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For Julia

Julia Pollak (née Bertelsmann), Rhoda’s daughter, with Rhoda at home in
University Estate, Cape Town, after Rhoda received an honorary doctorate
from the University of the Western Cape, 2007 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)
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Editorial Note

This biography has been a labor of love. I wrote it for three reasons.

First, the personal: Rhoda Kadalie was my mother-in-law, and my
close friend. We had a special bond, and through all the ups and downs of
family life, we never lost sight of the deep love and respect we had for one
another. Even before we knew that she had terminal cancer, I had thought
about writing a biography that would provide a fitting tribute. With her
grim diagnosis, we began a race against time.

Rhoda was able to work with me for several months; she even
reviewed the first draft of the manuscript, and provided access to her
documents and diaries. More of these became available after she passed
away, when I discovered boxes that she had kept in temporary storage,
awaiting a permanent home. She also connected me with people who
would be able to shed light on key events in her life. Most were eager to be
interviewed, though a few former colleagues could not be reached or did
not respond. Given the sheer volume of material to analyze and digest, and
the pressure of producing a biography while her memory remained fresh
in the public mind, I hope that I have succeeded in telling her story.

Second, the historical: Rhoda Kadalie played a unique and
important role in the South African story. She was on the front lines
of the anti-apartheid struggle, and she changed the character of that
struggle by bringing feminism into the broader liberation cause. What her
grandfather, Clements Kadalie, did for the labor movement — shining a
harsh light on racism — Rhoda did for the anti-apartheid movement with
regard to women'’s issues. That made her a pioneer — and also, at times, a
pariah. She was an internal, yet public, critic of the liberation movement,
a role that she continued in the post-apartheid era. She was appointed
by President Nelson Mandela to the new Human Rights Commission —
and resigned, on principle, when she felt the institution was not fulfilling
its constitutional duty. Through her non-profit foundation, Impumelelo
(“Success”), she helped the government pursue its socioeconomic goals;
through her opinion columns in the national press, she attacked that
same government’s illiberalism and corruption. At one point — as I
shall relate in the pages to follow — she was secretly invited to lead the
country’s democratic opposition, but declined. Likewise, she refused to
join the new “empowerment” elite, preferring to guard her integrity and
independence. She championed the underdog in the new South Africa —
the poor black masses, the besieged Afrikaner farmers, the disappointed
Coloured minority, the frightened Jewish community. Through studying
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Rhoda Kadalie’s life and writings, we can better understand the hopes that
drove the “struggle” — and the disappointments that have haunted the
new South Africa. Her commitment to non-racialism and constitutional
democracy also offers a path forward for a country that is, once more,
in turmoil.

Third, the political: Rhoda Kadalie began as a revolutionary, became
something of a liberal, and ended as a conservative — though she rarely
used any of those terms to describe herself. Her shift from left to right
was poorly understood by her critics, and indeed by many of her friends as
well. But where some saw superficial discontinuities, for Rhoda there was
a constant, underlying theme: the love of freedom. She was born in an era
when freedom depended on overthrowing an unjust system; she became a
national figure in South Africa by championing the liberal constitution that
protected that hard-won freedom; and she later embraced conservative
populism in the United States as the best way to protect freedom from
a corrupt, oligarchic elite. Her life defies the idea that the legacy of the
struggle against apartheid belongs to the political left alone. Rather, the
principles of that movement were, and remain, universal; and suggest
that justice requires a moral commitment from the “oppressed” as much
as the “oppressor,” not merely the self-negation of the latter.

Rhoda’s approach to freedom was pragmatic, and ecumenical: it
required the courage to oppose injustice, but also a willingness to accept a
diversity of paths toward a common goal. Her philosophy reinforced one
of the lessons I cherish from my own political experience: that while many
of us are motivated by the desire to see change on a grand scale, the most
profound changes are those that individuals make in their own lives, and
the best system is one that enables each of us to do so in our own way.

That was also the lesson of Rhoda’s academic success. She emerged
from South Africa’s segregated schools and pushed herself to excel. She
thrived at the University of the Western Cape, where she gained a political
education as well as an academic one. She went on to earn a master’s
degree at The Hague, and received several honorary doctorates. For all
of that success, her intellectual journey was difficult, tearful, and often
lonely. Rhoda learned — the hard way — that education is not only the
most important commodity, but also one that cannot be distributed, or
redistributed, without the individual effort of the student. Some may be
born into more privilege than others, but even they are not spared the
effort: there are no shortcuts to excellence. Rhoda demanded the highest
standards from herself, and others.

Moreover, Rhoda consistently fought against corruption, regardless
of partisan or ideological loyalty. She constructed a moral philosophy
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around that opposition to corruption, connecting personal decisions to
broader principles in a way that gives the individual human being a way to
improve their society — however marginally — by taking responsibility
for their own moral choices. I wish to share Rhoda’s ideas and her example
with a world whose confidence in freedom, and in morality itself, seems
shaken today.

This biography was largely completed before Rhoda Kadalie passed
away on April 16, 2022. Therefore, it occasionally describes her using the
present tense, since she was alive when it was written — and remains with
us, in many ways.

Moreover, this biography is a work of scholarship, but it isaimed at a
general audience, not just an academic one. And though it draws, at times,
on academic sources, and follows academic conventions of citation, the
style is journalistic. It is also, at times, deeply personal. It also includes
several vignettes that are Rhoda’s original, and hitherto unpublished,
works. The text therefore has a heterogenous quality that, I hope, will
enhance the reader’s experience rather than complicating it. The original
source material cited throughout this biography will, at the very least,
prove invaluable to scholars as they strive to understand Rhoda Kadalie
and the exciting, and at times tragic, era in which she lived.

The book also uses both American and South African spelling
conventions; I have opted for the former, except when quoting works by
other people, in which case I have preserved the latter. The exception is
the word “Coloured,” which I use to refer to South Africans of mixed race.
The word is capitalized, except when quoting those who have chosen not
to capitalize it.

Finally, in most cases when I have translated text from another
language, I have relied on the assistance of Google Translate.

This biography aims to be comprehensive, but it will not be the final
word on Rhoda Kadalie, whose life and ideas will continue to inspire those
who knew her, and those who discover her in these pages. Rhoda was
incredibly prolific, and while this biography aims to be comprehensive,
it is likely that bits and pieces of her commentary will continue to surface
in years to come — whether in published materials, or private notes and
correspondence. It is my hope that future scholars will continue to explore
her ideas as new material emerges, and new circumstances demonstrate
the contemporary relevance of her ideas.

For those interested in honoring her life, Rhoda’s memorial service,
which was held in Cape Town in June 2022, is accessible on YouTube at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=/40A7iTBcoUo. And for those inclined
to support her legacy, a scholarship has been endowed in her name to
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support the study of journalism at Hillsdale College in the United States.
Contributions can be made at https://secured.hillsdale.edu/hillsdale/
support-hillsdale-college; kindly specify “Rhoda Kadalie Endowed
Journalism Scholarship” when donating,.
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I am too honest for my own good and I have often got into trouble,
but I don’t regret it.
My driving force is justice. If something is just and true, I will fight for it.
[ will not say the politically correct thing.!
- Rhoda Kadalie

1 Rhoda Kadalie, quoted in “Rhoda Kadalie: a strident voice for
South Africa’s oppressed.” Cape Argus, 18 Apr. 1997.
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Prologue

Smoke rose from the fires on campus in the late afternoon, as desks burned
in lecture halls. A crowd of angry students surrounded the administration
building, where the vice-chancellor and his aides were being effectively
held hostage, unable to leave.

It was a familiar sight at the University of the Western Cape, in
Bellville, near Cape Town, in the early 1990s, one of many riots that
shook the politically volatile campus during the tumultuous transition
from apartheid.

Suddenly, Rhoda Kadalie arrived onto the scene.

She stopped her car and hobbled out on crutches, having just come
from the hospital, where she had endured an arthroscopy. Her daughter,
Julia, then just a few years old, stared, wide-eyed at the chaos around her.

Seeing Rhoda, the “comrades” parted, stepping back deferentially.
“Oh, God, here comes Comrade Kadalie,” one whispered fearfully.
Rhoda stood up as straight as she could, and addressed the mob.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” She demanded.

There was no response. Rhoda was a lecturer, but also an activist, a
feminist with roots in the Black Consciousness movement, one of the few
adults on campus who could still speak to the students with authority.

She turned and went inside, where she found her friend and
colleague, Colin Bundy, standing nervously in his vice-chancellor’s office.
Though he, too, had marched against racism and segregation, he was the
target of the students’ ire — the nearest symbol of authority as they railed
against the hated apartheid system, its impending demise only whetting
their appetite for change. Next to him stood Nasima Badsha, a young
academic star, terrified at what the crowd outside might do to them.

“Why are you scared of the students?” Rhoda demanded. “You can’t
give in to them.”

The administrators shrugged nervously. This was different than
the protests of the 1970s, when all the students had burned were their
own neckties. This group was more radical, and unpredictable, the
staff explained.

“Nonsense,” Rhoda responded. She turned and hobbled back down
to the entrance to the building, pausing at the doorway. The students, who
had been chanting, quieted down.

“Release them,” she scolded.
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So they did, and Rhoda, wincing in pain, drove back to the hospital.

koK >k

That is one of Julia’s early memories of her mother, Rhoda Kadalie — a
pioneering feminist, anti-apartheid activist, and human rights advocate
who became an unlikely contrarian voice for both the South African
opposition and the American conservative movement.

She is one of the most extraordinary and interesting political figures
in South African history — and, indeed, the world.

Aleader in the feminist movement within the broader black struggle
against apartheid, Kadalie led the Gender Equity Unit at the University of
the Western Cape — which describes itself today as a product of “radical
black feminism”? — and pushed for the inclusion of women’s rights in the
emerging South African Constitution.

Appointed to the Human Rights Commission by then-President
Nelson Mandela on an interim basis in 1995, and permanently in 1997,
she became that body’s most visible and accomplished member, before
resigning in protest at the government’s refusal to take the commission
seriously, especially on socioeconomic rights.

She then created the Impumelelo Innovations Award Trust in
1999, an organization that identified and rewarded the country’s most
successful social development programs across a wide spectrum of issues,
touching every aspect of South African life.

Taking up her pen as a newspaper columnist, she became one of
the few public figures with “struggle” credentials who were willing to
challenge the ruling African National Congress (ANC) in the early years of
South Africa’s democracy.

She became a leading voice against corruption, and she criticized
the ANC’s failure to deal with the HIV/Aids pandemic, its coddling of
Zimbabwean dictator Robert Mugabe, and its culture of conformity under
President Thabo Mbeki.

2 University of the Western Cape. “Gender Equity Unit Celebrates 25 Years
Of Radical Black Feminism.” 27 Sep. 2018. URL: https://www.uwc.ac.za/
news-and- announcements/news/gender-equity-unit-celebrates-
25-years-of-radical-black-feminism-554. Accessed on 7 Apr. 2022.
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In one year’s guide to “leading women,” Rhoda was listed as an
academic.? In the next she was listed as an expert on development.*
Another listed her under “development and human rights,” adding:
“Rhoda Kadalie’s work in human rights and social development is well
respected in South Africa.”s The Mail & Guardian listed her as a journalist in
annual compendia of the year’s best opinion columns. In truth, her career
spanned all of these categories. And it was more than the sum of its parts.

By day, through Impumelelo, she helped the government pursue its
development goals. By night, she was the government’s most feared critic,
taking on South Africa’s obsequious media and corporate culture as well
as the ruling party itself.

At one point, she was secretly offered the leadership of South Africa’s
main opposition party, the Democratic Alliance — and she turned it down,
preferring the integrity of her principles to the compromises that partisan
politics would require.

In addition, Rhoda emerged a strong advocate for the pro-Israel
cause, against the overwhelming weight of elite South African opinion.
She also emerged as a staunch defender of U.S. President Donald Trump,
in whom she saw a kindred anti-establishment spirit.

Journalist Ed Herbst wrote, upon Rhoda’s departure from South
Africa to the U.S. in 2018, that she was “one of the country’s most
polemical political columnists,” who, “[m]ore than anyone,” had “flayed
media hypocrisy” with a prescient view of the threats to South Africa’s
democratic experiment from an illiberal ruling party, its left-wing
policies, and a culture of political correctness.®

She is also my mother-in-law, and my close friend.

koK k

I became friendly with Rhoda before I ever met her daughter, or knew she
had a daughter.

