that evening. The following
day my friend Dennis Pather, Kogs Reddy, Roy Thathiah and Nash Nainaar who were on
the organising committee could not stop talking about Rajes's exuberance, her zest for life
and her loud laughter. She was wonderful company. Subsequently, when we met, she
would ask: "So Ben, when's the next dance?"
Years later, 1987, we met in
Swaziland,
our
second
encounter, at a hotel with
my family. I think it was
Ebrahim
Ebrahim
who
accompanied
her
but
Ebrahim was very quiet and
remained
in
the
background. Prior to our
visit, Paul and my sister,
Phyllis
Naidoo,
had
contacted
Rajes
and
informed her that we were
going to be in Swaziland. In
the hotel room Rajes gave
us secret documents for
Paul and Phyllis.

Desiree, Rajes, Ben and Jo-Ann

These documents were squeezed into two toothpaste tubes which we handed over to Paul
and Phyllis when we returned to KwaZulu Natal.
Our third and last interaction was at Phyllis's memorial, held at St. Aiden’s Hall. She was a
far cry from the vibrant personality that I knew in 1966/7. We did not speak to each other
but simply acknowledged each other's presence. Phyllis had told me that Rajes was not
well and I was mentally prepared. It was sad to see a "broken Rajes". The fight for freedom
had taken its toll.
She had surrendered life for the struggle.

73

A versatile mind
Goolam Abubaker
I met Rajes Pillay sometime in 1972, at about the same time that I met two late activists,
Phyllis Naidoo and AK Docrat (Doc).

Studio photograph taken in 1972
Both Phyllis and Doc were not only banned but also had ‘house arrests’ added to their
banning. This meant that they could only leave their places of residence between specified
periods. It required immense courage to relate to people who had banning orders.
Politically, what was happening at that time and in which Rajes was involved in many
activities. In terms of cultural activities (drama, poetry readings and plays) she was
involved in a theatre group called Theatre Council of Natal (TECON) that was led by people
like Strini Moodley (late) & Sam Moodley.
There was a move to revive the Natal Indian Congress (NIC) by Mewa Ramgobin (at the
time married to Ela Gandhi). Rajes worked very closely with George Sewpersadh, the then
President of the NIC.
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Rajes was also involved in the Dependence Conference (I think a branch of the SACC) that
provided support to families of political prisoners on Robben Island and Kroonstad Prison
(for women) as well as to the prisoners themselves. I remember she together with Sam
Moodley had organised a special event around 16 June 1977 that brought families together
for a cultural activity. I, as well as Professor Yousuf Vawda provided some help.
I know that Rajes used to correspond with some of the political prisoners on Robben Island.
The one I am very sure of is the late Indres Naidoo (brother of Shantie Naidoo). Rajes used
the nom de guerre ‘Madhu’ (meaning Cow!). She worked very closely with the late activist,
Poomoney Moodley, also an underground worker for the ANC who in turn worked for
Friends of the Sick Association (FOSA), and who ran a home for indigent families/children.
Rajes, a keen pianist, helped with their cultural events.
From the mid - 1970s there were many ex-political prisoners released from Robben Island.
Rajes worked quite closely with them. In their ranks were people like Sunny Singh, George
Naicker, Ebrahim Ebrahim, Judson Khuzwayo and Jacob Zuma. These are some names that
come to mind.
As an aside, in 1989 when I was working as an underground operative of the ANC I received
a message that a friend of ‘Madhu’ wanted to meet me! This turned out to be Charles
Nqakula (CN), a future Minister of Police and Chairman of the SACP! At the time he worked,
illegally as part of Operation Vula that was led by Mac Maharaj. In 1972, Rajes worked for
the New Republic Bank (NRB), which was headed by JN Reddy, a collaborator as he served
on the South African Indian Council. I think she was asked to leave at some point because
of her political activity. I am not sure of the exact details. Sometime in the mid-‘70s she
left NRB and started work at Game, which had just opened.
If my memory serves me well she was very well respected by her fellow workers and had
been involved in a Workers Committee that had liaised with Management. As an aside she
gave me a gift of an electric frying pan which became a treasured possession of mine until
the 1985 emergency! I think she was employed in a clerical/administrative position. I am
not sure what she earned, but it was something modest.
She stayed at home, was always neatly attired and well groomed.
She had a car, a VW Beetle, which she looked after quite well! When she was leaving the
country, she met with me asking that I clean her room of banned books and literature.
I was also asked to inform some of her close friends. In a sense she had formally recruited
me into the underground of the ANC in 1978 soon after she had left. She did play a support
role in the civic organisations that were emerging in Durban at the time, namely the
Chatsworth Housing Action Committee (CGAC) and Phoenix Working Committee (PWC).
She also helped in the campaign against the property rates increases that was proposed
by the Durban Municipality.

From the mid - 1970s there were many ex-political
prisoners released from Robben Island. Rajes
worked quite closely with them.
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More than a Comrade
Anu Yacoob
To me Rajes was always more than a "hero" or a struggle icon.
She never claimed to be "owed" any special favours just because she had been in the
struggle. Rajes found it very difficult to accept that she could not find a suitable job after
she returned from exile. She had slowed down considerably and her dependence on
medication to help her cope with her psychological stresses and her mental health also
impacted her. She never quite got over her marriage breakdown to Ivan Pillay.
I was not going to speak at the memorial but decided to because I wanted to honour Rajes
as more than just a political activist - forgotten by many - to me she was a human being,
valued by those family and friends who took time to be involved in her life and care.
I first met Rajes around 1973 at the late activist, Phyllis Naidoo’s flat and between then
and 1978, I began fetching her from her home every Sunday for our volunteer time at
Lakehaven Children’s Home. Here she played the piano, trained children to sing and helped
us prepare the children for Christmas Carol singing and the end-of- the-year concerts. She
left a lasting impression on these children, now adults in the age group 50-60 all over
South Africa who remember her with gratitude and appreciation.
She was “Rajes Mam” to the
generation of children who were
there in those years before she
went into exile. Then she
“disappeared” in 1978 and I heard
she went into exile.
When Rajes returned in 1990, she
renewed her acquaintance with us
and would have lively debates
with my husband Zak Yacoob,
about the unfolding political
scenario and I saw her more as his
friend.
One day she had a breakdown,
which manifested itself by her
angrily demanding alcohol (which
we knew she didn’t drink) and
ordering me to remove those
“bloody pink socks” which we all
later (she included) laughed
about!
Anu and Zak Yacoob with Rajes
Her brother, Rajakrishnan Pillay and I had her admitted at King George Hospital D ward
and that started a relationship in which we began visiting each other regularly, ate with
each other, went to movies, discussed and shared books etc.
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Dhaya Pillay, Sangaree Pather
and I coordinated her 70th
birthday party and those that
attended the party knew how
much she enjoyed seeing so
many of her old comrades from
the struggle - many of whom
made generous contributions.
She was very touched when we
gave her a considerable cash
balance at the end, in addition
to all her gifts. Unfortunately,
after that she fell, had a hip
replacement and it became
clear that she could no longer
live alone.
Cati, Anu, Dhaya and Anesh
After first being in the unstimulating environment of a group home, I consulted with Dhaya
Pillay. Rajakrishnan and I took the initiative to find her a better place - which ended up
being the Frail Care Centre of The Association for the Aged (Tafta’s) John Conradie house
in Durban where she lived until her death and which she paid for. Unfortunately, she often
felt very lonely and isolated – she could no longer contact people as she used to and she
found a lot of people just didn’t stay in touch. If I knew the friend’s number I would phone
on my cell and she was delighted to speak to them. When she was well, she would talk
animatedly about those who were defrauding the state - and we would share a laugh when
she said thank God we didn’t go into politics!
She enjoyed a lively political debate when she was more alert than she was at the end. I
tried to see her at least once a week, take her for appointments, meals etc. but definitely
saw her at least twice a month, to see to her facial and hairdressing needs. It was sad to
see her decline over the years and lose interest in films, books, writing. I last saw her in
February 2020 just before the first lockdown but had stayed in telephone contact.
She always remembered to ask about our children and what they were doing. Condolences
to her brother’s family, other family and the friends who cared about her. Rest in peace,
Rajes my friend.