3 “Rhoda Kadalie.” The Women’s Directory: A Listing of Leading Women
1995-1996. Cape Town: Femina, 1995. p. 10.

A “Rhoda Kadalie.” The Women’s Directory: A Listing of Leading Women
1996-1997. Cape Town: Femina, 1996. p. 76.

5 “Rhoda Kadalie.” The Book of South African Women. Johannesburg: Mail

& Guardian, 2006. p. 166.

6 EdHerbst. “‘Indjougevriet’: RhodaKadalieleaves South Africa.” BizNews,
7 Feb. 2018. URL: https://web.archive.org/web/20180207130610/
https://www.biznews.com/thought-leaders/2018/02/07/rhoda-
kadalie-leaves-south-africa/. Accessed on 1 Jan. 2022.
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In the early 2000s, I worked as the speechwriter for Tony Leon, the
Leader of the Opposition in the South African parliament and the head of
the foremost opposition party, the Democratic Alliance (DA).

I'was born in South Africa, but grew up in Chicago, Illinois, proudly
becoming a naturalized U.S. citizen with my parents in 1986. I returned
to South Africa as a Rotary Foundation Ambassadorial Scholar in 2000,
and stayed on to try my hand at freelance journalism, acting, and other
pursuits. I became involved in South African political debates, primarily
around foreign policy, and Leon offered me a job as his speechwriter
in 2002. Like many who were involved in South African politics, I read
Rhoda’s weekly columns in the national Business Day newspaper. One
day, after I was particularly impressed by something Rhoda had written, I
approached Tony’s secretary, the friendly yet formidable Sandy Slack, and
asked for Rhoda’s telephone number. She obliged, and I called Rhoda out
of the blue.

I introduced myself, and congratulated Rhoda on her column. We
had a pleasant conversation — the first of many, at regular intervals, for
several years. We never met in person — at least, not yet — but developed
a friendship based on our common concern for South Africa’s democratic
experiment, which had fascinated me as a young South African immigrant
growing up in the U.S.

In late 2004, the chief of staff in Tony’s office informed me that we
were going to have an intern — a rare phenomenon in South Africa. Her
name was Julia Bertelsmann, and she was one of the outstanding students
in the province, who was headed to Harvard University the following year.

She also happened to be Rhoda Kadalie’s daughter.

Julia was the emotional center of Rhoda’s universe for many years.
Through the country’s political turmoil in the 1980s and 1990s; through
the pain and bitterness of divorce; through financial ups and downs,
Rhoda had fought to ensure that her only child — born “Coloured” in a
segregated hospital — had the best chance to achieve success, to enjoy
the best possible education in South Africa, and to take advantage of every
opportunity the broader world could offer.

Julia was an award-winning student and an accomplished cellist
by the time she came to Parliament, where she explored her passion for
economic policy. Rhoda surreptitiously invited me to Julia’s surprise
18th birthday party at the Mount Nelson Hotel, meeting me at the gate
of Parliament to hand-deliver a parchment-colored scroll tied in a
red ribbon.
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It was the first time Rhoda and I had seen each other, and she smiled
warmly at me. Little did I know that she would, in time, become a close
part of my family — and I, of hers.

When Julia and I began to date, she invited me to her home for dinner
— my first visit to Rhoda’s place. They lived in a red duplex on a steep hill
on the slopes of Devil’s Peak, just beneath the busy highway known as De
Waal Drive, or the M3 (now known as Philip Kgosana Drive), as it curved
into the City Bowl area, the heart of Cape Town.

Their house had a sweeping view of the docks and the whitecaps of
Table Bay. The neighborhood, known as University Estate, was adjacent
to the vacant expanse of District Six, the diverse suburb that had been
leveled by the apartheid government and where Rhoda had spent her
early childhood.

No sooner had I arrived at the house than Rhoda turned on her
stereo, full-blast, and produced several wooden musical instruments
from underneath her glass coffee table — a marimba, a drum, and a sort
of pan flute.

She and Julia started playing and pounding along, and I was evidently
expected to do the same. I felt somewhat shy, but also delighted by this
spontaneous expression of joy, and joined in wholeheartedly as Rhoda left
the two of us to play while she attended to the dinner.

That was Rhoda’s home: there was always room for music, and
for fun.

It took courage for Rhoda to accept my relationship with Julia. I
was not only older than her daughter: I was also American, and clearly an
observant Jew. At the time, the ANC was circulating rumors that I must
have been an Israeli spy: I simply “knew too much” about Israel. Later, I
would learn that Minister of Intelligence Ronnie Kasrils — a “struggle”
veteran whom Julia had once known as “Uncle Ronnie” — had taken his
official car to her home to deliver a personal warning against developing a
relationship with me.

Nevertheless, she welcomed me into her home. And later, shebecame
part of ours. She was no typical mother-in-law; she was an intellectual
partner as well. I learned so much from her that, looking back, it is hard to
know where her ideas ended and mine began.

kR k

Rhoda is one of the few people with both the courage and the credibility to
tackle the challenge that racism, and its proposed remedies, continue to
pose for western civilization. She fought against apartheid; she strove to
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build a democratic society in its wake; and she resisted the excesses of the
post-apartheid government.

On politics, Rhoda has rarely been wrong. In her many columns and
inherbook, In Your Face (2009)7, she warned the African National Congress
(ANC), the voters of South Africa, and the media alike that overlooking the
liberation movement’s transgressions would lead to its downfall. Many in
the media who sucked up to the ruling elite despised her for her courage,
and now admit that the ANC government has been almost as disastrous for
South Africa as the end of apartheid had been good.

Igbal Survé, the media entrepreneur who ambushed and took over
the Independent Newspaper Group, served a summons for a defamation
lawsuit upon Rhoda in 2015, claiming that she had “disturbed his mental
tranquility” with her commentary. He later dropped the suit rather than
face her in court and test the truth of her allegations.

Similarly, Rhoda predicted in 2015 that Donald Trump would win
the U.S. presidency — when I, whose job it is to cover politics for a major
international publication, was skeptical. “America needs a skollie®, a
disrupter who will right the ship,” she quipped repeatedly.

Many of Rhoda’s South African friends deserted her for supporting
Trump’s presidency, failing to understand that her close-up dalliance
with the ANC alerted her to the penchant of revolutionary movements,
throughout history, to destroy constitutional democracies.

Having worked with America’s higher education institutions,
and philanthropies such as the Ford Foundation and the Open Society
Foundations, for over three decades, traveling to and from the U.S. almost
every year, Rhoda fundamentally understood the political crossfires at
work in the U.S.A. Her emigration to the “Land of the Free” in January 2018
was not an easy choice. A public persona in her own right, with roots deep
in Cape Town’s soil, she left saying, “I’ve done my national duty. South
Africa devours one, and it’s time to take a break.”

Rhoda enjoyed American life, but found the United States cavalier
about its constitutional democracy, careless about threats to the rule of
law, deeply partisan in its politics, obsessed with race, and enmeshed in
the politics of money and power.

America’s movement away from liberalism, in the classical sense of
the word, disturbs her.

>k ok >k

7 Rhoda Kadalie. In Your Face: Passionate Conversations about People and
Politics. Cape Town: NB Publishers, 2009.
8 Afrikaans slang for “gangster,” or “rebel.”
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At that first dinner in her home, some 17 years ago, Rhoda -- well-versed
in the Bible, thanks her strict Christian upbringing — sought to provoke
me by citing the Song of Songs: “I am black, but comely” (1:5).

When I think of Rhoda, other passages come to mind: the leadership
of Deborah, who led the armies of Israel when no man had the courage to
do so; or the story of Noah, who is described as a righteous man “in his
generations” (Genesis 6:9).

The Jewish sages struggled with the latter passage. Some argued that
Noah might not have been considered righteous had he lived in a different
age. Others interpreted the passage to mean that Noah would have been
even more righteous, had he been surrounded by good people instead of
the corrupt society that was doomed to be destroyed in the Flood. The
great 11th century scholar, Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac (Rashi), provided
both explanations in his famous commentary.

There is another way, however, of understanding the passage.
The Bible is pointing to the character of Noah’s righteousness: that is,
he contended with his generation. The society that surrounded him was
entirely corrupt — not just in grotesque and obvious ways, but also in
small ways. According to some commentators, people in Noah’s time stole
from each other constantly — taking tiny amounts, almost too small to
be noticed. In so doing, they avoided punishment, but undermined the
common bonds of trust throughout society.?

Noah refused to conform. Whether he was a righteous man in an
absolute sense, the most important thing to know is that he stood, alone,
against the immense social pressure of the evil society around him. It was
not just what he stood for that made him righteous, but how he did so: he
faced down generations. That courage made him worthy of salvation —
and, in turn, saved humanity itself.

Such is the character of Rhoda Kadalie — a woman who was never
afraid to stand alone. She fought injustice under apartheid, and again
in the post-apartheid era. Though she could easily have shared in the
spoils of the new South Africa, she turned down money and power and
maintained her critical, independent voice, defending the values for which
“the struggle” had been fought.

Rhoda saw corruption and mismanagement as problems that were
systemic in nature, but which resulted from the bad moral choices of
individuals. Conversely, she believes, every individual can make a small

9 Rabbi Rachel Isaacs. “Parashat Noach: How Societies Collapse.”
MyJewishLearning.com. URL: https://www.myjewishlearning.com/
article/parashat-noach-how-societies-collapse/. Accessed on 18 Oct.
2022.
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but important contribution by standing against the multitude and making
the right choices. And, she believes, it is the duty of society to cultivate a
diversity of voices, and to protect minorities — even minorities of one —
because they might save society as a whole in an hour of need.

Noah built a great ark to ensure that there would be life after the
Flood. Rhoda has built an ark of ideas and values, through her writings and
her personal example of integrity and courage, that can help South Africa
restore its hopes after it overcomes its present challenges. Her ideas also
have broader relevance to the world in general, in particular to the United
States, where she spent the last years of her life.

koK k

Rhoda moved in with us in January 2018, breezing through passport
control at LAX airport with her green card in hand, and settling into what
had been my eldest daughter’s bedroom in our four-bedroom condo in
Santa Monica. My daughter and son shared a room; I kept one bedroom
as a study, working from home in the early mornings before heading to
the company office in nearby Brentwood. Rhoda, a night owl, would stay
up reading, working, or watching the news. At times, she would fetch our
eldest daughter from the public school nearby, or volunteer at our son’s
day care.

For the most part, she was content to be Granny, and to enjoy her
retirement. She had spent many years working in South Africa as an
activist, an academic, a human rights commissioner, a columnist, and a
leader in the non-profit world. She had taken care of her aging parents for
years; once they passed away, there was little still tethering her to Cape
Town. She had sold her home; the proceeds were not nearly enough to buy
anything in L.A.’s pricey real estate market, so she simply invested the
funds, and enjoyed caring for her grandchildren. She delighted in painting,
dancing and playing with the children. It was Rhoda who taught them to
throw and to catch, to play tennis, to ride scooters and balance bikes.

She cared for us, too. After returning from work, or from the gym,
I would often find a meal that Rhoda had whipped up in the kitchen. Her
cooking was exquisite: she specialized in the Cape Malay cuisine I had
grown to love in South Africa. Though she found the strictures of the
Jewish Sabbath irritating at first, when we did not answer the phone, she
mastered the complicated dietary rules of a kosher home, and as long as I
kept the groceries stocked, she kept the stove burning. She often brewed
my favorite coffee for me; I was at her beck-and-call when she needed to
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look up an obscure fact, or wanted a painting hung on her wall, or piece of
furniture moved.

With Rhoda’s arrival, Julia and I felt free — for the first time — to
leave home in the hours after the children went to bed and take strolls
through the neighborhood in the evening, or to frequent local pubs
together once or twice a week. We even managed the occasional romantic
getaway together, for a night or so. And when my wife was away on her
own, on her monthly reserve duty at the Navy, Rhoda and I made a good
team, keeping the children entertained and the household in order until
Mummy was done fixing helicopters. Other than writing the occasional
column for the South African press, Rhoda took retired life easy.

There were occasional tensions, the inevitable result of three adults
living together in a relatively small space. By late 2019, Julia had found
a beautiful house in the hills of the Pacific Palisades, a posh, celebrity-
heavy neighborhood that was, for the moment, bizarrely more affordable
than Santa Monica simply because there was a larger inventory of homes
on the market. We bought the house — a multi-level, ranch-style home
next to the local school, with a swing set and a white picket fence, and a
view of the mountains in one direction and the ocean in the other.

Rhoda had her own wing of the home, which allowed her to retreat
into her own domain — and provided an escape for the children, when
they wanted to evade bedtime or enjoy candy and other treats with which
Granny Rhoda would indulge them.

When the coronavirus pandemic hit, just months after we moved
in, we hunkered down together, enduring the health scares, financial
stresses, and race riots that buffeted the country.

We also followed the 2020 presidential election closely. Watching
the chaos unfold, from the inexplicable mandates of the COVID-19
pandemic, to the Black Lives Matter riots, to the controversies over
the result of the November election, Rhoda became disillusioned with
America’s supposedly advanced democracy, as she continued publishing
columns on American politics at Maroelamedia, an online Afrikaans news
website. We often worked alongside one another, exchanging the latest
news and political jokes, and we reviewed drafts of each other’s writings.
We commiserated over the latest political setbacks for the Republican
Party, and delighted in the occasional success, or the latest outrageously
funny controversy involving Donald Trump.

Despite the camaraderie of life in quarantine, living atop one another
was at times a challenge. Julia and I could not work from our respective
offices for many months during the COVID pandemic; Rhoda could not
enjoy her usual diversions, such as attending the opera downtown.
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With the birth of our third child, our second daughter, Rhoda began
tolook for a place of her own — and found one, a beautiful apartment down
the street with sweeping views of the Santa Monica Bay, and a heated pool.

It was on the day she moved into her new home, September 15,
that Rhoda arrived at the hospital, close to midnight, for her computed
tomography (CT) scan.

The doctor phoned her early the next morning with the troubling
news: it looked like cancer.

It happened to be Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement in the Jewish
faith. When I heard the news, I spoke to Rhoda. I apologized for all the
disagreements we had ever had; we forgave each other. She smiled at me,
warmly; her growing suspicions about her health had been confirmed, and
she seemed almost fascinated by her predicament. Face-to-face with the
prospect of death, she seemed to take comfort in the discovery that she
felt unafraid.

I asked her if she wanted to travel anywhere, or do anything, with
the time she still had. No, she said; she had seen and done it all. She asked
me to pray — not for a cure, necessarily, but to avoid suffering, if possible.
And though she was not afraid of dying, she would do what she could to
stay alive.

Like all of her battles, Rhoda is prepared to fight to the end, even
when the odds against her are overwhelming. This biography is a tribute
to her enduring courage.

March 31, 2022
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1953:

1961:

1970:

1971

1975:

1976:

1978:

1981:

1982:
1983:
1985:

1986:

1987:

1989:
1990:

1992:
1993:

1994:
1995:

1996:
1997:

Timeline

Rhoda Kadalie born on 22 September in District Six to Pastor
Fenner Christian and Joan Kadalie (née Francis)

Kadalie family moves from Bloemhof Flats to cottage at Municipal
Wash House in Harriers Road, Mowbray

Kadalie family, withnine children, forcibly removed from Mowbray
under the Group Areas Act

Rhoda matriculates from Harold Cressy High School, District Six

Rhoda graduates from the University of the Western Cape (UWC)
with a Bachelor of Library Science degree

Soweto riots launch nationwide student protests against the
apartheid regime

Rhoda graduates with Honours degree in anthropology at UWC
Rhoda meets Richard Bertelsmann and they begin dating
Rhoda and Richard marry in Namibia in December

Tricameral Parliament; launch of the United Democratic Front

Rhoda and Richard leave for Europe to begin studies; state of
emergency in South Africa

Second state of emergency; Rhoda completes Masters degree in
Development Studies at Institute for Social Studies at The Hague

Rhoda gives birth to Julia Inge on 21 February; Jakes Gerwel
installed as UWC rector

Richard and Rhoda split after a fight in December

Nelson Mandela freed; anti-apartheid organizations unbanned;
negotiations begin

Rhoda’s divorce from Richard finalized in May

Rhoda founds the Gender Equity Unit at UWC; Amy Biehl murdered
in Gugulethu

South Africa’s first democratic elections on 27 April

President Nelson Mandela appoints Rhoda to interim Human
Rights Commission

South Africa’s new Constitution finalized

Rhoda resigns from Human Rights Commission, effective
31 December; begins writing columns for local publications,
starting with the Mail & Guardian
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1999:
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2004

2005:

2006:

2007:

2009:

2010:

2011:

2012:

2015:

2016:

2017:

2018:
2020:
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Rhoda chairs District Six Task Team within Commission on
Restitution of Land Rights

Rhoda launches Impumelelo Innovations Awards Trust; begins
writing for Business Day; appointed to University of Cape Town
council; receives honorary doctorate from Uppsala University;
Thabo Mbeki elected President and Tony Leon elected Leader of
the Opposition

Rhoda delivers lecture in Grahamstown, “Silencing Critique,” on
ANC’s authoritarianism

Rhoda approached to take over Democratic Alliance; declines to
enter politics

Mbeki fires Deputy President Jacob Zuma for corruption; Rhoda
delivers lecture on liberalism and opposition in honor of Helen
Suzman,; Julia leaves for Harvard

Democratic Alliance defeats ANC in Cape Town; Helen Zille
becomes mayor

Rhoda receives honorary doctorate from UWC; resigns from
UCT council in protest; appointed to lead Cape Town’s street
renaming committee

Rhoda publishes collection of columns, In Your Face; receives
honorary doctorate from Stellenbosch University, joins council;
Zuma elected President; Julia graduates Harvard, marries

Rhoda visits Israel for the first time with the South African Jewish
Board of Deputies

Pastor Kadalie passes away; Rhoda resigns from Stellenbosch
council in protest

First grandchild, Maya Hannah, born in Santa Monica, California,
USA; Rhoda and Julia publish The Politics of Pregnancy

Second grandchild, Alexander Caleb, born in August; Joan Kadalie
passes away

Rhoda sells University Estate home; predicts Donald Trump’s
victory in U.S. elections

Cyril Ramaphosa takes over ANC, elevated to President
following year

Rhoda leaves South Africa for USA in January

Rhoda shelters with family during pandemic; writes for
Afrikaans-language Maroelamedia on Black Lives Matter riots and
U.S. election



Timeline

2021: Third grandchild, Amira Leah, born in July; Rhoda diagnosed with
cancer in September

2022: Rhoda publishes final column in January; passes away 16 April in
Los Angeles, California; memorialized in Cape Town; interred at
Hollywood Forever cemetery
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Chapter One:
Origins

“When I tell people I am Clements Kadalie’s direct granddaughter,
they say that, politically, I am a chip off the old block.
Not racially, but politically.
I find that interesting.”

Rhoda Kadalie was born on September 22, 1953, in District Six, the second
of Fenner and Joan Kadalie’s nine children and the first of two daughters,
sixteen years apart.

The Kadalie family lived in the Cape Town neighborhood known
as District Six, a vibrant, racially diverse, and somewhat impoverished
urban area at the foot of Table Mountain, uphill from the docks and
adjacent to the city’s central business district. District Six was the heart
of the city’s mixed-race, or “Coloured,” culture, a melting pot where
Christians and Muslims lived side-by-side, along with a few Jews and
other European minorities.

Today, Capetonians regard the memory of District Six with much
the same nostalgia that Americans think of the Harlem Renaissance as a
creative, critical mass of people, and an oasis of cultural spontaneity.

Fenner Kadalie was fully part of the District Six scene. He was a jazz
musician, and something of a playboy, making the rounds of the local
nightclubs, a well-dressed young man and bon vivant in a vibrant time.

He met his wife, Joan, in that milieu. Her ancestry was typical of
the mixed origins of much of the local population: her ancestors had been
slaves, but included people from a variety of racial backgrounds. Her father
was white; her mother was considered Coloured. Her family included both
Christian and Muslim branches, with several sisters marrying Muslim
men. Members of her family had had served in the British forces during
the Boer War, and in the Royal Navy.

Joan was among the eldest of 13 children in her family, and grew
to be a fashionable young woman. When she fell in love with the dashing
musician, she expected the party to continue. Yet shortly before their
marriage, Fenner experienced a religious conversion. He soon became a

1 Rhoda Kadalie, quoted by Ryland Fisher. Race. Auckland Park: Jacana
Media, 2007. p. 57.
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born-again Christian, and set aside his musical career in favor of the Bible
and the pulpit.

Joan Kadalie (née Francis), cavorting in a two-piece bikini
on the hood of a car, c. 1948 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

To Joan, this decision was a profound disappointment — one she would
never quite overcome or forgive. Though the two remained deeply in love,
she was known to complain: “You’re not the man I married.” (To which
he would occasionally retort, teasing her, “I only married half of you” — a
reference to the weight she had gained since then.) Joan resisted quietly
by retaining her taste for high fashion, frustrating her husband’s newly
modest tastes and meager budget.

Rhodawasequallyachild of both parents. Sheabsorbed deepreligious
convictions from her father, and a rebellious streak from her mother.
As the eldest daughter — separated from her younger sister, Judith, by
16 years — she also bore a heavy burden of household responsibilities,
though she recalled that she never felt inferior to her seven brothers.

“For sixteen years, I was the only daughter in a big family with seven
brothers,” she told an interviewer. “I think that my father valued me as
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much, if not more than my brothers because I was the only girl. Ours was
not a patriarchal family — my father treated me with complete respect.”>

Joan and Pastor Fenner Christian Kadalie, c. 1950
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

She also recalled her mother as being unusually assertive:

My mother was what I would call the complete feminist. She had to
cope with so many sons, and had to compete with God and the church
for my father’s attention, so she became a fighter for her own rights
very early on in her marriage. She taught my brothers that they were
also expected to perform domestic chores and to be independent. There
were no stereotypical gender roles in our family when I was growing
up. My mother made it clear that she wasn’t willing to be anyone’s

2 “In Conversation: The personal remains political: Elaine Salo speaks
with Rhoda Kadalie.” Feminist Africa, No. 5 (2005). p. 112.
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slave. She worked as well. She and my father asserted their rights and
responsibilities as equal parents. My mother was one of thirteen siblings,
and I think that she learned to assert herself because she came from an
impoverished matrifocal household. This is typical of a culture of poverty.

Though Rhoda recalled wanting “a more subservient mother,”3 like those
of other children, she came, in time, to admire her strong character.

Ironically, it was Fenner, not Joan, who came from an activist family
— one whose legacy continues to shape South Africa.

koK ok

Fenner was one of several children of Clements Kadalie, one of the first
black trade unionists in Africa, and one of the giants of South African
history — indeed, of history on the entire African continent.

Historian Henry Dee, in an unpublished doctoral thesis, relates how
Clements Kadalie “established black trade unionism as a political and
economic force on the African continent, and in doing so transformed
global ideas about race, class and worker organisation.”4

Clements Kadalie, undated (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Ibid., p. 113.
Henry Dee (2020). Clements Kadalie, trade unionism, migration and
race in Southern Africa, 1918-1930 [unpublished doctoral dissertation].
URL: https://era.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/37022. Accessed on 3 Jan. 2022.
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Clements Kadalie was born in the village of Chifira, in the Nkhata Bay
district, a northern region of Nyasaland, a country known today as
Malawi. The precise date of his birth is unknown, but he was christened on
Easter Sunday in 1896.5 He was the grandson of Chiweyu Wandodo, who
was a chief of the Tonga people. The Tonga of Malawi, like the Polynesian
ethnic group of the same name, have a lifestyle that is connected to the
water, though that is where the resemblance ends. The group is small,
and lives in northern Malawi, on the shores of Lake Malawi, one of several
freshwater bodies in the Great Rift Valley. They are distinct from a similar
ethnic group with the same name elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa.
They were deeply entwined in British imperial efforts in the region, both
administrative and religious.