‘I first met Rajes around 1973 at the late activist,
Phyllis Naidoo’s flat and between then and 1978, I
began fetching her from her home every Sunday for
our volunteer time at Lakehaven Children’s Home.
Here she played the piano, trained children to sing
and helped us prepare the children for Christmas
Carol singing and the end-of- the-year concerts.’
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A highly disciplined revolutionary
Yousuf Vawda
It was around 1973, when I met Rajes through Goolam Aboobaker as they were friends.
We met a few times at Goolam’s flat and discussed politics very generally. We all identified
as Congress supporters using the Freedom Charter as our point of reference. Although we
did not talk about it, it was clear that Rajes was deeply involved in political work. She was
known to be close to the late activist, Phyllis Naidoo, who was at that point a banned
person and involved in providing support to political prisoners.
Many of us were student activists at the University of Durban-Westville and were engaged
in conscientising the student body about the relationship between the oppression of
students on campus with the broader political struggle. One of the ways we did this was
by having an annual off-campus revue because all non-academic activities on campus had
been suspended. We called the revue Farsity ’73, ’74 etc. and it was a satirical take on life
on campus, using music, poetry and skits to convey our message. It served as a counter
to the orientation programmes of the University which aimed to brainwash students. These
events were huge successes. Rajes played piano so we ‘recruited’ her as our muso,
providing background score to the skits and sketches. One memorable and not so political
piece that she played was the theme from the Pink Panther (daram, daram, daram …).
There were many instances where Rajes stood up against injustice whether it was about
race or discrimination against women. She was always calling out male comrades for not
treating women as equals. She was outspoken, but at the same time had a heart of gold.
She equally saw good in everyone and was most empathetic. Rajes stayed true to her
beliefs and practices to the end. She was highly critical of the often anti-poor positions
taken by the ANC and of course outspoken in her criticism of the corruption and graft in
the current political set-up.
Rajes did not have an easy life. Moving from Kimberley and later from the United Kingdom
to Durban would not have been easy. Luckily, she had her birth family with her as well as
her ‘political family.’ She was a solid intellect and enrolled at University but circumstances
did not allow her to go further. She struggled to find work and when she did she invariably
ran into trouble with her employers for taking up the cause of someone who was unfairly
treated or for organising workers and encouraging them to join or form trade unions. She
got fired from her jobs at New Republic Bank and Game Discount World for such reasons.
She also struggled in a world of ‘struggle politics’ often dominated by men. In Rajes,
though, they found more than their match!
The last time I saw her in the country before she went into exile was around 1979. A group
of comrades and friends were having a beach braai on the North Coast of Durban when
Rajes appeared and had some very hush-hush conversations with some comrades. It was
about her imminent departure as the security police had been hot on her heels. Others and
I had also been recruited into the underground structures of the ANC and we subsequently
met Rajes and Ivan Pillay in Swaziland clandestinely discussing the work we were doing in
both the mass movement and in the underground and exchanging notes.
Rajes was very resourceful even while in exile and managed to obtain local spices through
family and comrades. So we were occasionally treated to a delicious mutton curry courtesy
of Rajes while on some of these clandestine visits!
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For many years she, Ivan and others were based in Swaziland servicing underground units
at home by communicating the positions of the liberation movement assisting with
transport and relocation of recruits into the ANC and MK. This was the nature of our
relationship and contact with her. Rajes never complained about the hardships she had to
endure as she was a highly disciplined revolutionary and only shared information with us
on a ‘need to know’ basis.
Our final meeting while she was in exile was in 1988 in Mauritius where I was sent to meet
with Mac Maharaj and others in preparation for Operation Vula. The interactions with Rajes
were difficult as she was already suffering the effects of her trauma.
When Rajes returned from exile after the unbanning of the ANC and other organisations
we became re-acquainted. We often visited each other and always included her in any
social events where comrades would gather. She enjoyed pride of place in these gettogethers and she seemed to thoroughly enjoy the warmth, love and attention of friends.
Sadly, the experiences of exile had taken a toll on her physical and mental health and she
battled with the trauma until the end. She had a great love for books and we often shared
whatever we had read with her which she greatly appreciated. I remember one particular
birthday party of mine where Rajes was tasked with taking photos. She did not do a
particularly great job of it but still managed to preserve some fond memories of the event.
On other occasions, we would chat over tea and cakes at her flat in Reservoir Hills.
We will always hold Rajes close to our hearts. Her strength, compassion and commitment
inspired us, made us proud to be associated with her and she helped make the old ANC a
more, humane, disciplined, largely selfless and better organisation.

Others and I had also been recruited into the
underground structures of the ANC and we
subsequently met Rajes and Ivan Pillay in Swaziland
clandestinely discussing the work we were doing in
both the mass movement and in the underground and
exchanging notes.

Rajes was very resourceful even while in exile and
managed to obtain local spices through family and
comrades. So we were occasionally treated to a
delicious mutton curry courtesy of Rajes while on
some of these clandestine visits!
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A harrowing experience
Sunny Singh
Talking or writing about individuals is not an easy mission. For my part, the experiences in
the Liberation Movement was no easy walk. It is one thing working in a legal body like the
NIC, but it is another thing working in the underground for the African National Congress
from January 1962.
As for Rajes Pillay, I met her after my release from Robben Island at the end of the
February 1974. I was not aware of her involvement in any structures. We often met in
front of the Supreme Court Gardens. And we spoke on many issues, for example. The
situation in our country and the Liberation of Mozambiqué and its positive impact on South
Africa.
Rajes worked at the New Republic Bank. I think she came into conflict with the
management and resigned. Later she got a job with Game Stores in Smith Street.
Exile
I think in 1977 Ivan Pillay, her former husband, was on a mission to rescue some of the
comrades from the Durban area. Knowing that Rajes was going to be in trouble, he also
helped her out of the country. Exile was not a very pleasant place to be in, especially for
females who came from different backgrounds.
Malaria was common in areas such as Swaziland and
Mozambiqué. I had a bout of severe malaria which
almost killed me in Tanzania. Rajes almost got killed
during training in Angola when she was doing small
firearm training.
The weapon backfired. It seems it was a booby trap.
Rajes had to go for treatment of her hand and later
joined Ivan in the forward area in Swaziland. Here it
was no child’s play. Every second day or week one had
to change home for survival. Swaziland was a
playground for the South African Security Police. It
was most harrowing. The most difficult thing for our
underground fighters was to keep their sanity. The
accord struck between PW Botha and President
Samora Machel in March 1984 was a fatal blow to the
ANC resulting in total chaos and confusion.
Fortunately, for Rajes and Ivan, they had a strong
network of friends especially from the expatriate
community. They would move from one secret location
to the other but the pressure became very difficult to
survive. They had to retreat to Zambia. Here, there
was more space and less of a security threat.

Sunny and Ivan
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She gave up so many things for the sake of the struggle
Mac Maharaj
Via Zoom, in an oral history interview with Kogie Archary in April 2021, Mr Mac Maharaj,
former Minister of Transport, regretted that his interactions with Rajes , face to face
level, was very limited. Despite that, he managed to formulate a short story and reflected
on his memories, sharing many incidents and episodes. He communicated the following
as he witnessed these happenings over the decades and provided much commentary as
the interview unfolded.
During this interview, I learnt that Indres Naidoo was a struggle stalwart imprisoned on
Robben Island at the same time as Mr Maharaj. They were not allowed to communicate
but none the less, Indres informed Mr Maharaj that Rajes was writing to him. This was
his first knowledge of Rajes. ".....we had found it very amusing because we realized that
she was full of mischief and fun because choosing to write your name as ‘Madhu’ was
quite amusing. (‘Madhu’ was Rajes's nom de plume - meaning a cow in Tamil.) Mr
Maharaj went on to explain how he met Rajes.
"I was under house arrest on my release in December 1976 to my brother's flat in
Merebank. Amongst the people who were very mentally supportive of me was Phyllis
Naidoo. She was studying at that time to become a lawyer. We had met at the University
of Natal about 1954. By the time I left for abroad in 1957, MD and Phyllis were already
going out together”. It so happened that when I was in the UK in 1958, I married Tim,
MD's sister.
As life would have it, “when I came back into the country and in the underground in
1962, I made no contact with the Congress because I was based in Johannesburg in the
underground. But I ended up in prison, serving 12 years and while I was in prison who
would arrive to serve a short-term prison sentence of five years, none other than MD, by
which time MD was married to Phyllis.”
Mr Maharaj continued that "When I was released on house arrest, Phyllis assisted me in
a great way and served almost as my attorney and it is through her that I met Rajes.
Rajes was among the volunteers who was prepared to find their way. Skirting and living
unrealistically - within the terms of my house arrest order - I was not allowed visitors
between 6pm and 6am, weekends and public holidays.
I could not have more than two people at a time as visitors.
Rajes just became part of the support network and began to assist me. Very few people
knew and I told nobody that I was under instructions from Mandela and Kissoon to go
abroad. We had an agreement that I would at least spend six months in the country even
if it were under house arrest so that I could acquaint myself with the situation of the
country before I went abroad."
As the interview continued, I familiarised Mr Maharaj with Rajes's youth, about Kimberley
where she was born and her introduction to politics as Rajes's house was used as a meeting
place for anti-apartheid activists as her father was involved in politics. Mr Maharaj was
familiar with Dr Letele whom Rajes had remembered.
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He continued: "My brother was working in Kimberley without a permit. But in order to live
in Kimberley he masqueraded as a 'Coloured' because, 'Coloureds' did not need it. The
Indian community in those years was a very tiny community in Kimberley. Now when you
mentioned Letele… Arthur Letele was a leader of the ANC. In fact, I think he was with
Mandela and company as a Youth League founder. But he was also in the Treason Trial and
in Kimberley”. Mr Maharaj continued that there was an Indian family that was a stalwart
family of the Indian Congress because that became the environment in which Rajes grew
up”.
Mr Maharaj shared that: “It is interesting that you say that meetings were held at her
father's place. The sympathy of Indians in Kimberley was to gravitate openly or
clandestinely with the struggle because the law made it illegal for them to live there.” The
Chinese were also living there.
According to Mr Maharaj, “Some of them were living as play 'Whites' and some of them
were living amongst the 'Coloureds'. So, in the 1940's and 1950's in various parts of the
country in the build-up of the different Congresses, you will find a handful of Chinese
involved. But the Indians were substantially supporters of the Indian Congress and through
that, supporters of the ANC, and it shows that she grew up in this environment.”

Yusuf Dadoo arrived in London in 1960/61 and was now based there. He had been the
leader of the Transvaal Indian Congress in South Africa. Mr Maharaj informed that: “He
would go every year to all the villages and towns raising money for the Indian Congress
and the New Age newspaper. You will probably find that in London, in the 1960s, Rajes
made contact with the people around Dr Dadoo. I got to know Rajes then, soon after which,
I left the country. I became the Secretary of the ANC underground. It was called the
Internal Political and Reconstruction Department (IPRD). The ANC was illegal in South
Africa. It was legal in all other parts of the world”.
Mr Maharak mentioned that he ”was now Secretary inside the country. I was working
amongst others, with Ivan Pillay, stationed in Swaziland. I want to make it clear, that the
Committee in Swaziland in charge of internal work was not made up of only Indians but
mainly, Africans. And when we got wind that there were people who the Security Branch
was getting on top of and likely to arrest, sometimes we would take the measure to rescue
them before they got arrested”.
Mr Maharaj shared “We learnt through the structures that the police were onto George
Naicker’s activities. We sent an African comrade to rescue him and bring him out of the
country illegally. In Rajes's case, as far as I remember, the structure in Swaziland, working
in Kwazulu Natal, clearly was working with structures where Rajes was involved”.
He remembered: “We learnt that Rajes was likely to be arrested by the security branch
and I believe that Ivan came into the country to rescue her. So here is a woman, she has
made her life in South Africa. She is doing all sorts of things while being involved during
the struggle years.”
As the interview continued, Mr Maharaj said: “When Rajes came to Swaziland, I think at
the time, she was doing welfare work to get an income”. Before she left the country, she
was “deeply embedded and involved in overt funds… of support for community struggles.
I wonder if you have heard of the Springtown floods which led to the formation of Phoenix?”
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He recalled: “Somewhere there, and at that stage, activists like Ismail, Fatima Meer,
Pravin Gordhan and others were deeply involved in helping the people to settle and
organise themselves in Phoenix. So Rajes would be involved in that sort of community
work”.
Suddenly there is change in her life; her life was to change vastly from what she knew.
As expressed by Mr Maharaj as he told me: "So, imagine Ivan meeting her clandestinely”
and saying to her “You are in trouble, the police are onto you, you are likely to be arrested”.
Rajes was completely unsettled. "I became more aware of Rajes when I met her on several
occasions in Swaziland when I would go there clandestinely. There is definitely something
I can tell you about that period. I am aware of when she went to the camps. She went with
a small number of women for training. I am aware of the injury. For part of her treatment,
she was sent to Holland”.
Mr Maharaj shared with me that the five-minute speech that he gave at her memorial was
what he drew out of her life - the aspect of that she was an activist as he mentioned “And
she was an activist on the ground, not one of those people living in the air as leaders. That
is, she had a great sense of caring, empathy for people and the upliftment of people. Up
to her death, Rajes was still concerned about the problems of the country and the problems
of the ANC, of which there was still the belief that the ANC must correct itself and take our
country forward. One of the things that made Rajes special was that she never got into the
struggle for any position or any reward. I had to smuggle the autobiography of Mandela
out of the country. Rajes and a few others were an important part of the network that I
was using quietly to prepare for my escape from house arrest and to go abroad. Rajes lent
me one of her cars. It was a Volkswagen. Without Rajes knowing I was using her, in
particular, to check the extent to which I was monitored and tailed by the security branch”.
Mr Maharaj explained further: “I was able to anticipate their surveillance and find a way to
escape. For example on one occasion, I asked Rajes to take me to Wentworth. I lived in
Wentworth. In order to go to the beach, we had to travel on a very open road, up the hill
and around the hill.
I asked Rajes to take me to the beach. We drove on the route to the beach and we did this
two or three times, up the hill and around the hill. No car was following us. But within two
to three minutes, as we parked at the beach, a car parked alongside us. They were plain
clothes Security Branch. Rajes recognised them. I asked her not to panic. We just sat
there. I told her that I just wanted to know whether they were following me and it is clear
that they were. So she helped me with that sort of thing.
She was prepared to risk her own freedom to assist me. She was pushing the boundaries.
You could see through her conduct that she was unafraid”.
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Rajes was committed, focused, determined
Ivan Pillay
Via Zoom, in an oral history interview in June 2021, Ivan Pillay shared with Kogie Archary
some details of the time he spent with Rajes in exile as liberation struggle and freedom
fighters. Ivan assisted Rajes in crossing the border in 1979. At that stage he was already
based in Swaziland. He was working with the ANC structures together with Judson
Khuzwayo and other comrades. So, at some point in 1979, Judson said to him that there
are some problems and some of the people that he is working with are in danger back
home in Durban.
Ivan mentioned that “At that stage the structure that we had was relatively new. We were
just setting it up. We were still feeling our way. We had to deal with ‘How do we
communicate with people at home?’; ‘How do you get literature out to them?’; ‘How do we
get information to people at home?’ When he was informed that someone was in trouble,
Ivan said “I’ll go”. So, Ivan went across the Swaziland border and came into South Africa
to fetch Rajes.
According to Ivan, “I went across the border and I connected with Rajes. She had been in
contact with Judson before he left the country. Rajes was also in contact with Doris
Skosana. At the time Rajes was working at Game in Durban. I connected with her. I said
to her ‘Listen. Something went wrong and I was asked to take you out of the country’. So
we did this. We left the country.” He further mentioned, “At the same time, we must have
been aware that the Security Branch may have been known of this so we had to be careful.
We arranged for Paul David’s car”. Ivan had to make sure that the Security Branch was
not following them. He drove Paul David’s car and mentioned that “We had not left for the
border as yet”.
Whilst they were driving, he shared “in the process I recognised that we were under
surveillance….so we got off the freeway and I parked off the car in Clairwood. It was early
evening and we abandoned the car. We locked the car and left. We took a bus to
Chatsworth as a way of evading being followed. We got to Chatsworth to someone that I
knew and they kept us for a few days. We stayed there for 2 to 3 days. This person is
connected to me. This was not a political person. I knew him. I was feeling confident as
we had broken the link. We had got away from the car and we got to a place where nobody
would connect with me which was so far so good.”
I asked Ivan how did Rajes handled all of this and he shared: “Generally, I got the
impression that she was cool. She was calm and collected and she was doing what had to
be done. She did what was expected of her and was not overawed by the situation.” Ivan
further shared that: “From there we went to Pietermaritzburg. We stayed with another
family. This family was not politically connected and not directly connected to me. We
spent a few more days in Pietermaritzburg. They sold vegetables. They were good enough
to drive us to the border as if they were on their delivery business. They dropped us near
the fence and we crossed the border on foot and we walked into Swaziland. I had done
this before. At a certain point you look for a bus. Once or twice the bus goes past in these
rural towns. The bus took us to the nearest big town, from where we took a bus to Manzini
and we reported to Judson. The decision was made that she should go and declare herself
as a refugee. When my brother and I were in Swaziland, we started something … We
registered as non-aligned refugees, not as ANC refugees. If we were aligned refugees, we
would have a longer period where not too much attention will be placed on us”.
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Ivan continued “Rajes declared herself. She had to explain why she was a refugee and how
she got to Swaziland. She was now a registered refugee, like my brother and me. She was
absorbed into our ANC structures. She worked with Judson and me. Later we were joined
by Terence Tyrone, Sidney Moodley and Lazarus Ngidi now a DG in KZN government.”
Ivan mentioned during the interview that they were dropped near the fence. The nearest
town from the Swazi side is a town called Umhlangane. On the South African side, it is
between Piet Retief and Golel. After the first failed attempt to leave the country, the next
opportunity was to travel in a vegetable truck. He shared that “The ride from
Pietermaritzburg to Golel is not very far. From Piet Retief there is a point at which the
border between South Africa and Swaziland is very short. Separated by just one fence. A
sort of ‘no man’s land. Crossing the border would have seemed as a very long walk. We
did get a bit lost. We are towns people in a rural area. It was difficult. At one point we were
walking back into South Africa. You see peasants around, walking to their farming plots or
wherever they are going. So, we walked for what seemed like a three to four hours’ walk.
She would have been nervous. Her first time doing something like this. It was a little
difficult to judge the time.”
Ivan shared that “I learnt, before I went to South Africa, from Judson that Rajes was active
at Natal University and that she went abroad. She had political exposure. So Rajes was
quite an independent person. That is the impression that I got. There were not many
women who were part of the underground. Not many. I got the impression, that, yes, this
part was new to her, this is what she signed up for, but she was not overawed by the
situation, she did not panic, she did what was needed to be done. The fact that security
police are looking for you is a wonderful way to make you focus on what you have to do.
You have to focus and always to stay a few steps ahead.” As the interview continued I
learnt from Ivan that “Rae was officially in Swaziland. She was a registered refugee under
the protection of the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC). She was given a
refugee permit by the Swazi government. So she was there legally. We arranged for the
family to come and visit her. Just like I would arrange to get my family to visit. We would
get the family to stay in a holiday place and we would slip in and slip out. In Swaziland,
she worked as a refugee counsellor. The background is that we tried to recruit people from
inside South Africa. We set them up in units. We communicated with them regularly. We
gave them analyses. We sent in both literature and people”.
Ivan shared further, “ In Swaziland, having a job was very useful for Rae. The obvious
thing is finance. It brings you into contact with other refugees, not only ANC people. We
met a lot of people, especially Swazi people who became very handy later on as time went
on. In her case and as in South Africa we had to work two jobs. I also worked for a time
as a teacher as my day job and my night job with the ANC. There came a time when our
refugee status was withdrawn. The Swazi government withdrew our refugee status. We
had to be totally underground. From time to time we would travel to Maputo, crossing
illegally into Maputo, meeting the ANC people there and then Rae went to Angola, around
82 /83 for training. She had not gone to training immediately, if you register as a refugee
you have to report monthly to the police once you register.”
In Swaziland, she was a Refugee counsellor. “The main thing about the job was access to
people in the church, to the priest. This job gave access to refugees. People who were
supportive of the cause. As the ANC, this was the main thing. I am not sure how long she
was a refugee perhaps for a year or two. From time to time we were attacked. We lost
people. The refugee centre would have acted in support of refugees”.
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Ivan was not aware of any particular trauma tied to the job except that it was the general
condition. “Everybody was a bit anxious about what could happen. In the early years, the
threat was always there. In ‘84 and ‘85, it was very intense, very bad and very dangerous.
When she came back from the accident, amongst our support structure was Dr Marianne
Lubben, who worked in Nazarene Hospital. She was able to take Rajes in and do another
operation to straighten the arm. That was done in Swaziland.”
In terms of military training. “Rajes was one of the few women who was an MK. There was
another woman but she was based in London. She went for training to CUBA and was in
Lusaka for a while and then went back to London. She might have been in London in the
eighties. She could be in her 50s now. She might even have been born in London. She was
raised in London. You can count on one hand the number of Indian women who were
involved at this level. In our time, she was the only one involved at this level. I cannot give
an exact number. In our time she was the only one. I only know of two. The other person
was Vella Pillay’s daughter.”
Rajes owned a red VW Beetle which she was driving in South Africa. It was arranged for
her brother Rajakrishnan to drive Rajes’s car up to Swaziland. Rather than an activist who
could get into trouble by driving the car to Swaziland. The family can be open and say that
Rajes is here in Swaziland and this is her property. This was her car. We used the car in
Swaziland. In fact, her car was nationalised by the ANC. We used the car for 3 to 4 years.
Finally, it was sold off. The money went to Rajes. We would have sold the car at a point
where we realised we needed to sell the car and we needed to change the car as we had
more vehicles as it became dangerous.”