Clements Kadaliewas originally christened as Lameck Koniwaka, Dee
notes, and his family had adopted a surname, Muwamba, in the European
style, by the late nineteenth century.® The new surname “Kadalie”
apparently referred to his family’s royal title, and was first adopted by his
brother, Robert Victor, who preceded him in migrating to South Africa and
may have taken his forenames from a diamond mine where he had worked
in the Free State, one of the two Afrikaner republics.” Clements Kadalie
used the same surname to fit in with his brother, with whom he lived in
the Malay Quarter, or Bo Kaap, when he arrived in Cape Town.®

Clements Kadalie was not directly in line for the chieftainship, since
it was passed from generation to generation along matrilineal lines; he
“only held a distant claim to the family title,” Dee observes.? The family’s
political power was somewhat displaced when a rival chief aligned more
closely with the British; partly as a result, Dee notes, Chiweyu may have
allowed the Watch Tower movement, an indigenous, syncretic Christian
rival to the Scottish missions, to use his village as a base of operations.®
The Watch Tower movement preached a philosophy of black separatism
within the Christian faith — a direct challenge to the missionaries and
British rule.»

These experiences in religious dissent may have prepared Clements
Kadalie for a life of activism — and would echo, years later, in the

5 Dirk Hermann. “RhodaKadalie: van actives tot burgerlike ambassadeur.”
Maroelamedia, 17 Apr. 2022. Excerpt from Dirk Hermann. Regstellende
Trane. Brandfort: AfriForum Uitgewers, 2013.

6 Dee, 74.

7 Ibid., 94.
8 Ibid., 91.
9 Ibid., 76.
10 Ibid., 80.
11 Ibid., 99.
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iconoclasm of his granddaughter, who challenged established Christian
doctrines on subjects such as same-sex relationships and abortion, but
remained devoted to her faith.

Clements Kadalie was educated in the Scottish mission school
system, and was trained as a teacher and theologian. He worked for some
time at the Livingstonia Mission, but was dismissed for “misbehaviour,”
a charge that was relatively easy to incur, given the exacting standards of
the missions.”? He left Nyasaland in 1915 — “in quest of a higher civilised
life,” he later wrote? — and found his way via Southern Rhodesia (today’s
Zimbabwe) to South Africa, which was a magnet for labor from throughout
the region. British authorities had initially imposed hut taxes on local
populations, payable only through the currency earned by migrant labor
on the gold mines of the Witwatersrand; later, educated immigrants like
Kadalie came pursuing their own career ambitions.

Kadalie was a poor fit within the mining labor system, which had
always been racially stratified and was becoming ever more so. Given
his education, and his noble origins, he rejected the idea of adopting a
subservient role relative to white men (and women) who were less literate
than he, or simply prejudiced. At the Shamva Mines in Southern Rhodesia,
for example, he recalled that a female typist “could not tolerate seeing me
in the same office at my desk doing the same clerical work as herself.”* He
held several other short-lived clerical jobs, rejected a job offer as a police
detective, and sought to join the British Army during the First World War.
He settled, for a time, in Bulawayo, where he “organised some social
activities among the African community,” which were ‘characterised
as revolutionary by many people.”’s Following another quarrel with an
employer — one of many confrontations with authority — Kadalie made
his way southwest to join his brother in Cape Town, the cosmopolitan port
city of the Cape Province within the new Union of South Africa, and a jewel
within the Anglophonic sphere of influence.

Kadalie had already been influenced by the ideas of the American
activist Marcus Garvey, who preached “Africa for the Africans.” He was in
touch with an organization of Nyasaland migrants called the Nyasaland
Native National Congress (NNNC), which had been established in the gold
mining region of the Transvaal to oppose discriminatory “pass laws”
restricting the movement of black workers.

12 Ibid.

13 Clements Kadalie. My Life and the ICU: The Autobiography of a Black Trade
Unionist in South Africa. London: Frank Cass, 1970. p. 33.

14 Ibid., 34.

15 Ibid., 35-6.
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Clements Kadalie’s first home in South Africa, where he stayed with
his brother Robert Victor Kadalie, 6 Morris Street, Bo Kaap
as viewed in February 2022

6 Morris Street, with Table Mountain in the background,
as viewed in February 2022
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But Kadalie did not agree with the NNNC’s effort to advocate for
Nyasaland emigrés separately from other black migrants, and to support
the overall British imperial project.® He took a pan-African approach that
“explicitly demanded rights (rather than simply ‘justice’), and called
for non-co-operation against church and state soon after his arrival in
South Africa.”

Though trained in theology, Kadalie, perhaps influenced by the
Watch Tower movement, joined a growing body of black Christians who
rejected “the paternal leadership of white missionaries.” He would later
claim not to have prayed since 1910, but when he married a Muslim widow,
a Coloured woman named Johanna “Molly” Davidson, she converted to
Christianity first."”

Molly Davidson, first wife of Clements Kadalie, c. 1960
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

16 Dee, 95-6.
17 Ibid., 97, 99.
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After several more jobs, the seminal political event in Kadalie’s life
took place on what he later described in his memoir as “[o]ne beautiful
morning,” when he took leave from work for a few hours to greet a friend
who was arriving by ship at the Cape Town docks.!®

Kadalie recalled:

One Saturday afternoon during the influenza epidemic of 1918 I was in
the company of two Nyasaland friends in Cape Town. We were strolling
in Darling Street when the Cape Argus, the afternoon daily newspaper,
was out in the streets for sale. I bought a copy of the paper, and as soon
as I perused it, I began to inform my friends that the end of the [First
World] war was in sight, for Sir Douglas Haig had launched his offensive
in Flanders. Suddenly appeared a European constable, who pushed me
off the pavement, assaulting me at the same time. I informed my friends
of my intention to report the matter at police headquarters.

Kadalie’s African friends were unwilling to accompany him there, but a
white man who had witnessed the assault gave Kadalie his business card
and offered to corroborate his account of events.

When Kadalie arrived at the police station, he was confronted by
a constable who interrogated him, rather than taking down the details
of his complaint. “Where had I come from? Where had I obtained my
education? I was probably to him unlike the ordinary African usually seen
in Cape Town. I pressed my complaint, however, brushing aside these
irrelevant questions.”

Kadalie persisted until he received an apology from the sergeant in
charge, whosaid thatthe constablehadbeen affected by “overworkwith the
epidemic cases which were raging in the city.” This did not satisfy Kadalie
as an excuse, and the officer relented, promising to investigate further.

Then, later, Kadalie called on the man who had given him his contact
information. He turned out to be A.F. Batty, a small-scale entrepreneur in
the “cutlery business” who was also politically involved. He asked Kadalie
to help him run for a parliamentary seat as a candidate from the small
Democratic Labour Party (DLP) from the local Harbour constituency — this
atatime when many black voters still had the franchise in the Cape. Kadalie
joined Batty’s election committee, but Batty was narrowly defeated.

After the election, Batty suggested that Kadalie consider organizing
a trade union: “He informed me that he was satisfied I could be useful to
my people if I could embark on trade union activities instead of politics.

18 Clements Kadalie, ibid. p. 37.
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I readily agreed to his suggestion, although I anticipated difficulty in
getting people together. We planned to invade the Cape Town docks, as
the Harbour constituency fell in that area.”

On January 17, 1919, Kadalie organized a meeting of dock workers
— most of them Coloured, with about half a dozen “Africans” — with
Batty presiding. They voted unanimously to form a union, with Kadalie as
its general secretary. The Industrial and Commercial Union (ICU) — the
country’s first “non-European” trade union — was born.»”

There is some controversy about this origin story, as related by
Kadalie along the lines above. Batty later claimed, Dee notes, that he
himself came up with the idea of founding the ICU, acting at the direction
of the Cape Federation of Labor Unions, as part of an effort to recruit black
voters to the DLP. Dee observes that a “white-only” organization called
the “Industrial and Commercial Union” already existed in 1918 at the
docks in Simonstown, a small naval station south of the city.>°

Regardless of the ICU’s origins, its ideas were radical within the
context of the broader labor movement — including that part represented
by Batty. As Dee notes, Kadalie and his contemporaries, inspired in part by
Marcus Garvey, began asking “uncomfortable questions about the role of
race” and “denounced white South African communists’ prioritisation of
class-before-race.”> If the ICU had some help from white labor activists
at its founding, it would not easily be controlled by them. Indeed, the
relationship between Kadalie and Batty soon deteriorated, and they
became opponents within the growing organization.

koK >k

Before the end of the year, Clements Kadalie had organized the ICU’s first
strike. It was motivated by two goals. One was to support a strike by white
workers against food exports to Europe while local prices were soaring.
The other goal was to establish a minimum wage for non-white workers
of six shillings per day.

After three weeks, with the union running short of money to
compensate striking workers, Kadalie called off the protest, having
achieved “some scanty increase in the wages of the dock labourers.”>
Making matters worse, he had been dismissed from his own regular job.

19 Ibid., 0.
20 Dee, 105-6.
21 Dee, 103.
22 Dee, 44.
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But that freed Kadalie to devote his full energies to the movement.
The following year, the ICU demanded a minimum wage — and succeeded,
thanks to the eagerness of local cargo companies to avoid another strike.

The union began to grow in strength and numbers — and South
African authorities began to take notice, even attempting to deport
Kadalie from the country. But the fire had been lit, and began to spread
across the country, as ICU branches opened up nationwide. The very
name of the union was a catchy double-entendre, standing for the phrase
“I See You,” and suggesting that black workers were bearing witness to
their mistreatment by white employers and the whole edifice of white
supremacy in South Africa, “reversing the European gaze and turning
white policing authority on itself,” Dee notes.>

Kadalie, who had taken a course in public speaking to improve
his leadership skills, gained renown as an orator. Through the ICU’s
newspaper, The Workers’ Herald, he began to reach a wide audience, which
included other future African leaders, who were interested in and inspired
by Kadalie’s example.

The union grew to over 100,000 members, and Kadalie became
an internationally renowned figure, traveling to Europe and receiving
invitations to visit the United States as well, though the latter were
canceled over logistical difficulties.

As Dee notes, Kadalie nevertheless did manage to connect from
afar with members of the black community in the U.S. “As a writer for
The Messenger [a black socialist newspaper], Clements Kadalie was the
only official South African correspondent of any US-based New Negro
newspaper.”? Through his dispatches, Kadalie helped black American
readers understand their own struggle in a global context, alongside
workers of all races. Had he been able to tour America, Kadalie’s effect on
the nascent civil rights movement may have been even greater.

South Africa’s elite recognized that Kadalie was a legitimate and
powerful political force. In 1926, he was the honored guest speaker at the
inaugural meeting of a new private club, henceforth known as the 1926
Club, which brought the leaders of the Rand together in an informal setting
to host provocative debates and discussions. (Rhoda Kadalie would be
invited to address the club on its 80th anniversary, in 2006: the meeting’s
program noted that her grandfather had inaugurated the lecture series,
eight decades before.?)

23 Dee, 105.
24 Dee, 31.
25  The 1926 Club. “8oth Anniversary Dinner.” Program. 26 Sep. 2006.
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Kadalie also visited Europe in 1927, including the United Kingdom,
where he electrified debates about race and empire, and shocked white
South African representatives to international labor conferences by
presenting an alternative perspective that they had ignored or attempted
to suppress. Though not everyone was impressed — some accusing
him of drinking and womanizing — he had a profound effect on the
labor movement in Europe, challenging its leaders to think about the
interests and aspirations of black workers for the first time, especially in
overseas colonies.

Dee notes: “Kadalie and the cause of black workers had a
transformative impact on numerous British socialists, inspired black
British leaders such as CLR James and George Padmore, and led to the
creation of transnational connections that would be central to Britain’s
anti-colonial movement in the 1930s and 1940s.”2¢ Padmore would later
call Kadalie “the uncrowned king of the black masses” — not just in South
Africa, but worldwide.?”

Moreover, Kadalie succeeded in building a mass movement despite
constant hounding by the police. In a pattern that would later become
familiar to anti-apartheid activists, he was monitored by police, banned
from addressing public meetings, jailed for his activities, and prosecuted
(though often acquitted). He fought the government of the day in court,
winning many battles for free speech, however fleeting, decades before
the apartheid government was to suppress opposition political activity.
He did all of this largely independent of the relatively ineffective African
National Congress (ANC), which he did not oppose but with which he had,
at best, an arm’s-length relationship.