Ivan sitting in the red car.
Rajes was in Maputo more than once. According to Ivan: “In order to move to Zambia or
Angola or to Moscow you had to go via Mozambiqué because the only safe external flights
was from Maputo Airport. You crossed the fence to Maputo to take the Air Mozambiqué
flight to Luyanda. In 1986 we withdrew from Zambia. It got to be very, very dangerous.
Rajes and I went from Maputo to Moscow”.
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Ivan further shared that “We did some training at the Institute for Social Science. We
came back and went to Swaziland to continue our work until we were withdrawn. We went
to Zambia ‘85 / ‘86. From Zambia we sent her to the Netherlands. She spent a few months
there. She came back to Zambia. Rajes had relatives in Zimbabwe. It was decided that it
would be better for her to stay outside our environment. A family environment was better.
She was getting quite ill around 1986 / 1987. She continued to stay with family in Harare.
In Zimbabwe, she was withdrawn from underground structures however she was still
staying there. At this time, Rajes would have participated in overground ANC activities.
The ANC was legally operating in Zimbabwe as ANC, a little like Mozambiqué. The ANC was
not operating officially in Swaziland, Lesotho and Botswana. She was working legally in
Zimbabwe”.
Marriage
Talking briefly about the marriage, Ivan said: “We married by customary rights in
Swaziland. Rajes’s mother performed the ceremony. Family members from home were in
attendance. The wedding took place on 14 August 1981.

Mother in Law, Mother, Ivan and Rajes
The Return Home
In February 1990, the ANC was unbanned. In Rae’s case, it was decided that since she was
not active in underground it would be safe for Rae to go back home. She did not have to
wait for the negotiated formalities. Both our families agreed that it would be safe. Since
she was going home with families it was deemed safe. I got back in mid-1991. I had to
wait for an indemnity application to be granted.” According to Ivan, Rajes was “committed,
focused and determined. She could be very funny. She laughed … laughed out loud. She
played music. She liked her music. She could also speak Tamil very well. I cannot speak
any Tamil. She was at home with her Indian heritage, without any problem.”
Whilst living in exile, “We were all very anxious. We were very careful and very suspicious.
I think Rae was a little more suspicious than most of us. She worked very, very hard. We
worked very hard. We worked shifts. We used maximum time with the people from home.
Rajes was very focused. She got on very well with Judson and she was very close to
Shadrack Maphumulo”.
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In concluding the interview, Ivan felt that: “When we are talking about Rajes’s illness – it
is better to locate it in a broader background. South Africa is a traumatised society. Many,
many thousands are traumatised directly and indirectly. It would have been worse for
people who were in the eye of the storm and this is an issue I think we as a nation and the
ANC as a movement, we are not coming to grips with … not just for ANC members only.
The mental health of our people is a very serious issue and it is not dealt with in our
country. I’ll give you an example … during Zuma era … he put people into positions …
where many were problematic … delusional … where the facts do not matter.”
Ivan shared that: “On a broad canvas and as time went on Rajes became progressively ill.
As things became tense and as time went on the accident was one of the milestones that
brought on hallucinations. After ‘86, she could not be directly involved in things that would
trigger an episode. Even with comrades, she was extremely sensitive. It had become
dangerous, especially when you have weapons around. This is as a consequence of our
history. Many people are still suffering. And it is something that we are not dealing with”.
Ivan concluded the interview by saying that “In the last year, Rajes’s life was not great but
at least there was some support. For many others, there isn’t that.”

Back home, post 1991 - Ivan, Rae and Ivan’s brother, Krish
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A fine example
Ebrahim Ebrahim
While we were prisoners on Robben Island, Rajes communicated with us by means of writing
letters to me and other prisoners as well. She was a friend of the late activist Phyllis Naidoo
who encouraged her to communicate with us, which was a good morale booster. When I got
out of prison, among the first people who came to see me while I was banned was Rajes
Pillay. We became close friends and in defiance of my banning order, which restricted me to
Reservoir Hills, she would take me to town and to the beaches and also to see my Comrade
George Naicker who was also banned and restricted. Rajes put me in contact with many of
our cadres who were active in the mass democratic movement.
At times I had clandestine meetings and she would drive and drop me at a particular spot to
be picked up by a unit that was led by Pravin Gordhan. She was a very close friend of
Poomoney Moodley who was an underground member of the Communist Party. She became
a source of contact between me and the underground.
Rajes left South Africa for fear of being arrested and when I went into exile in December
1980, among the first people who welcomed me in Swaziland were Rajes and Ivan Pillay.
She and Ivan Pillay were married in Swaziland. She arranged for George Naicker and me to
cross the fence and go to Maputo. In 1983, when I was deployed to Swaziland, Rajes and
Ivan were responsible for underground political work in the urban areas of Natal. I became
head of the unit and worked closely with Rajes to establish and maintain contact with our
underground in Natal.
She was very hard working and disciplined and always wanted to get things done. When she
disagreed with me she was not afraid to say so and even argued with me but in most cases
she was correct! She then went to Angola for military training and she injured one of her
arms. Rajes was a very disciplined comrade. She was against any form of misdemeanour or
corruption. She was scrupulous about the money she handled and was always very
concerned about me and the other comrades she was in contact with. She was one of the
fine examples, both in the country and in exile of an ANC cadre.

When I got out of prison, among the first people who
came to see me while I was banned was Rajes Pillay.

She then went to Angola for military training
and she injured one of her arms.
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My commander, the mother of MJK, compassionate and loving.
Yunis Shaik
The trip to Swaziland at the end of 1980 was a nerve-wracking experience. I was
accompanied by a member of our ANC unit, my brother, who left South Africa and entered
Swaziland with a false passport. Adding to my anxiety, was the knowledge that we were
both student activists and as a result of the nation-wide student boycotts of that year we
were considered to be ‘high profile’.
As the head of the unit, I was responsible for our safety and to ensure that the planned
clandestine meetings with our ANC commanders went well. Rajes, code name Rae,
together with Ivan Pillay commanded our unit, called MJK. They were both exiled from
South Africa and were now living clandestinely in Swaziland from whence they conducted
the dangerous work of the revolution, of which we were a willing part.
I knew of Rajes and her supervisory role over our unit, having been so informed by Ivan
on my previous trips across the border. I was eager to meet her yet at the same time
anxious. My brother and I arrived at the curious predetermined meeting spot, a bench
under a full blossoming tree in one of parks that dotted the Manzini town.
Initially and perhaps in her unguarded moment, I got a fleeting glimpse of a ‘hardened’
demeanour that reflected the stress and strain of living a life constantly on the run from
the brutal ways of apartheid hits squads. But when I looked again at her, Rajes’s face lit
up with her broad loving smile. It is this image of Rajes, her smiling on that hot summer’s
day sitting on a park bench under a full blossoming tree exiled from home, that is sketched
into my mind’s eye as my lasting memory of her.
In the days and years to follow, I came to know more of her. She was in charge, beyond
giving my unit political direction, of the communication system between ourselves back
home and ANC in Swaziland. Prone as I am to distraction made more complicated by my
discomfort for numeracy, Rajes had the patience of Job as she trained me in the
complexities of message coding. She was compassionate and caring in her endeavours to
ensure that I mastered the required methodology, often resorting to raucous laughter in
the face of my awkward clumsiness. Rajes was quick to laughter, it would seem to me that
she used laughter to sooth the troubles that confronted her.
My relationship with Rajes was founded in the troubled times of the country’s history and
in the context of a revolutionary armed struggle against the apartheid system of
governance. Revolutions and more so revolutionaries are often incorrectly considered as
austere and devoid of compassion. Rajes was anything but that, she was the epitome of
compassion and caring. She refused to be defined by the brutality of apartheid, she rose
above it taking comfort in hope of freedom for all the people of South Africa, even for our
oppressors.
I saw her humanity in the simple things of life. In the way she would insist on the sharing
of meals often with her doing the cooking, in the way she smoked, in her reflections of the
hardship of the struggle, in the way she listened even when she disagreed with your views
and more so in the way she lived a simple and dedicated life to the glories of the revolution.
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Exiled life was not a bed of roses by any stretch of the imagination, yet she embraced the
hardships of exile with its ever-present danger of capture or death with a loving fortitude.
Never once did I hear her complaining or expressing regret for the choices she made.
I drew enormous courage and strength from the way she went about her revolutionary
tasks. In her quiet yet deliberate way, she made us equal to our tasks. In many ways she
came to be the ‘mother’ of our unit. Always looking out for us, always taking care of us,
always guiding us away from trouble, always grooming us to bring out the best in us.
The underground of the ANC was built on the relationships of trust, loyalty, discipline and
commitment to goals of liberation. The unspoken glue of these relationships was the real
and looming risk of arrest, capture, and death at the hands of a brutal enemy. The ever
presence of these risks made relationships in the underground more intense and much
more endearing. So too was my relationship with Rajes. Our relationship was founded and
nurtured by the risks that we had to endure and overcome. So, every meeting brought out
the immense joy of being together once again, a joy celebrated for having survived, one
more chance to meet. And every departure encapsulated the unspoken sadness that
lingered in our hearts in the realisation that this maybe the ‘last’ get together.
My ‘last’ such get together with Rajes was in December 1984 in which she briefed me of
an important mission my unit was to undertake in the new year. In the middle of the
following year I, together with my unit was arrested. After many months of detention my
release put me in a different trajectory of our struggle. Rajes too had moved on to different
responsibilities within the ANC.
With the unbanning of the ANC and other political parties Rajes came home. By then the
troubles and stresses of years in the underground constantly avoiding apartheid’s killer
squads and having so many of her comrades killed took its toll on her mental well-being.
Yet despite the troubles she grappled with, she remained true to her compassionate and
caring self. And this is how I would always remember her, my commander, the mother of
MJK, compassionate and loving.