Kadalie even faced up toantisemitism: in later years, as the ICUbegan
to collapse, his own faction, the “Independent ICU,” relied heavily on a
Jewish benefactor, Philip Morris, who became a target for antisemitism
in the broader labor movement.>® Kadalie’s relationship with Morris was
a statement of defiance against a creeping prejudice on both left and right
that was, within a few years, to have devastating consequences. The ICU,
Dee notes, also organized female workers, making him one of the first
labor leaders in the world to have “organised across divisions of ethnicity,
race and sex” and to challenge “established notions of respectability and
gender.”>®

26  Dee, 213.
27  George Padmore, quoted by Dee, 353.
28 Dee, 201.
29 Ibid, 383.
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Toward the end of the 1920s, Kadalie’s organization began to suffer
organizational problems, including rivalries that sometimes reflected
ethnic divisions. A breakaway Durban faction of the ICU, for example,
driven in part by Zulu nationalism, foreshadowed tensions within the
post-apartheid South African government, a century later. Kadalie was
accused of mismanagement and corruption, with critics pointing to his
large expense accounts. He had the habit, for example, of touring the
country with a chauffeur, which was an important symbolic statement at
a time when only white people owned cars, but cost a considerable sum of
money to maintain.

Other labor leaders turned against him — so much so that when the
Congress of South African Trade Unions (Cosatu) was launched in 1985,
participants sang a song denouncing Kadalie — who had died decades
before and had not been active in the labor movement for half a century.>
In addition, Kadalie’s personal problems took a toll on his family, as well
as the union: he would eventually leave Molly for a lover, Eva Moorhead,
who later became his second wife.

The ICU did not last. But it was a radical experiment. At the time, the
South African trade union movement was strongest on the Witwatersrand,
where white mine workers downed tools to demand racial segregation
against black workers, whom they accused of being willing to work
for lower wages. The idea of a trade union that specifically organized
“non-white” workers was completely new. It was so radical that even
organizations such as the African National Congress (ANC), founded to
represent “Native” interests in 1912, had not yet adopted the ICU’s tactics.

Clements Kadalie was not, therefore, merely the first black trade
unionist in the country, but the first leader of a mass popular movement of
black people against racial discrimination and white domination in South
Africa. He was among the first such black leaders anywhere in the world.

Moreover, Kadalie rejected communism, a movement that would
later have a profound influence in shaping the leadership of the anti-
apartheid struggle and its ideological outlook. He called himself a socialist,
and shared many of the communist ideals common to labor leaders in the
1920s, many of whom still saw the Soviet Union as an inspiration. But he
criticized communists for their obsession with overthrowing capitalism
— “making usual fruitless noise” — rather than helping workers achieve
real, albeit incremental, progress.>* Kadalie’s ICU was a democratic labor
movement that aimed to serve the economic interests of its members, and
to eliminate racial segregation, but not to revolutionize society itself.

30  Dee, 397.
31 Clements Kadalie, quoted by Dee, 207.
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Eventually, the ICU expelled its communist members — earning
the enmity of the Communist Party, so much so that South Africa’s
communists were still indignant, nearly a century later, at Kadalie’s
decision to expel them, claiming he and the ICU had become “‘good boys’
and ‘boss-class instruments’.”> But in so doing, Kadalie also earned
respect from members of the white liberal establishment, and enabled the
union to be more effective in advocating for the interests of its workers,
whose problems could not await a global proletarian revolution.

Kadalie also rejected a blunt, racial, African nationalism. He had
been inspired by Garvey, but rejected the idea of racial exclusivity. Kadalie
sought, and won, gestures of solidarity from white trade unions, while
he remained steadfast in his opposition to racial segregation. Dee notes:
“Kadalie himself fully endorsed the idea that the labour movement had
to organise all workers, ‘regardless of their colour or nationality’, into a
‘mass industrial organisation’ in order to pull off successful strike action,
exert political pressure, and radically transform the status quo.” That
was partly because he himself was an immigrant, and while he shared the
skin color of many of the workers he was organizing, he did not fit into
South Africa’s various tribal or ethnic categories, which made him more
sensitive to the need to transcend the politics of identity.

As such, Kadalie authored an idea of “blackness” that was inclusive
of Coloured and Indian workers, as well as African immigrants like himself.
In that way, he anticipated the later Black Consciousness ideas of Steve
Biko in the 1970s, as Dee notes:

[Cloloured ICU leaders such as James La Guma, John Gomas, James
Thaele, Henry Tyamzashe and Samuel Dunn, and Indian ICU leaders
such as Ralph de Norman — as well as Kadalie — dramatically challenged
contemporary conceptions of race, rejecting the differences between
Ccoloured, African and Indian workers. As recognized by Collis-
Buthelezi, “the ICU was the first organization that actively sought and
gained the participation of both Coloureds and Natives and tried to
articulate a coherent and inclusive black identity”. In doing so, it was
a trade union — rather than a congress, party or association — that
became the “first organization to name such an identity ‘black’ rather
than ‘coloured’.” ICU leaders were never consistent in their descriptors
of race, interchangeably talking about ‘black’, ‘African’, ‘Bantu’, ‘non-
European’ and ‘native’ trade unionism. And in this sense, the ICU’s

32  BladeNzimande. “Nzimande onthe ANCbreakawayanditsantecedents.”
PoliticsWeb, reprinted from Umsebenzi Online, 5 Nov 2008. URL:
https://www.politicsweb.co.za/news-and-analysis/nzimande-on-
the-anc-breakaway-and-its-antecedents. Accessed on 28 Mar. 2022.
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interwar notion of race consciousness was different from Steve Biko’s
similarly heterogeneous but more specific idea of black consciousness in
the 1970s.33

Moreover, Kadalie was pragmatic in his political strategy. In the 1920s, he
aligned with the National Party, led by the Afrikaner leader J.B.M. Hertzog,
as did other labor leaders, who saw the rise of the Afrikaner nationalists
as a chance to oust the pro-business, Anglophone government at the
time. Herzog, shrewdly, reached out to Kadalie in a letter, expressing
his condolences for the deaths of ICU members killed in a strike action.
The correspondence conferred legitimacy on Kadalie and the ICU, though
Kadalie was later to be disappointed when Hertzog backed new racial
discrimination laws.

Despite the ICU’s eventual failure, and Kadalie’s own isolation, he
had a lasting impact on South Africa and on the world.

In 1970s, historian Stanley Trapido characterized Kadalie as a man
ahead of his time, in an introduction to Kadalie’s posthumous memoir:

He created an organization which began with twenty-four members
and before it burnt itself out within the decade it laid claim to a hundred
thousand members. Inexperience, the lack of success, which bred factions
among the leaders and disillusion among its followers, together with
the hostility of White society and the State, led to its collapse. But in the
light of recent experience in Africa, it is apparent that Kadalie had the
misfortune to have been born in the wrong place at the wrong time. A
leader in tropical Africa who built an organization like the ICU after 1950
would have led his followers to an independence which a colonial power
would readily have conceded.

Kadalie and the ICU faded from the political forefront. But while he did
not win freedom for black South Africans, he planted the seeds of future
activism — and pointed toward a new order that was neither communist,
nor nationalist, but liberal and social-democratic.

>k ok >k

Asbright a star as Kadalie shone across South Africa, his family — notably,
his children — resented his absence and his lifestyle. Fenner Kadalie, in
particular, disliked his father; his own religious conversion likely owed
something to his rejection of his father’s libertine lifestyle.

33 Dee, 45. Footnotes omitted.
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Rhoda Kadalie never even knew anything of her grandfather’s
pioneering career until she was in high (secondary) school in standard
nine and ten (grades eleven and twelve). As she told an interviewer, “My
father did not talk to us about my grandfather because he did not like his
own father.” She was informed about Clements Kadalie by her teachers:
“I began high school at Harold Cressy High School [in District Six] and
encountered teachers such as Helen Kies, who was a member of the
Teachers League of South Africa. They admired my grandfather, Clements
Kadalie. Helen Kies introduced me to the story of my grandfather.”

Rhoda has likened Clements Kadalie to Allan Boesak, one of the
leading figures in the United Democratic Front (UDF), an anti-apartheid
organization founded in Cape Town during the 1980s, when the ANC was
still banned. A brilliant, charismatic, and effective leader, Boesak’s career
was marred by personal scandals and allegations of corruption, which led
to his conviction for fraud (he was later pardoned).

To Pastor Fenner Kadalie, his father was an example to avoid, not
a model to emulate. Clements had named his son, born in Johannesburg
in 1928, after British explorer David Livingstone — who had met Chief
Chiweyu — and British socialist Fenner Brockway. To Clements Kadalie,
who moved his family to back Cape Town when Fenner was two, those
were great men to emulate.

But even those august names were a burden: the initials “FL” evoked
the term “French Letter,” which was an early twentieth-century slang
term for “condom.” In keeping with his newfound religious convictions,
Fenner changed his middle name to “Christian.”

And yet within Fenner Christian Kadalie’s own career in the clergy,
one could detect the same zeal for justice that once stirred Clements
Kadalie to challenge the authority of an abusive white police officer. As
Rhoda would later recall, what Clements Kadalie did as a “campaigner
against the exploitation of black workers,” Fenner Kadalie did in “building
God'’s spiritual kingdom on earth.”34

Soon after he had become a Christian believer, Kadalie became a
missionary within District Six, leading the City Mission, an institution that
catered specifically to the needs of Cape Town’s poor. As Rhoda would later
note in a tribute to her father at his funeral, “Under our dad’s leadership
the City Mission grew into an evangelical movement that incorporated
social welfare issues.”3

34  Rhoda Kadalie. “Funeral of Fenner Kadalie.” Cape Town City Hall, Cape
Town, 20 Jul. 2011.
35 Rhoda Kadalie. Ibid.
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The first four Kadalie children, including Rhoda (far left),
at City Mission, District Six, c. 1959 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

In addition to religious worship, the City Mission ran a dining hall that
offered discounted meals to the poor. Pastor Kadalie led one church in
Smart Street and another in Constitution Street. After the era of forced
removals, when his congregants were scattered across the townships of
the Cape Flats, he ministered to them there, as well. He expanded the City
Mission to the city’s most notorious townships — including Manenberg,
Mitchells Plain, and Bonteheuwel, where he founded a church in 1975.

Pastor Kadalie ministered to the great and the small — including
the gangsters of District Six and, later, the Cape Flats. “[T]o thousands of
people,” Rhoda recalled, he was one of the few real God-fearing men left
in this country.”3¢ His devotion to the community often caused strains at
home, Rhoda said: “I often felt sorry for my mother because it was hard for
her to compete with a man who so loved God, the church, his wife and his
children — in that order. As children we knew our place in that hierarchy
but we knew we were loved by a love that was immeasurable.”3” He drilled
his children in their knowledge of the Bible, and allowed them to criticize
his sermons at home.

36 Ibid.
37  Ibid.
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At his retirement celebration in 2004, Fenner Kadalie described his

own journey, which was as much about service to the public as to the Lord:

You could say it all began 56 years ago in 1948 in Smart Street, District
Six, when I — and also my wife Joan — converted to the Lord Jesus
Christ. We were later married in Aspelin Street City Mission in 1950. Our
marriage office[r] was Robert Stewart, then the senior missionary of the
City Mission. He died in 1956 and I received the calling to take over his
work at Smart Street and also oversee Aspeling Street City Mission. For
the next 25 years I ministered in the District Six area.

Over this period of time, I gained true knowledge and experience of what
it means to be a missionary in the service of the Lord. The work of the City
Mission in District Six was much more than your weekly church services.
It was a mission in keeping with the word of the Lord that says, “We are
his workmanship created in Christ Jesus unto good works which God has
before ordained that we should walk in them”. This work involved so
many elements: Your reqular youth meetings and Bible classes; outreach
meetings; open air services; cottage meetings; factory meetings; also
burying the dead. It was not only about spiritual welfare, but also about
compassion for the material plight of the poor and the destitute. The City
Mission has always been practical 38

Pastor Kadalie became a familiar and beloved figure in the poor and crime-
ridden townships to which the apartheid government had consigned the
“non-white.” Such was the respect he commanded even among criminals
that he was considered untouchable as a target of crime. “Hey watch it,
here comes the pastor!” Gangsters would shout when they saw him.3?

When Pastor Kadalie was posthumously awarded the Order of

Luthuli in Silver, one of South Africa’s national honors, the citation noted:

38
39

18

Rev Kadalie ran two churches in District Six, one in Smart Street and
another in Constitution Street. Under Kadalie’s leadership, the City
Mission grew into an evangelical movement that incorporated social
welfare issues, such as fighting against gangsterism and drugs, providing
food and clothing to the poor, running social clubs for the youth and using
the church as a centre for community development and social cohesion.
As such, he was a community- and institution-builder par excellence.