I saw her humanity in the simple things of life.
In the way she would insist on the sharing of meals
often with her doing the cooking,
in the way she smoked,
in her reflections of the hardship of the struggle,
in the way she listened even when she disagreed with
your views
and more so in the way she lived a simple
and dedicated life to the glories of the revolution.
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Rajes was a Communication Specialist of Note
Sydney Moodley
When I was a student at UDW I took on a part-time job at the Chatsworth Youth Centre,
which was part of The Lakehaven Children’s Home (from 1978 to 1980). It was in 1978 at
one of the children’s concerts at the orphanage that Rajes engaged the children in a musical
event. I did not know her then. The second indirect experience was when a comrade came
and asked that I keep / hide a suitcase. For a comrade that was going to skip the country
the same day and that she would not be able to take it along with her. So no questions
asked, I then hid the suitcase amongst my sisters clothes at my parents’ home. Only to
find out later on, in 1981, that it was Rajes’s suitcase.
My direct encounter with Rajes was when I skipped the country in early January of 1981
via the border fence into Swaziland, in the then eastern Transvaal. I was picked up by the
late comrade Judson Khuzwayo (Mthethwa) and Terence Tyrone (Lenard). I was then
debriefed about issues back home and taken to an underground safe house, which was
occupied by Rajes and Ivan Pillay. This was my first direct contact/meeting with her. It
was at the end of January that Ivan had to go to Mozambiqué to meet with senior
officials/leadership to consult and brief them on operational issues/matters. Rajes was at
home and I was there when we got news that the boers had attacked three underground
safe houses at a suburb in Matola, Mozambiqué. This is not far from the border with South
Africa.
We heard that comrades were murdered, injured and that some were kidnapped during
this raid. Rae was terribly shocked and worried at the same time knowing that Ivan was in
Mozambiqué at the time. She was concerned what might have happened to Ivan/Vis. But
being the strong woman that she was, she quickly settled down and began to establish
what had transpired in Mozambiqué. Getting information from comrades in Swaziland we
learnt that Ivan/Vis had stayed in a safe house in Maputo, which was not affected. This
was such a relief to her and very hard to describe here. The feeling that we felt. Very
emotional stuff especially for her. Subsequently, Ivan/Vis returned to Swaziland. Her
kindness and warmth towards me and other comrades were quite noticeable although she
was at times tough and took no nonsense from anybody.
Swaziland Council of Churches
When I had arrived in Swaziland, Rajes was working at the Swaziland Council of Churches
which gave her ample opportunity to move around without being noticed by the local Swazi
security police. Through her work at the Council of Churches she was able to register me
as a refugee and as well get other comrades assisted too. This was important in that we
were allowed to stay in the country.
The Swaziland Unit
Rae was a senior member of the unit that operated in Swaziland. This was the unit that
was the primary contact point for cadres coming from home or going back into South
Africa. The unit was made up of Cde.s: Judson Khuzwayo (deceased), Shadrack
Maphumulo (deceased - assassinated in Swaziland), Ivan Vis Pillay, Terence Tyrone, Rajes
Pillay, Beauty Khuzwayo, Dolly Tryon, Syd Moodley.
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Her key roles were to:
1. Initiate and maintain contact with cadres within South Africa.
2. Organise and select safe houses amongst both local and the expatriate community
in Swaziland.
3. See to the welfare of comrades like my self - living in underground safe houses.
4. Maintain communication/underground messaging systems / and devising creative
ways to get coded messages across to cadres in South Africa.
5. Maintain the financial records of the unit.
6. Debrief comrades who came for consultations to Swaziland.
Communication Specialist
She was a communication specialist of note: Keeping communication with cadres within
South Africa was both difficult and quite risky. Because these messages contained classified
instructions and orders for cadres to follow. And if intercepted by the security police could
lead to cadres being tortured and imprisoned. So it was up to her to devise ways and
means to get these coded messages across. Apart from this she was also responsible for
recruiting both local and expatriates who were sympathetic to the cause of liberation to
carry and deliver these forms of communication. She excelled at this.
Networking: Her ability and capacity to network in a clandestine manner during the dark
days in Swaziland when a total war/onslaught was waged against the ANC in Swaziland by
the Swazis and the Boers showed the tenacity and the courage of Rajes during this time.
Her character: She was tough and strong when the times required it. And, also, both
gentle and kind. And had a strong sense of honesty and integrity and was able to manage
issues under very difficult conditions.
She maintained a strict code/discipline when it came to the financial well-being of the unit.
All moneys that were spent had to be accounted for, through receipts / vouchers / invoices
etc. I think that her work experience from when she was in South Africa helped in this
regard. My interactions with Rajes came to an end in 1984, when I was imprisoned in
Swaziland and then deported to Tanzania with numerous other MK comrades. This was as
a result of the Nkomati Accord and the agreement with the Swazi government that all ANC
people be deported from the country. My subsequent deployment to Zambia and then
Mozambiqué and short visits to Swaziland did not result in me meeting with them.
(Ivan/Rae). I did see Ivan in Zambia.
Conclusion
A truly remarkable woman who joined and worked for the ANC at a most dangerous time
within the country, South Africa, who could have gone on to do other things, but chose to
engage in the struggle for freedom, justice and peace and liberty for all people. A true
revolutionary. A kindred spirit that will be always remembered. After 1991, I had some
contact with Rajes when she stayed with Ivan in Merebank. But after 1994, I had very little
contact with her as I had moved to Johannesburg. The last time I visited her I think was
back in 2017/18 with the late Comrade Doctor Lesley Poonasamy. We spoke about the old
days and the fond memories of Swaziland.
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A Liberation Icon, Cde. Rae
Kogie Archary

Comrade Rae Rajes Rajaluxmi Pillay , nom de plume Madhu, in your mother tongue, Tamil - A cow
Detention not a threat, Robben Islanders she supported, with love, they remember you now
Etched in their minds, they honour you, they cherish your memories - yesterday, today and tomorrow.
Racing against time, walking in circles, Ivan supportive. “I came to take you out,” to leave…your plight
A place called Manzini, Swaziland casting long shadows, no shade, but now, no fond memories of the night
Every step towards priceless freedom, walking… escaping from hatred, border control, scary but in sight.
Refugee status, the mindless games, an operative, day and night, you were fearlessly on the run
Angola, Mozambiqué, your escape, routes planned, a bag on hand, no time for favour, no time for fun
Judson Khuzwayo assassinated so ruthlessly - God have mercy – your friend so very dear
Every day so evasive, hoping, hollow, nothing is ever really near, but apartheid… Oh so clear!
Shadrack Maphumulo, a committed comrade, gunned down, brutal killings under the African sun.
Rallies, boycotts, unions, striking workers your companions in Durban, Albert Luthuli funeral, the real fuse.
Activities, so life threatening, bags always packed, your red VW Beetle, your contribution, your muse
Jumping fences, running through roundabouts, hiding, seeking, looking furtively, what next?
Always on the move, across the oceans, Netherlands, Mauritius, a different continent, another context,
Losing yourself in the struggle, Rajes - you made the ultimate painful but endearing sacrifice
Ultimately, no tears, no fear, no grudge, no malice, no expectation, you paid a priceless price
X-ray machine in Angola – a poor consolation for the suffering you endured, every stitch felt, raw pain
MK, Cde. Rae Pillay you followed marching orders, you held your gun, you danced in the rain
In hospital, your arm almost gangrenous, you saluted Amandla! You raised your arm again!
Patrick and Jabu Nyawose, hand in hand, Zambia - leading the tumultuous treacherous wicked way,
Ivan and Joe, brothers in arms, kidnapped, interrogated; revolutionary Rae, a witness to it all
Lashing relentlessly, fighting a fight of their lives, security branch detectives abound, what dismay
Looking around, powerless, death her companion, a gangrenous arm, Amandla! Your call…
Anguish, waiting for freedom, arriving at Jan Smuts, a hollow feeling, a heavy heart, eyes not blinking.
Yesterday was a dream for today, today a far cry from your dream, so sad, so very sad. Sinking!

Photograph credit: Dr Devi Rajab and Ranjith Kally
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Conclusion
Sinthi Qono
Preserving our struggle history is an activity of the Arts. It is history in the making. In
preserving our struggle history, we are recognising the processes of concrete development
which took and take place in our country.
These developments started from time immemorial, but more recently, in our country,
would be 1654 when the first recorded Europeans are said to have entered what is today
called Cape Province.
The writing of the history of colonial wars between 1654 to legalised apartheid has been
undertaken by many historians. These must be put in line with our written and recorded
anti-apartheid and anti-imperialist works. There are also written and technological
recordings on the mechanisms of the apartheid regime, its atrocities and its close alliance
with imperialism and other western capitalist states. This must also have its place in the
preservation of our history so that it is never forgotten just as much as the NAZI atrocities,
the worst of its kind in the last century, in Europe must never be forgotten.
The soldiers of Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), the fighters in exile and inside the country are
the most recent of our struggle fighters making history in our country. Many are known
and many are unknown.
There is no conclusion to our history nor to world history because there is no end to social
consciousness and human activity. Underlying these concepts is the socio-economic
structure of each and every society, of which many a theses have been written and will
continue to be written. The myths and deities in the different Greek states around the
9th century BC were integrated into a loosely coherent system and remembered through
festivals and observances. They held a powerful attraction and were worshipped
throughout Greece for centuries.
At this very early stage of our world history, we witness humanity preservation deified
heroes for centuries. Around the 4th century AD, Christian Emperors closed down these
shrines. However, up to modern times, a few Greek saints retain some attributes of bygone
deities.
Similarly, all religions of the world had and still have their coherent systems of worship.
The heroes and villains of over 2000 years ago are preserved in the Bible and handed down
to mankind to this day, albeit, aided by spirituality.
William Shakespeare (1556-1623) whose many all - round genres for example. plays,
poetry sonnets, comedies and tragedies are read, researched, quoted, revered and brought
to life to this day.
Socrates, Plato, Heraclitus and many others are household names among social scientists
worldwide. These philosophers emerged many centuries BC.
Similarly, the natural sciences would not be a reality without Galilee, Newton, Darwin and
many others who were born from the 16th century onwards.
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Human activity of bygone centuries continues and has become institutionalised, for
example. the Vatican City, the papal authority, the religious states as opposed to secular,
kingdoms, monarchies and other lower institutions.
Much knowledge, material and spiritual values and activities as well as the means of
creating, using and advancing them, without any of our modern technology available, had
been handed down to mankind over millennia and centuries. This should give us incentive
and encouragement to do something far in advance of what we already have.
We need to create a lasting system that would encompass our struggle history in a
coherent, chronological "online package". Today, one can access any information online,
but what we need is something more serious and in tone with past struggles. It must be
available to history learners and scholars across the class divide.
This publication has been written for the following reasons.
1. To remember, honour and keep alive the struggle history of Rajes Pillay, the great
Umkhonto we Sizwe soldier who died on the 29th of December 2020.
2. To lobby for the preservation of the struggle history of all those who fought
against the settlers, colonialism, and apartheid in our country.
3. To lobby for their (as in '2') research in the process of their (struggles) emergence
and development in connection with historical conditions determining them.
4. To contribute to our positive cultural history. On Human Rights Day, on the 21st
of March 2021, our President Cyril Ramaphosa indicated that our country has a
strong human rights culture. Hence our contribution.
5. To lobby for the creation of a chronological and coherent system to preserve our
struggle history.
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INVITATION TO THE LAUNCH