Pastor Fenner Kadalie. Speech upon retirement, 2004.

Ibid.
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The City Mission became the receptacle for all those excluded from the
mainline churches — the marginal and the alienated. He conducted
marriages, funerals, baptisms and burials to all who needed them
regardless of their social standing. He broke up gang fights and enjoyed
great respect from District Six’s skollies [gangsters], who would shout:
“Hey watch it, here comes the Pastor!”

The City Mission was hit hard by the Group Areas Act, 1950. From 1971 to
1979, Rev Kadalie saw his entire parish dispersed across the Cape Flats,
brutally uprooted from a vibrant community that included 22 churches,
schools, community halls, and a lively cultural, political and artistic life.
Powerless against the apartheid state, and as a family itself a victim of
the Group Areas Act, 1950, he refused to submit to the tyranny of the Act
by following his parish members wherever they were scattered. He set up
a City Mission in areas such as Bonteheuwel, Manenberg, Hanover Park
and Heideveld [all Coloured townships].

In addition to his extensive church work, Rev Kadalie ran soup kitchens,
distributing food to the poor in poverty-stricken areas such as the
Flamingo Crescentinformal settlementin Lansdowne, to the unemployed
men at Kromboom, Lansdowne and Philippi Roads, for 40 years.

With funding from his brother, Dr Victor Kadalie, and sister-in-law,
Dr Ruth Kadalie, he built and ran a créche in Khayelitsha [the largest
black township in Cape Town] for 15 years. This creche provided
employment to 19 people and cared for 250 children.

In 2004, a journalist was walking around the Cape Flats and saw a man
distributing food, from his combi [minivan], to long queues of indigent
people from all colours of the rainbow. She was astounded, interviewed
him and discovered that he had been doing this for more than 30 years.
This unsung hero was Rev Fenner Kadalie.*

A similar tribute, delivered at his retirement ceremony, had noted that
Pastor Kadalie had turned down a salary increase from his congregation.
And it added: “Modest to a fault, very few know that he is the youngest
son [from the first wife] of the famous trade unionist Clements Kadalie,
because he never speaks about it.”

40

Office of the Presidency, South Africa. “Reverend Fenner Christian
Kadalie (Posthumous).” Award citation, 2015. URL: http://www.
thepresidency.gov.za/national-orders/recipient/reverend-fenner-
christian-kadalie-posthumous. Accessed 24 Sep. 2021 Original
emphasis.
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His wife, Joan, upon accepting the Order of Luthuli on his behalf,
recalled that Fenner Kadalie was so humble that she sometimes felt
“embarrassed about what he had to do to serve the people.” She noted that
when she suggested cutting back on his activities, perhaps by serving food
to the poor only in the winter months, “he told me that they are hungry
every day. He didn’t care who you were and what colour you were — he
gave freely.”#

Pastor Kadalie devoted himself to helping the poor directly,
not through trade unionism or politics, which he avoided. But
Rhoda remembered him quietly cultivating a sense of outrage at the
apartheid government.

On May 31, 1961, when South Africa declared itself a republic and
left the British commonwealth, and the Kadalie children came home from
school with the government’s orange-and-blue flags, their father scolded
them. He also switched off the radio every time the national anthem of the
white regime, Die Stem (“The Call”), was played.

Rhoda did not discover Clements Kadalie’s story until years later.
But his legacy, had been handed down to her, however quietly.

41 Joan Kadalie, quoted by Hazel Allies-Husselman. “Highest honor for
Reverend Kadalie.” Athlone News, 16 May 2012. p.6.
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“My father taught me never to stand back for any man;
my brothers or anyone else. That’s where my voice comes from.”

Rhoda Kadalie began her life in District Six in its heyday. It was still a
vibrant neighborhood, a commercial hub and racial melting pot, where
members of different economic classes — from well-to-do shopkeepers
and landlords, to beggars and gangsters and petty thieves — mixed in
close quarters.

Rhoda as an infant, District Six, circa 1954
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

1 Rhoda Kadalie, quoted by Shanthini Naidoo. “Guaranteed Authentic.”
The Oprah Magazine, July 2007. pp. 103-4.
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Today, District Six remains largely empty, a scar on Cape Town’s
landscape, an inadvertent monument to the apartheid government’s
determination to rid the city of its most integrated neighborhood. It
fell under the hammer of the Group Areas Act of 1950, and the area was
slowly demolished over several decades, with some 70,000 people forcibly
removed to the wastelands of the Cape Flats. Only religious buildings —
churches and mosques — were left standing.

Though the government tried to entice white residents to the
neighborhood that it now called Zonnebloem (“sunflower”), which it had
declared a whites-only area, few wanted, even during the apartheid era,
to move into it.

Much of District Six was impoverished, even in its prime. But there
were also middle-class families, and a thriving polyglot culture with its
own traditions and aspirations. Thousands of residents worked at the city’s
port, or at its nearby factories; shopkeepers created a vibrant commercial
district along the main road through the area, Hanover Street; and local
entertainment flourished, in jazz music and in movie houses. There were
criminals, and gangs, and brothels. But there were also churches, and
mosques, and communities.

The flavor of life in District Six has been well-documented, and
even recreated, in literature, drama, and film — even in a small replica
neighborhood in the Grand West casino, on the Cape Flats. Rhoda, like
many Capetonians, indulged a sense of bittersweet nostalgia for District
Six — including that expressed by the late novelist Richard Rive, with
whom Rhoda would later develop a friendship. Rive captured the mood of
the neighborhood in the mid-1950s in his nostalgic novel, ‘Buckingham
Palace’, District Six (emphasis removed):

I remember those who used to live in District Six, those who lived in
Caledon Street and Clifton Hill and busy Hanover Street. There are those
of us who still remember the ripe, warm days. Some of us still romanticise
and regret when our eyes travel beyond the dead bricks and split tree
stumps and wind-tossed sand.

When I was a boy and chirruping ten, a decade after the end of the
Second World War ... I remember especially the weekends, which began
with the bustle of Friday evenings when the women came home from
the factories and the men came home late although they had been paid
off early — and the feeling of well-being and plenty in our house on
the upper left-hand side of Caledon Street near St. Mark’s Church. We
lived in the fourth in a row of five mouldy cottages called ‘Buckingham
Palace’ by the locals. The first, 201, the one farthest from the church as if
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by design, was a bluepainted House of Pleasure called the ‘Casbah’. In it
lived Mary and The Girls.

Saturday mornings were brisk, for some men must work and all women
must shop. And Hanover Street was crowded and the bazaars and fish-
market did a roaring trade. There were groceries to buy on the book and
clothes on hire-purchase.

And in the evenings we would stand in hushed doorways and tell stories
about the legendary figures of District Six ... or show off about our
prowess with the local girls, or just talk about the ways of white folks
and how [early anti-apartheid activist] Cissie Gool was fighting for us
and showing the white people a thing or two.

Echoes of that life still resound, in tiny pockets of Cape Town, such
as the lower reaches of Woodstock, and Salt River, a largely Coloured
neighborhood sandwiched between the docks and the bohemian student
enclave of Observatory.

Local klopse — minstrel troupes dating to the 19th century — paraded
down Hanover Street on New Year’s Eve and on Tweede Nuwe Jaar, the
second day of January, celebrated by generations of Coloureds as a day of
respite from, and then emancipation from, slavery. To this day, the festival
lives on, embraced by the city government and even commercialized with
corporate sponsorships. It has drawn in communities from as far away
as rural towns like Wellington. It was, sadly, canceled for two successive
years during the coronavirus pandemic. And as for what District Six was
like before apartheid and the era of forced removals, much has faded,
living on only in literature, black-and-white photographs, museums,
and memory.

Rhoda and her family were deeply enmeshed in the Coloured
community — the majority in District Six. Like many Coloured families,
they had a variety of ancestors, and both Christians and Muslims among
their relatives. Their forebears came from Clements Kadalie’s Central
Africa — but also from the East Indies, and from Europe. Later, Rhoda
would learn from a DNA test that she also carried a crucial genetic
marker possessed by descendants of the Khoisan, the original indigenous
population of the region, prior to the arrival of European explorers — and
African migrants. She was, in every way, a daughter of Cape Town, both
indigenous and cosmopolitan.
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The Kadalie family lived in a large apartment complex in District Six
known as Bloemhof Flats.> The buildings consisted of several multi-story
towers, arranged around a central courtyard, surrounded by busy streets
on all four sides.? Rhoda would later say it was her happiest home.

Rhoda’s paternal grandmother, Molly Davidson, Clements Kadalie’s
former wife, lived in Bloemhof Flats as well, in an apartment near the
entrance to the complex. She worked as a cleaner at St. Mark’s Anglican
Church — “referred to as a warden in the 1950s and 60s,” Rhoda later
recalled.* She used to bring Rhoda sweets, and offer words of wisdom.
“She wasn’t a sage, she was a granny,” Rhoda recalled, “and a loving
granny. We all loved her.”s

Local historian Joe Schaffers, who was himself evicted from
Bloembhof Flats during the era of forced removals, described the complex
to visiting geographer Tom Slater:

The Bloemhof Flats was a municipal housing complex in the District, a
community within a community, and a place with its own civic energy
via social organisations and sports and music associations. Joe met
his wife Audrey there, who was also born and bred in Bloemhof. The
block Joe and Audrey lived in after they got married was one of those in
the complex that were bulldozed in the demolitions, replaced by a row
of garages to serve the remaining buildings that were spruced up and
gentrified by white residents, and the whole diminished complex was
then renamed ‘Skyways’.

The entire Bloemhof community, as with the entire population of District
Six, was scattered among different townships.¢

Tothis day, the Skyways apartments still exist in Cape Town, one of the few
surviving pieces of residential real estate from that era still in District Six.

2 See Willie Bester, Bloemhof Flats, oil on canvas. URL: http://bit.
ly/3tkFjTm. Accessed 26 Sep. 2021.

3 See Katie Hold. “District Six Exhibit Bloemhof Flats.” URL: https://www.

flickr.com/photos/katieholt/947586 4744 /in/photostream/.  Accessed

26 Sep. 2021

Draft article for Beeld, 4 Oct. 2017. Personal files.

Rhoda Kadalie. Personal communication with the author. 31 Mar. 2022.

Tom Slater. “Joe Schaeffers’ Honorary Doctorate.” URL: https://blogs.

ed.ac.uk/tomslater/joeschaffersdoctorate/. Accessed 26 Sep. 2021.
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Rhoda visits Bloemhof Flats (Skyways), District Six, Cape Town, c. 1980
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Rhoda attended St. Mark’s Primary School, later recalling that it was where
“my first teacher, Mrs. Devoux, loved me so much that school from then
onwards became pure joy.”7 Most of her neighbors and friends were, like
her, Coloured. She remembered one white man, a Mr Beukes, who was the
caretaker of the local community center, and who would chase children
off the steep of the building. The phrase “swart gevaar” (“black peril”),
which had been used to frighten white voters into supporting the National
Party in the historic 1948 elections, was appropriated by local children to
spin frightful tales about local milkmen: “Die milkie gaan jou vang!” (“The
milkman will catch you!”), they warned.?

Rhoda revisited her early childhood memories, nearly half a century
later, in a visit to now-desolate District Six with BBC radio:

When I grew up in District Six, I remember a vibrancy, there were
fish shops everywhere, bakeries. And then, of course, there was a

7 Draft article for Beeld, 4 Oct. 2017. Personal files. Ibid.
8 Rhoda Kadalie. Notes on “Political awareness at an early age.” Personal
files.
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cosmopolitan community of Jewish landlords, Indian traders, Coloured
intellectuals, everybody mixing and getting on very well. I cannot deny
that there was quite a lot of slum degradation taking place because the
government wanted to use the Slum Clearance Act to declare District
Six a white area. And so they consciously allowed it to deteriorate. And
you must remember ... in the seventies, this was a maze of streets with
residential houses. My father’s church was up on a hill, in a cobbled
street called Smart Street. And when I was a little girl, I stood on the
corner of the road, every Sunday night, and rang the brass bell for the
parishioners to come to church. So I have fond memories of all the people
who lived in that area. These are the only cottages in District Six that
have not been demolished. They have had to — with the Group Areas
Act in 1965 [see below], they were forced to sell their property. Many of
them got next-to-nothing for it because they were forced to move. And
then, when they sold, white people moved in. ... Where all these garages
were, that was like a play pit, a huge play pit for all of the children in the
neighborhood. Where that flat is, that was a community center, where
we all did ballet, and singing lessons, and in winter everybody got soup,
and toast, and God knows what. But every Christmas, they would have
pageants, here in the middle, and everybody would attend: Muslim,
Christian — anybody. It was the most intact, wonderful community. And
that’s all that I remember about my childhood. ¢

Though District Six held her happiest memories, Rhoda — like many
Capetonians — still regarded the area with bitterness as well as nostalgia,
decades later. But in the 1950s, the destruction of the community was still
over the horizon.

The Kadalie family grew rapidly. Fenner and Joan welcomed their
first son, David, in 1951; followed by Charles, born in 1952. Rhoda was
born in 1953, followed by brothers Reuben in 1955, and Paul in 1957. More
children were to come: Rhoda would later joke that South Africa did not
have television until the 1970s, hence her parents’ astonishing fertility.

kkok
When the Kadalie family left District Six, it was not because they were

forcibly removed: rather, an opportunity arrived with a new job from the
Cape Town municipality.

Fenner was placed in charge of municipal wash houses in the
segregated town of Mowbray, a lower middle-class suburb southeast of

9 Rhoda Kadalie, on BBC Women’s Hour. 27 Jun. 2002.
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the city center. Today, Mowbray remains an important crossroads between
the townships of the sand-swept Cape Flats, the plush white suburbs of
the mountainous Cape Peninsula, and the bustling downtown area of the
City Bowl.1

Fenner relaxes in the garden of the Mowbray Wash House
with Rhoda at his side, c. 1962 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

At the time, Mowbray was divided between white academics and
professionals on the one hand, and poorer Coloured families, nestled
behind St. Peter’s Church. Few people had their own washing machines,
and poorer families could not afford domestic help or private laundromats.

10  The gaatjies, the diminutive assistants who open the door and collect
fares on the city’s ubiquitous minibus taxis, often cry out “Mowbray
Kaap!” to passersby as they head into town.
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Themunicipalwashhousein Harriers Road wasanimportantamenity

— and a meeting place for the community. Because it needed access to
water, it was also at the boundary of the urban environment of the city
proper, and the somewhat pastoral expanse of the Cape Flats. It primarily
served the white households of the area, including those white families
living around the Rondebosch Common, a large reserve beloved by locals
for its natural vegetation and hiking trails. It also provided employment
for a large workforce, who were predominately Coloured women.

As Rhoda would later write:

The building was nearly destroyed by a fire in 1965, but remains standing
today, though the expansive grounds now front onto the M5, a busy local

In 1961, when the Kadalies left Bloemhof Flats District Six, where they
lived, it was not because of the Group Areas Act. It was because my
father, Fenner Christian Kadalie, was promoted to Superintendent of
the Cleansing Department in the City Council and was transferred to
Harriers Road, to oversee the Mowbray municipal wash houses, the
pound for stray animals, and other cleansing departments.

When we moved there, Black River Parkway [a prominent modern road]
did not exist and that entire area consisted of rambling fields of grass.
The pound stabled stray animals, especially from black areas such as
Langa, used predominantly for lobola [brideprice].

As children we cut grass for the animals and enjoyed having them to
look after. Some of the animals were wild, terrifying and uncontrollable.
Others were stubborn, such as a donkey, which always managed to
escape by digging deep holes under the stable gate. This donkey was a
constant source of amusement to us, but a headache to my dad.”

highway, from which it is separated by a large, imposing fence.

11

Rhoda Kadalie. “Forced to move from home.” Cape Times, 22 Jul. 2013.

URL: http://bit.ly/3UEQNNS. Accessed on 26 Sep. 2021.
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Rhoda outside the Mowbray Wash House, Mowbray, Cape Town, c. 1967
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)
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Rhoda’s four youngest siblings would be born in Mowbray, including her
brother Thomas, and her twin brothers Bruce and Patrick. Her only sister,
Judith (Judy), was born on October 24, 1969 — the youngest of the nine
Kadalie children, spanning 18 years. Rhoda would later recall that Thomas
and Judy were both born at home, in the large Mowbray farmhouse that the
family inhabited. She was especially excited by Judy’s arrival, as she later
recalled: “When my mother was pregnant for the 8th time, and 7 brothers
later, I prayed for a sister every day. I was prepared to turn agnostic because
with every pregnancy I prayed for a sister, but God thought otherwise and
sent a boy. So when my dad announced a girl I was so overjoyed, I could
barely contain myself.”*

Rhoda with mother Joan and sister Judy, c. 1970 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Her family made her a natural feminist. Rhoda would later recall that her
father spoiled her, giving her seven brothers something of an inferiority
complex. Her mother, Joan, was “very conventional,” she later recalled,
and no “feminist,” in the political sense, but was “an assertive woman

12 Rhoda Kadalie. Comment on Facebook, 23 Oct. 2021. URL: https://www:.
facebook.com/rhoda.kadalie/posts/10159931922165039. Accessed on
28 Mar. 2022.
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in her own rights.” She refused to do much housework, demanding that
the boys learn to cook, clean, and iron for themselves. “I resented that as
a child,” Rhoda said, “and I thought she was a bad mother but as I grew
older T began to understand her sort of rebellion and I actually admire
[her] today.”

Rhoda wrote:

Here we grew up very happily, in a peaceful abode, with my father
working next door and my mother working on and off as a machinist at
the Ensign [clothing] factory.™

We all went to St Peter’s Primary School, Mowbray, which was about a
mile away, and bus fare was one big round cent. Because of the municipal
wash houses, the grounds in front of our house were enormous and
here my brothers had endless fun playing soccer and cricket. We could
roam around freely, playing on the vast open spaces in front of us. Our
childhood was idyllic, to say the least.’s

Many of Rhoda’s friends were from the surrounding neighborhood. Across
from the school was a small mosque, where Muslim men gathered for
prayer, especially on Fridays, responding to the call of the azzan, the call to
prayer, from the muezzin. Rhoda’s best friend was Yasmina, a Muslim girl
who lived near the mosque. Through her, Rhoda learned much about life in
the Muslim community, including the holidays and the cultural traditions.

Through the washhouse, Rhoda also encountered people from all
walks of life. Professors, teachers, lawyers, and architects brought their
laundry in on a daily basis, and many of them came to know Pastor Kadalie
and his family. One client was a renowned pianist, who, while waiting for
his laundry, would visit the Kadalie home to play the piano. He played
the compositions of Franz Liszt and Edvard Grieg, as well as George
Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue, leaving the Kadalie children in awe. Decades
later, Rhoda would recall, she attended his concerts at Cape Town City
Hall with the Cape Philharmonic Orchestra.

13 Rhoda Kadalie. Unpublished interview with Melanie Walker, 27 Oct.
1994.

14 The factory, in Woodstock, was demolished around 2000. See: Stewart
Harris, “Ensign clothing factory, Woodstock.” Flickr, 21 Nov. 2011. URL:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/myskygarden/6529717773.  Accessed
on 26 Sep. 2021.

15 Rhoda Kadalie, Cape Times 2013, ibid.
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Rhoda in the garden of the cottage at the Mowbray Wash House, c. 1970
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Despite the idyllic surroundings, the anti-apartheid struggle had reached
a point of crisis in South Africa. The Sharpeville Massacre of 1960 had set
the country on a course for violent confrontation over apartheid.

16 At Sharpeville, police in a township south of Johannesburg shot and
killed dozens of peaceful black protesters who were demonstrating
against the discriminatory “pass” laws. The event shocked the world,
triggered a wave of emigration from the country, and convinced the ANC
to begin a violent underground struggle against the state.
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Racial tensions had become more intense in Cape Town, too —
though not for everyone. Rhoda recalled:

We were the only coloured family in this area, and some neighbours
were friendly while others watched us with great suspicion, but in the
end we became friends. One of our neighbours was a magistrate by the
name of Mr Frank. He always introduced himself, as “Frank by name
and frank by nature”.

He loved my father, who was also a lay pastor in District Six, and always
advised him which topics to include in his sermons, especially hire
purchase, which he branded as the scourge of the poor. He raised his
domestic worker’s daughter Betty and I remember how amazed I was
to hear a black girl my age speak impeccable English when mine was
pretty lousy.

Another neighbour was Rev Crawford, the head of the Presbyterian
Church, his wife (who was also called Rhoda) and their two children.
He chatted to my father as a fellow pastor, but was often racist. The
neighbours across the road, the Cruikshanks, (the husband was an
architect) were very aloof and hardly greeted us until I saved their house
from burning down.

I came from school one day and saw the roof burning and shouted and
shouted until they heard me. This was no mean feat as they had scary,
loud dogs. My throat was hoarse, but the house was saved. I remember
how disappointed I was when they just gave me a box of [embroidered]
handkerchiefs as a gift, for what I considered to be a heroic deed."”

One Dutch family, the De Lange household, who lived next to Rev.
Crawford, only allowed Rhoda to play with their daughter once, and under
strict supervision. When children from the nearby community of Black
River, a Coloured settlement, raided the De Lange family orchard, they
invariably blamed Rhoda’s brothers, which enraged her parents.

Still, there was an overall atmosphere of tolerance, and the Kadalie
children grew up relatively insulated from the disruptions taking place
elsewhere in the city. But the peaceful yet troubled racial coexistence that
Rhoda had known was soon to come to an abrupt end.

kR sk

17 Rhoda Kadalie, Cape Times 2013, ibid.
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South Africa had known racial discrimination in various forms for many
decades before the arrival of apartheid. But the victory of the National
Party in 1948 marked the arrival of a new and institutional form of
racial segregation.

Ironically, the ideology of the National Party was itself rooted in an
experience of repression and suffering. The British fought the fledgling
Afrikaner republics in the Anglo-Boer War of 1899-1902 to seize control
of South Africa’s lucrative, capital -intensive gold and diamond industries.
After the British overwhelmed the Boers (“farmers”) in direct military
confrontations, the Afrikaners took to guerrilla warfare.

Inresponse, the British developed one of the most insidious weapons
of the twentieth century: the concentration camp. To crush the remnants
of Boer resistance, the British rounded up civilians — notably women,
children, and the elderly — whom the guerrilla fighters had left at home,
and burned their farms. Many Afrikaners died in the camps before the end
of the war.

The experience of persecution created an enduring bitterness among
the Afrikaner population that festered long after the Boer generals and
statesmen negotiated favorable terms in the negotiations that led to the
formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910.

Though South Africa fought on the side of the Allies in both the First
and Second World Wars, significant portions of the Afrikaner population
sided with Germany, as Britain’s enemy. Prime Minister Jan Smuts, a
former Boer general who was an architect of the United Nations, tried
to satisfy Afrikaner aspirations within the template of a British-style
parliamentary democracy. But in 1948, voters worried about the rising
economic power and presence of black South Africans — the so-called
“swaart gevaar,” or “black peril” — rejected Smuts and his United Party
in favor of D. F. Malan and the National Party.

The National Party’s ideology of “apartheid” — an Afrikaans word
meaning “separateness” — held that South Africa’s diverse racial groups
represented distinct nations, each with its own aspirations. This idea
provided a convenient pseudo-moral justification for segregating the
members of various races into separate areas, and ratifying the grossly
unfair apportionment of land that had been undertaken in the early
years of the Union. The National Party also gave religion, and the Dutch
Reformed Church in particular, pride of place in national culture, and
identified communism as a grave threat to the state, placing it — however
uncomfortably — among the western nations.

Apartheid was rolled out in a series of laws. Several were particularly
important — and notorious. The Population Registration Act of 1950, for
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example, required every South African to be classified by race, according
to an assigned set of physical criteria that were said to be scientific, but
which were often arbitrary.

A related law, the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act of 1949,
prohibited marriage across the color line; it reinforced the Immorality Act
of 1927, a law that predated apartheid, banning sex between white and
black people. The Reservation of Separate Amenities Act of 1953 imposed
segregation in public places, including on public transportation; the
Bantu Education Act of 1953 condemned black South Africans to inferior
training, for all but menial jobs; and the Suppression of Communism Act
of 1950 gave the state the tools to suppress opposition by prohibiting
certain public gatherings and even “banning” particular individuals from
political activity.