FROM SWARAJ TO SWAZILAND

RAJES PILLAY’S JOURNEY FROM EXILE TO FREEDOM

A Virtual Online Publication Launch
25 September 2021 - 16:30
Programme

Welcome & Announcements
Kogie Archary
Activism through our Veins
Indu Moodley
Through the Struggle Years
Ebrahim Ebrahim, Sam Moodley and Mac Maharaj
Partner in Politics
Ivan Pillay
Rajes leaves a Legacy
Ronnie Kasrils
Gandhi-Luthuli Documentation Centre University of
KwaZulu Natal
Thiru Munsamy
Closure & Acknowledgements
Kogie Archary
Programme subject to change

‘…at a very young age we were made aware of the
injustices of an apartheid government.’ … Rajes Pillay

Coordinator: Dr Kogie Archary 072 856 1988 (WhatsApp)
Email: sariefoundation@gmail.com
Family Representative: Indu Moodley 083 555 9509
IT Support: Trevorlin Gulzar 081 046 2067
UKZN Publication Link: munsamyt@ukzn.ac.za
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Letter to University of KwaZulu Natal
SPECIAL COLLECTIONS GANDHI LUTHULI
DOCUMENTATION CENTRE

A committed, loyal, dedicated foot soldier who never wavered
in the face of adversity
PO BOX 1232
VERULAM
4340
sariefoundation@gmail.com
7 September 2021
Mr Thiru Munsamy
University of KwaZulu Natal
Special Collections
Gandhi – Luthuli Documentation Centre
MK Cde. Rajes Pillay Publication Placement of Information
Dear Sir
I trust you are well. Thank you for information shared with me regarding the work done at the Gandhi – Luthuli
Documentation Centre. Best wishes with future projects in light of keeping alive the reflective memories of
stalwarts and other trail blazers who have shaped South Africa over the decades.
Mr Munsamy, I write to you post consultation with Sinthi Qono and Indu Moodley as we together with other
interested comrades, colleagues and family representatives are compiling an earnest research based original
publication on the life and contributions of Cde. Rajes Pillay, a committed and loyal MK soldier who risked her
life to ensure that freedom exists in our life time. She did indeed make life altering decisions and selfless sacrifices
to ensure South Africa achieved democratic status.
This compilation, based on Cde. Rajes Pillay, is at the editing stage and the final version will be ready by 18th
September 2021. This publication will be ready for an online launch on 25th September 2021.
Post the launch, a relevant epistemological place to upload the publication is required. We make a humble
request to the Gandhi - Luthuli Documentation Centre Directorship to house the material and place the
information at the Centre. Further to this we also wish to upload the content on to the Digital Innovation of South
Africa (DISA) as this is a web platform for content of the Special Collections.
Mr Munsamy, kindly respond as soon as possible to our requests set out below:
1.
2.

Will the Gandhi Luthuli Documentation Centre be able and willing to house the material and place the
information at the Centre?
Will you and / or other members of UKZN staff be available to attend our Virtual Launch on 25
September 2021, 16:00 to 17:30 to formally receive and accept the publication for future placement?

I look forward to receiving your response as soon as possible as the process of hosting a Virtual Event does
challenge the coordinating team in terms of various responsibilities.
Thank you, Dr Kogie Archary
072 856 1988
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25 September 2021 – Proceedings
A loyal and dedicated MK Soldier, Celebrating the Life of a
Comrade, Rajes Rae Pillay
Sinthi Qono, Indu Moodley & Kogie Archary

Greetings from Durban North where I, Kogie Archary, your programme director am currently
joined by Comrade Rajes Pillay’s family representative, Indu Moodley. Trevorlin Gulzar joins
us as our IT support whose number appears on the invite and Haren and Keshvir who are on
standby to assist with cell phone and email queries. I also acknowledge Paddy Sookdeo and
Alesha Gulzar. Sinthi Qono whose concept and idea it was to compile this publication is
logging in from Verulam.
Due to COVID lockdown regulations and various other factors we are blessed to able to meet
online and for that I am grateful. I am sure at a future time and juncture we will be able to
meet in person. Students, Ladies and Gentlemen, All Protocol observed. Sinthi, Indu and I
acknowledge your presence here this afternoon and we thank you for taking time off from
your busy Heritage Weekend to log in. In welcoming you this afternoon, it is incumbent upon
me to highlight a few housekeeping rules. Kindly mute yourselves and switch off your cameras.
Please start and continue conversations by using the chat box as this avenue of meeting today
is one of historical significance in that we are recording South African history via an
autobiographical account that has been written by Rajes Pillay herself, through oral history
interviews that I have conducted with Cde. Mac Maharaj, Cde. Ela Gandhi and Cde. Ivan Pillay
and through the original contributions submitted by various individuals whom I shall
acknowledge in my vote of thanks.
We have set the program for one hour and I am going to try to keep to that time arrangement.
At this time I am going to ask for silence to just remember those who have made an impact
on our lives and who are not here with us today and at the same time to think about people
around the globe who are suffering and just pray that peace and goodwill exist wherever it is
required.
Today is a significant historical day in that we publicly launch an online publication entitled
BEYOND BORDERS FROM SWARAJ TO SWAZILAND, RAJES PILLAY’S JOURNEY FROM EXILE
TO FREEDOM.
This is a publication that the compilers hope will lead to dialogue, discourse and become an
official primary document that lays the groundwork for further accredited research. We are
hoping that international Masters and local PhD scholars, esteemed and distinguished
professors from the African continent and those heading the change and rewriting of the new
decolonised History in South Africa, read what is presented herein and craft a path forward to
acknowledge stalwarts, leaders, rank and file members of the various liberation struggle
movements. As a young democracy, 27 years in existence we have a long way to go, but it is
the current generation that has the power to take back the reigns and make a difference for
the future generations.
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With these opening comments and announcements, sit back in the safety and comfort of your
home and we hope you enjoy spending this time with us as we chip away at the mighty blocks
that are in front of us. It is now my pleasure to ask Indu Moodley, a first cousin to Rajes and a
family representative to address you under the topic of Activism through our Veins.
-------oOo-------Remarks made on the occasion of the virtual launch of Rajes Pillay’s Book:
Beyond Borders: From Swaraj to Swaziland: Rajes Pillay’s Journey from exile to
freedom

Indu Moodley
Thank you Kogie and a very good afternoon to all of you. Rajes’s comrades, her dear
friends, her friends that were her family, her struggle family, her extended family and her
birth family.
Thank you for spending some of your valuable time with us this afternoon on what is
Heritage Day long weekend - for the virtual online publication launch of Rajes Pillay’s eBook
titled: Beyond Borders: From Swaraj to Swaziland - Rajes Pillay’s Journey from exile to
freedom. My heartfelt gratitude to Dr Sinthi Qono and Dr Kogie Archary for their most
noble collaboration in bringing this captivating read to all.
This book is in Rajes’s words and is told in her voice. It honours and celebrates the life of
Rajes Pillay. A journey that began in Swaraj - the family home that she was born into.
Ironic for the time: Swaraj means freedom from all restraints, it is self-rule, self-restraint
and could be equated with moksha which is liberation. So, I think the dye was cast at birth.
Rajes and I often spoke of her writing about her experiences in exile. She was always
guarded and resistant. When speaking of her experiences, Rajes would become agitated
and I understood that that there was considerable pain associated with her memories and
justifiably so. At her 70th birthday my nephew Santhan was surprised that so many public
figures were there and how did they know Rajes?!! This was just one generation away. We
discussed it and she acknowledged that it was important to preserve her legacy. So, I was
ecstatic when I found that she had in fact penned a manuscript about her life. Rajes came
from an upper-middle class background. She chose to spend the best years of her life in
the struggle. To sacrifice without expectation. Why? Simply, you cannot unsee what you
have seen and once you have seen you have to act. Act in the name of freedom, freedom
from oppression and abhorrent injustices. So out of our common upbringing, Rajes
emerged. She rose up and became a freedom fighter.
An amazing life that has spanned continents and meaningful engagements - all in the
pursuit of survival. It is a story about the innocence of childhood in Swaraj, her political
awakening during her adolescence in Kimberley, her engaging with the anti-apartheid
movement as a young adult in London, her full-blown politicisation at University, her
political and trade union activism in Durban, her exile in Swaziland, the tragic events in
Angola, her time in Zimbabwe and her eventual return home. It’s a matter of fact account
of what transpired. She has injected humour in true Rajes style – at some point I could
hear her cackle – but I warn you some parts could quite easily be a scene from a Quentin
Tarantino movie. I know for a fact that there are other stories that she was unable to tell
…
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Hers is an incredible life of activism and sacrifice, a personality that did not seek any praise,
acknowledgement, titles or presidential awards. The outcome was the reward in itself.
When she embarked on the struggle – it was a commitment for life. A time when freedom
in her lifetime was a distant dream.
The difficulty was accepting that with ‘one man, one vote’ came the ugliness of the
deviation from working for the collective to benefitting of the individual. She certainly did
not join the struggle to be wealthy. She often lamented that she was glad she didn’t go
into politics.
Comrades have mentioned that Rajes handled monies for the ANC and that she was
meticulous in terms of her bookkeeping. All of us can take a leaf out of her book and by so
doing keep the legacy alive. At a time when we are enslaved by rampant corruption, when
the contribution of struggle stalwarts are minimised, when aspersions are cast on people
opposed to corruption, when whistle-blowers are being struck down in the street, when
lies masquerade as the truth and looting is done in the name of a former president, a
former president that was a comrade.
The lives of Rajes and all her comrades inspires us to believe that we can all transcend any
untenable situation in life by knowing that each and every one has the ability to rise above
challenges and to persevere against the odds.
Whilst looking through Rajes’s Albums for suitable pics – I came across this poem that was
prominently displayed:
It is called 'The Stranger' by Albert Camus
In the midst of hate, I found there was, within me, an invincible love.
In the midst of tears, I found there was, within me, an invincible smile.
In the midst of chaos, I found there was, within me, an invincible calm.
I realized, through it all, that…
In the midst of winter, I found there was, within me, an invincible summer.
And that makes me happy. For it says that no matter how hard the world pushes against
me, within me, there’s something stronger – something better, pushing right back.
In this journey, I have come to know of the exceptional qualities of those who have
selflessly contributed to the telling of Rajes’s story. The tributes paid by comrades of Rajes
perfectly complement her own account of her life. The rest of us live with gratitude to all
of those extraordinarily brave individuals who at great risk and expense, were collectively
responsible for freedom.
Rajes’s spirit lives on. She belongs to all those who wish to claim her as kith and kin. This
book reminds us of the importance of remembering the extensive hardships endured by
the majority of South Africans prior to democracy and the self-sacrifices made by Rajes
and like-minded Comrades. For us it is imperative that we pass on this legacy from
generation to generation in whatever way we deem fit.
I thank you.
-------oOo-------Ladies and gentlemen, the program has time and other restrictions but in order to
address these challenges, we have asked a few comrades to record their thoughts. We
know that more comrades would have wanted to add their voices and we as the compilers
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are encouraging them to contact us so that we can take this work to the next level. As we
go through the Struggle Years, let’s listen to the following comrades.
Comrade Ebrahim Ebrahim during his term of service to our country was a member of
Parliament, was a Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs and was a member of the NEC.
-------oOo-------Remarks by Ebrahim Ebrahim on the occasion of Rajes’s Book launch
Ebrahim Ebrahim Recording
I got to know Rajes while I was a prisoner on Robben Island. She would communicate with
us as political prisoners. Somehow, she signed her name as Maadhu. She also raised some
funds for political prisoners on Robben Island.
When I got out of prison among the early people that contacted me was Rajes. She was
quite fearless; I was under banning orders and she would come at night so that I could
break my banning order and take me round town and to the beach. Of course, I was
restricted to Reservoir Hills.
I found her to be a very dedicated comrade who was completely committed to the struggle.
I thought she had the struggle for breakfast, lunch and supper.
Then she left the country. When I went into exile and I met her in Swaziland with her
husband Ivan. At that time, Swaziland was a very dangerous place. She was highly
disciplined. Both Rajes and Ivan had mastered underground work. They were both highly
disciplined and for years of course they survived in Swaziland despite all the killings and
the kidnappings that took place.
As I said Rajes was very disciplined and a very very dedicated comrade of the movement.
And it was a great loss to us when she passed on. And it is fitting that we should pay
tribute to this gallant fighter, this real revolutionary woman of the movement.
Thank you.
-------oOo--------

Comrade Sam Moodley during her service to our country was actively involved with the Black
Consciousness movement, Women in Action in South Africa and Disability rights movements.
Sam Moodley Recording
Can Never be Forgotten
Sam Moodley
I knew in Rajes a friendship of warmth and caring
Of tenderness, trust, listening and sharing.
My mind overflows with stories we shared
Of her hardship, toil, languish and pain
The challenges she faced and overcame.
Our glorious friendship was not the outstretched hand
Nor the kind smile
It was the pure joy of companionship
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A spiritual inspiration
That came through the belief in each other.
In the TRUST- that needed no words
No promises
That just dwelt within each of us
Knowing that we would always be there
Always!
Her Laughter was so free and Natural
She meant so much to me
She was Different
It was easy to see
She was loved for what she did and more
Made friends and family feel wanted
Made them happy
Without a touch, without a word
But by just being true, true
Cos that was the Rajes we knew
She had a place in our hearts
Where no one else could be
She belonged to her friends
Who held onto her till the end.
And at the end she saw no way to win
And never a moment did she give in.
It was plain that the world didn’t care
She stood tall even when in despair
She always said that there was no place for doubt
Despite the way things turned out
She held fast to her convictions, her beliefs
For truth and justice she fought
Even tho’ times were fraught
With evils of corruption, greed and rot.
I’ll hold onto her last hug
And that firm handgrip locked into mine
To remind me of her strength, her boldness
Her Courage, her stride
As she always walked with such pride.
To all of you who are here
Let us talk about Rajes
In those,” do you remember moments”
About her friendship so dear
Of her defiance, her resilience
Yes, Let’s talk about her
As though she is still here.

-------oOo--------

Cde. Mac Maharaj, as a political activist underground was one of the leaders of Operation Vula
and served as a Minister of Transport in the new democracy.
Mac Maharaj Recording

103

Comrade Rajes was an extra-ordinary woman. In her inevitable way she was a boundary
breaker, a rebel with a cause. Her roots were in the Tamil community of South Africa but
she understood that pride in her culture had a place in our grand enterprise of building a
nation.
She lived her life on the principle that all cultures, languages and religions be accorded
equal respect. I am so happy that Dr Archary has written a biography of Rajes. Rajes’s life
is a celebration of a simple truth. By standing side by side, shoulder to shoulder and
working together across all the divides that separate the people of South Africa we develop
respect and appreciation for each other and for each other’s cultures and religions.
That is what makes our diversity our wealth.
Rajes spent the better part of her life demolishing apartheid yet she was quintessentially
a builder. Even when plagued with ill health she yearned to be engaged in building the
society enshrined in our constitution. Congratulations Dr Archary.
-------oOo--------

Post the pre - recorded audio recordings, the program continued.
In terms of his CV, Comrade Ivan Pillay requested that I just mention that he is now retired.
Cde Pillay was invited to share with us his presentation on Rajes, as a partner in politics. Cde,
you came into the country from Swaziland and informed Rajes that she was in danger as the
Security Branch now had information on her activities. Within days, the two of you slipped out
of the country to live in exile for 14 years. Tell us what happened since.
Cde. Ivan Pillay
The last time I saw Rajes in mid-October in 2020 in a surreal setting. Visitors had to wear
a disposable overall, and a mask. She, herself was fully covered with a mask and a screen
vizor. We had to sit in clearly defined spaces. She said that she was depressed. Due to
the Covid-19 restrictions she did not receive many visitors and had not been out of the
home in a long time. In 1979, while operating in Swaziland I did not know of Rae until I
heard about her from the late Judson Khuzwayo, father of Fezeka. He told me that Rae
had been exposed. She had to be rescued. I volunteered to go to Durban. That’s how I
met her in a very tense situation fraught with danger.
It seemed that the security forces were aware and picked up our trail. We had to abandon
a vehicle we were using in Clairwood, which we borrowed from Paul David and fall back on
public transport to get to a safe house. Eventually we got to the border fence and crossed
over to SD. Throughout that experience, she did what she had to do with fortitude.
Rae was usually a direct person and a decisive person. When she had decided, she did not
waver. Momentary setbacks and diversions did not deter her from her goals.
She was an assertive woman who had to navigate her way through a male dominated
movement operating in clandestine conditions in a command-and-control organisation.
That was incredibly difficult. Unlike many who joined MK and the ANC in the 1970s, she
was a working person. And it showed. Here was a person who had absorbed the discipline
of formal employment. She was punctual, meticulous and methodical in her work, not on
this day or that day. But Every day! It’s true that she did not expect any special favours.
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Instead, she gave. Her red Volkswagen Beetle was used in Swaziland for many years as
an ANC vehicle. While in training in Angola, she was injured in a hand grenade explosion.
The medical treatment left her with a poorly set arm and in pain. She had to undertake
corrective surgery when she returned to Swaziland. Organised in secrecy by Dr Marianne
Lubben, a Dutch national, now living in the UK. Our general environment was one of
unrelenting, accumulating pressure. The kidnapping of Joe Pillay and the murder of very
close comrades and friends such as Krishna Rabilal, Jabu and Pat Msomi and others
damaged us. Still later, after 1984, the SA security forces with the help of turncoats from
the ANC, unleashed widespread terror in the tiny Kingdom of Swaziland. That pressurecooker-like conditions took its toll on Rajes and all of us. We retreated to Zambia in early
1986.
-------oOo--------

Cde. Kasrils shares his thoughts with us as Rajes does leave a Legacy. Ronnie Kasrils, born in
Johannesburg, joined the liberation movement following the Sharpeville massacre. Became a
member of the Natal Regional Command of Umkhonto we Sizwe in 1961. Sent for military
training in 1963 and worked for MK and SACP in exile until 1990. He had worked with Comrade
Rajes in Swaziland 1980-84. Later became government minister 1994-2008. Is an author of
several books; and is a noted activist concerning Palestine solidarity and other causes.
-------oOo--------

Ronnie Kasrils
Thank you so much for inviting me. I have heard repeatedly in the introduction that you
are grateful that we have given up some time to be here this afternoon. It is not a sacrifice.
This has been the focus of my concentration the whole day. Yes, it is very nice for us to
relax over this Heritage Weekend. But quite frankly, I am so happy to be part of such a
wonderful event as this. Paying tribute to such an outstanding human being as Rajes is an
absolute privilege. Thank you for inviting me. It is said and I think this statement came
from the communists in Bulgaria: that the dead open the eyes of the living … and those
that pass on, open the eyes of the living … the work you have engaged in – in relation to
the life and times of Rajes and others does exactly that. I will share this with you today,
that I continue to think of Rajes. It is not as though she and others are absent from our
lives. And the way they carried on their activities, the kind of people that they were, that
she was, that actually enthuses one with a tremendous joy of life and the absolute feeling
no matter one’s weaknesses of the collective that we were involved in and the strength it
gave and what it has done for the country and in the work that you are doing, reminding
us that this is how we have to inspire the younger generation. I remember from the last
time, it was a year ago when we paid tribute to Rajes, Mac made a pertinent point, he said
she never talked about herself, never, she talked about the struggle and others and what
she learnt. She was a person of incredible modesty and humility and although she was
somewhat ill towards the end for the reasons that Ivan has elucidated – she was internally
an incredibly strong person.
I want to actually go on by referring to a quote by Bertram Brecht in his writings in which
he says that there are those who struggle for a day and that is good, there are those who
struggle for a year and that is better. Then there are those who struggle for 20 years and
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its better still. And then there are those who struggle all their lives and they are the ones
we cannot do without. Rajes – Rae - to those who worked closely with her was that kind
of person. She was a strong person. She was so committed and she was incredibly brave
and you know when we talk that way we don’t claim a person was fearless - we all
experienced fear. We were all nervous at times and perhaps Rae showed this later in life.
The anxiety brought on by mishaps and illness. Fidel Castro made the point that no one is
born a hero or heroine. It’s the commitment to a cause that gives us our strength and
courage and this was Rae through-and-through. It was her commitment to the cause –
absolutely crystal pure and clear - not for herself - for the people - for all the people in
South Africa. For the poor, for the oppressed the discriminated - the exploited of the world.
She was an outstanding internationalist and that was the source of her strength that Ivan
made reference to. I heard about her through Indres Naidoo. I had worked in Durban but
hadn’t met her. That was when she was abroad studying. I went to Durban and worked
there from 1960 to 1963 when I had to leave the country. Fortunately, escaping arrest and
imprisonment, unlike comrades Ebrahim, Curnick Ndlovu, Billy Nair and others. And it was
in Maputo before I first jumped the fence and went to meet the comrades in Swaziland
who we were working with, where Indres gave me a briefing about each and every one I
was going to meet. He said that he hadn’t known Rajes until he was on Robben Island and
that was through letters. He had his family but was a single person and it seems that
Phyllis Naidoo encouraged her to write to him in solidarity and in the spirit of friendship
and her letters according to him were hilarious. They were full of wit and self-deprecation
and I remember him saying something like this - and I better not use the terminology
which is Rae’s self-deprecation of herself. She painted a picture of herself as looking like
the back of a bus. And by God when we look at the photographs of her – she was absolutely
beautiful - absolutely and of course the beauty was enhanced by her thoughts and her
commitment. Those photographs you have shown – she was a real beauty – so she
mentions this to Indres. He said to me that her letters used to lift his spirits and others
because they would share the letters. They were full of wit etc. I then met her and it is
impossible for me to talk about her without talking about the pair, Ivan and Rae, they
strengthened each other, they built each other - just as the movement – the collective
builds us all. We are all as Mandela and others always said were products of the struggle.
Rajes was indeed a tremendous product of the struggle and she was as disciplined as Ebie
has said. She was absolutely 100% reliable in that absolute volcanic situation of Swaziland
where you could be bumped off at any time in the most dreadful way. They were living
under the noses of that kind of death and problems.
Ivan has made reference to that but can we imagine what it is like to lose people close to
us. We know what it is like to lose people close to us through natural causes, or whether
it is through some violence, traffic accident or crime. But you are working so closely with
fellow comrades, they are your family and then like Nzima and his wife they get blown up
by a car bomb; like Shadrack Maphumulo and others that are kidnapped and shot near the
border; like comrade Ebrahim and others who were abducted back into the country.
When I first met Ivan and Rae – I had met Joe and trained him somewhat in London by
the way – and I arrived there and he had been abducted and it was very lucky that he had
survived. Joe was her brother-in-law. So, people bear those scars and unfortunately, we
didn’t really understand post-traumatic stress disorder sufficiently and we were too busy
and wrapped up in so many things to take the kind of care that we should have of each
other and of those such as Rajes. So trustworthy, reliable, and skillful.
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She was a trade unionist. I remember her telling me about what it was like to work in
Durban, in one of these Department stores, I think it was Pick ‘n Pay and I hadn’t been in
South Africa for ages and through the way she described the conditions and the way they
organised and fought back. She gave me an insight into what was happening in South
Africa at that time. I don’t want to go on – you are short of time. I conclude with a quote
from a writer about Humanity. His name is Conrad Aiken and he is a great writer and
journalist in America. Great literature touches on humanity whichever way we evolved. Of
course if you were involved in a struggle for freedom and liberation its accentuated. This
captures for me what Rajes Rae Pillay was all about: ‘Gently they go, the beautiful, the
tender, the kind, Quietly, they go, the intelligent, the witty, the brave – that sums up Rae
and that’s what should be inculcated in the history you engage in. We heard from
comrades, from Ebie, Mac, Ivan and we can see the humanity they refer to. As we pass on
that inspirational aspect of heritage and legacy – it’s the cause we served. It’s not clichés
and I am not saying that your project sounds that way at all. The opening speaker, her
poetry, gives us humanity – as this quote and the Brechtian one I mentioned in the
beginning – this was comrade Rae and this is how she continues to give us an
understanding of the meaning of what we did, of what was achieved, of what needs to be
dealt with because she was very vocal about the negatives, the abuses and of course the
corruption. She was courageous in name and her life stands as a shining model for the
youth of our country and future generations.
Thank you very much!
-------oOo--------

Finally, it is my pleasure to introduce Mr Thiru Munsamy who is the Senior Librarian at the
Special Collections Gandhi-Luthuli Documentation Centre at the University of KwaZulu Natal.
Thiru will accept the publication in principle and as soon as links are created and paper work
signed, you may email him for the links. Mr Munsamy shared the following:
Dear Committee,
The University of KwaZulu-Natal, Special Collections, Gandhi Luthuli Documentation Centre is glad to
receive the e-book titled FROM SWARAJ TO SWAZILAND RAJES PILLAY’S JOURNEY FROM EXILE TO
FREEDOM to include to the Centres Collection.
The e-book will be uploaded on to the Centre’s website, https://gldc.ukzn.ac.za/ and the
Digital Innovation of South Africa https://disa.ukzn.ac.za/
The donation to the Gandhi-Luthuli Documentation Centre is gratefully acknowledged and
appreciated. Many thanks for your generous donation to our centre. The richness of the material will
not only serve to enhance the value of our work but will more importantly open new research areas
on History and Culture.
With kind regards
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Comments, Closure & Acknowledgements
Ladies and gentlemen, as the program terminates, may I request that you please stay in touch
for further correspondence. There were comments, suggestions and questions received via
the chat box but not all of them could not be captured for this online publication. The following
abridged written request was received from Mr Bobby A Perumal (b.1936), a community
leader in Verulam. “In view of the fact that we have limited knowledge of the Pillay family and
its contribution to humanity, more research should be done on Rajes Pillay. Hopefully, one
day when the history of the arrival of indentured labourers from India to the Colony of Natal
is recorded, the contribution of the Rajes Pillay Family would be featured prominently. This
will definitely be a motivation for the younger generation to learn and contribute to the
upliftment of humanity.” In term of the vote of thanks, in Celebrating the Life of a Comrade,
Rajes Rae Pillay, we acknowledge the following contributors.
1. Anu Yacoob
2. Ben David
3. Charm Govender
4. Dumisani Ngidi
5. Ebrahim Ismail Ebrahim
6. Ela Gandhi
7. Goolam Abubaker
8. Indumathie Moodley
9. Ivan Pillay
10. Kogie Archary
11. Mac Maharaj
12. Ronnie Kasrils
13. Sam Moodley
14. Sinthi Qono
15. Sunny Singh
16. Sidney Moodley
17. Rajakrishnan Pillay
18. Vino Reddy
19. Yousuf Vawda
20. Yunis Shaik

We also say a big thank you to Rajakrishnan Pillay for granting permission for this publication.
We also acknowledge Maliga Pillay for having kept the box of albums and pictures safely so
that now this is a treasure trove and perhaps can be archived for later retrieval by researchers.
We thank Indu Moodley for giving us access to the original manuscript from Rajes. This
autobiographical account has certainly set us on the right path in terms of names, places,
dates and other historical data that is required to take this research to the next level. We thank
Brenda Kotze and Trevorlin Gulzar for typing some of the transcripts. Without these
transcripts, the manuscript would be incomplete. Our gratitude to Trevorlin Gulzar, Deshaj,
Haren and Keshvir Parthab for IT and other support, prior, during and post the launch. We
acknowledge Rajakrishnan Pillay and Chirala Devi Pillay for the title suggestions. Our heartfelt
thanks are extended to Kamy Dhavaraj for proofreading the manuscript. And finally, my
thanks and gratitude are extended to Sinthi Qono, whose idea and concept it was to compile
a publication that pays tribute to Rajes Pillay. Thank you for the opportunity to have been a
part of the editorial team. In conclusion, I thank you. Kogie Archary
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Termination of Launch
MS Teams Virtual launch terminated at 5:30 with the following resolution proposed by Cde.
Mac Maharaj and unanimously supported by the attendees: The Editorial Team make an
application to the President’s Office to request that Cde. Rajes Pillay be bestowed with a
Presidential Award in honour of her selfless service to the fight for a free and democratic
country. Indu Moodley, assisted by Kogie Archary will co-ordinate with Mac Maharaj to
commence with this project in earnest.
Post the Launch, the Editorial Team at a meeting held on 29 September 2021, resolved that:
1. Mount Batten Drive in Reservoir Hills should be renamed Rajes Pillay Drive. The
assistance of Hon. Ms. Maggie Govender will be sought in this regard. Indu Moodley
will head this project assisted by Kogie Archary.
2. A building / block at UKZN should be renamed to honour Rajes Pillay as she did study
there, post 1994, but more importantly was a member of the SRC in 1967. Kogie
Archary assisted by Indu Moodley to make enquiries at UKZN Corporate Relations
Department.
3. In later discussions with Indu Moodley and Sinthi Qono, Kogie Archary proposed the
idea of starting the Rajes Rae Pillay Foundation. Further details will be discussed in a
meeting forum with interested comrades and colleagues in December 2021. These
discussions / deliberations will mark the First Anniversary of Rajes’s Death.
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