Perhaps the most impactful law was the Group Areas Act of 1950,
which divided South Africa into particular areas assigned to each racial
group — usually themajor four: white, African, Coloured, and Indian. When
District Six was destroyed, the government was acting, in part, pursuant
to the Group Areas Act, under which the largely Coloured neighborhood
had been reclassified as white. Other urban neighborhoods throughout the
country met the same fate: Sophiatown, a largely black neighborhood in
central Johannesburg, had been a vibrant center of African modernity until
it was destroyed and its residents forcibly removed to black townships.

In Cape Town, the Group Areas Act had not stopped at the boundaries
of District Six. Other areas in the central area of the city or the near suburbs
were also classified as white, despite the diversity of their populations. Not
all of these areas suffered forced removals, which became increasingly
unpopular in the face of local resistance and international criticism. But
many did, and were changed forever.

Mowbray was one such area. And though Pastor Fenner Kadalie
had moved there to pursue a civic duty to the municipal government, the
apartheid regime soon wanted him, and his family, gone.

kkook
Rhoda noted that the area of Mowbray where her family lived was

considered predominantly “white,” though the washing house provided a
window onto what was, in fact, a remarkably diverse area:

We were considered privileged by some as we lived in a “white area”, on
a big property, with endless space for our big family. We had a garden of
orchards — every fruit tree one can imagine, there were enough bedrooms
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for the children, and as the only daughter for 16 years, I always had my
own room while the boys shared rooms.

The wash house next door was an intriguing place. It was the predecessor
to the laundry and Laundromats. Working class women, black and
coloured, mostly Malay, hired washing facilities from my father, and
white people would bring their washing to be laundered and ironed.

Soon we became part of this community of washerwomen and white
clients who interacted with my parents and us as children. Among them
were famous people, but the one we loved the most was a pianist who
came into our house and rocked the piano with long concertos from
Chopin to Lizst. Today, he and I frequent the same symphony concerts
at the City Hall.

The washerwomen loved us and we them. We were the beneficiaries
of their traditional fare during Ramadaan and Eid; we were invited to
countless Muslim weddings and family events. They were part of the big
family that surrounded us.*

Like several other “gray” areas of Cape Town that were formally reserved
for whites, but managed to survive the apartheid era somewhat intact,
Mowbray might have endured as a diverse, working-class community.
However, politics intervened, as Rhoda recalled:

In 1970, my brothers were playing soccer with the white kids in the
neighbourhood. It was election time and a National Party member, Mr
Carr, was recruiting voters. He walked around, saw my brothers playing
and inquired who they were. Within a matter of days we were issued
with a Group Areas eviction order. My parents were distraught. With nine
children they had no capital to buy a house big enough to accommodate
their family.

The council led my father to believe that he was secure in his job and
the house but could do nothing against the power of the apartheid state.
The prospects of going to a council house on the Cape Flats such as [the
Coloured townships] Bonteheuwel, Manenberg, or Hanover Park seemed
too ghastly to contemplate, and it was the first time I saw my mother
weep. The Cape Flats was vastly underdeveloped and to move from a
homely idyllic environment into the unknown was scary for all of us.»

18 Rhoda Kadalie, Cape Times, ibid.
19 Ibid.
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D.M. Carr was the National Party member of Parliament representing the
industrial suburb of Maitland, several kilometers to the north. He was a
passionate advocate of apartheid.

Inadebatein1968inthe all-white House of Assembly in Parliament

about the creation of the separate Coloured Persons Representative
Council, which would exclude them from representation in the white
Parliament after Coloured voters had already been stripped of the
franchise, Carr said:

20

During all the years that the Coloureds were on the Common Roll
[of voters], it is undoubtedly true that they remained backward and
illiterate. The vote was no good to them. Admittedly it was very useful
to the [opposition] United Party on many occasions but to the Coloured
people it was no use at all.

It is no good saying that the Coloured people speak English or Afrikaans
and that they belong to the same churches as Whites. We know that they
are different, and that they react differently and that they will always
react differently when mixed together with Whites politically. ... We
want a white Parliament. That is the unquestionable desire not only of
Afrikaans speaking South Africans in the National Party, it is the desire
of the vast majority of South Africans, right across the language line. It
will redound to the credit and honour of the National Party that it was
this Government which gave us a purely white South African Parliament.
This act will stand as a monument to the present régime.

I am satisfied that the proposed new legislation will be a tremendous
asset to the Coloured people because for the first time they will have
a body consisting of a majority of elected members, a body which
will be able to give us and the outside world the genuine voice of the
Coloured man.>°

D.M. Carr, quoted by Griffin Lerner. “Neither Black Nor White: Louisiana

Creoles of Color, South African Coloureds and the Struggle for Identity,
Nationhood, and Belonging.” Thesis, University of North Carolina, 2015.
URL: https://bit.ly/3UvcvmS; accessed 7 Mar. 2022. Quoting: Republic of
South Africa, House of Assembly Debates, no. 4, 1968, col. 1366-8. URL:
http://www.historicalpapers.wits.ac.za/inventories/inv_ pdfo/A1132/
A1132-C270-001-jpeg.pdf. Accessed on 7 Mar. 2022.
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The 1970 general election was the first election for an exclusively white
parliament, and Carr was campaigning for the National Party throughout
the area. One day, as John Field remembers the incident, Carr was not
canvassing for votes, but picking up his washing. He noticed the Kadalie
boys and the Field boys playing soccer. The sight of Coloured and white
boys playing together triggered his indignation. His intervention — and
Fenner Kadalie’s innocent reply, when asked who the mixed group of
boys were — doomed the family and the local Coloured community to
forced removal.

Rhoda recalled: “He was walking around, and he saw my brothers
playing soccer with the white kids. He came to ask my father whose
children are these, and the next day there were government officials with
papers, telling us that we should leave.”*

Rhoda also recalled that Carr’s actions did not go over well with
some of his white Afrikaner constituents. Joy Kelley, the Afrikaans-
speaking wife of a missionary named Pat Kelley, knew Pastor Kadalie
through her husband’s Bible study group. When she learned about the
forced removals, she apparently phoned Carr and excoriated him, calling
him a “swine.” Her outburst won the Kadalie family a temporary reprieve:
unlike other families, they would not be evicted until they had found
alternative accommodation.

The Mowbray removal took place, nevertheless — proceeding several
years after the Civil Rights movement had already dismantled much of
what remained of formal racial segregation in the United States; and just
a few years after Robert F. Kennedy delivered his memorable address on
racial equality at the University of Cape Town, just above Mowbray on the
slopes of Table Mountain.>>

Similar removals took place in other “white” suburbs of Cape
Town. While the forced removals of District Six became iconic, the quieter
removals in Mowbray, Sea Point, Claremont, and Newlands were no less
traumatic for their victims.

For the Kadalie family, eviction and removal were not just political
issues: they created an acute and deeply personal crisis, as the family
had to find shelter, and wished to avoid the impoverished, windswept,

21 Rhoda Kadalie, on BBC Women’s Hour. 27 Jun. 2002.

22  Robert F. Kennedy. “Day of Affirmation Address.” University of Cape
Town, Cape Town, South Africa. 6 Jun.1966. URL: https://www.jfklibrary.
org/learn/about-jfk/the-kennedy-family/robert-f-kennedy/robert-
f-kennedy-speeches/day-of-affirmation-address-university-of-
capetown-capetown-south-africa-june-6-1966. Accessed on 26 Sep.
2021.
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crime-ridden public housing on the Cape Flats. Rhoda recalled in 2002:
“I remember that my mother really sobbed the day she was told to leave
her house. ... All kinds of mixed emotions. And I find, I find I’'m often quite
angry about it, even now.”?3

Fenner Kadalie managed to apply for a larger house in the Coloured
township of Primrose Park, Rhoda wrote, with help “from an Afrikaner
missionary [Pat Kelley] ... who happened to know a Member of Parliament
[Carr].” And with that, “within a matter of months we were forcibly
removed from Mowbray.”

She recalled the emotional toll of the evictions:

For us it was a great time of upheaval from a secure, comfortable home
to a smaller house, new neighbours, and strange surroundings.

While we were undergoing our upheaval, our maternal and paternal
relatives, as well as my father’s congregants, were all served
eviction notices.

Over a period of ten years we witnessed all our people forcibly removed,
trucks moving in and out of District Six, people not knowing where
they were going, the bewilderment of social dislocation taking its toll
on mothers, fathers, children, the elderly, the youth, the employed, the
professionals, the traders, the owners, the poor and the marginalised.*

Before, she noted, the family had felt lucky, among a privileged few who
could participate fully, if at times uncomfortably, in Cape Town. That
comforting illusion was now shattered:

The Group Areas Act and all the other pieces of racist legislation that
accompanied it, became the much-despised great leveller.

With this national scourge of forced removals, we were not special, as we
always thought. We were part of the oppressed of South Africa.>s

Despite their education, their faith, and their service to the government,
the Kadalies were to be judged by their color. It was a lesson Rhoda would
never forget.

23  Rhoda Kadalie, on BBC Women’s Hour, 2002, ibid.
24 Ibid.
25  Ibid.
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“Iwent to five different schools because of the Group Areas Act. ...
under protest, [1] went to UWC, which in retrospect [ don’t regret,
because I think my political formation was achieved there.”

Forced removals meant an abrupt interruption in the education of many
South African children. Many children found themselves isolated from
the older, more established schools they had formerly attended, and were
trapped by the inferior education provided by the apartheid system.

A few found ways to continue their education in the places they
left behind, if they were able to flout apartheid’s racial boundaries and
make the heavy investments of time and money required. For the Kadalie
children, education remained a crucial lifeline, a link to the aspirations
they refused to give up simply because they had been evicted.

The Kadalie children were fortunate in that most of them were
able to attend primary school in Mowbray, before they were evicted, at a
local Anglican school, St. Peter’s. It was owned by the St. Peter’s church
abutting the school property, and was a small and intimate facility, led
by influential teachers. Some of those teachers left the country with the
enforcement of the apartheid government’s Bantu Education Act of 1953,
and its extension into “non-white” universities and colleges in 1959.

Like other primary schools across South Africa — including public
schools — St. Peter’s was highly regimented, with school uniforms, daily
prayers, and corporal punishment for even minor infractions. But the
teachers were devoted to ensuring that their pupils — called “learners”
in the politically correct jargon of post-apartheid South Africa, to soften
the inequality between educators and students — had the basic skills
necessary to survive, even in a racially segmented job market.

1 Rhoda Kadalie, quoted by Ryland Fisher. Race. Auckland Park: Jacana
Media, 2007. pp. 20-21.
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Rhoda and her siblings dressed for school at St. Peter’s, Mowbray, c. 1962
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Rhoda would later say that she was first exposed to the reality of apartheid
when she attended St. Peter’s — not inside the classroom, but on the
way home:

I went to school in Mowbray at St. Peter’s and walked down from St.
Peter’s home every day. And at Sawkins Road is a little park. And I
played in this park every day, and sometimes met the little kids of the
neighborhood and played with them. And suddenly, one day, there was
a board up which said, “whites only.” And I couldn’t understand it. And
I think it was very painful for my mother to explain to me what that
meant. And so I found that very brutal. I would walk my white friends
home, and their parents’ would say, “How dare you call them by their
name? You should call them, “Miss so-and-so.” And I innocently said,
“But they don’t call me, ‘Miss.””

2 Rhoda Kadalie, on “Woman Today,” SAfm, June 1996.
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Prior to that, Rhoda said, she had no consciousness of race. “We grew up
in a very sheltered home. ... We weren’t really aware of race as such. Race
meant, to us, the white caretaker in District Six, where we lived before,
who chased the children away when they played on the stoep [veranda] of
the clinic, for example.”

When the area around St. Peter’s was declared a “white” area under
the Group Areas Act, Rhoda, whohad studied at St. Peter’s through Standard
3 (5th grade), continued for two years at the Sydney Street Primary school
in the Woodstock neighborhood, a neighborhood abutting the old District
Six, stretching from the docks upward along the slopes of Devil’s Peak, the
distinctive hook-shaped massif to the east of Table Mountain.

Sydney Street was known then as a school for “half caste” children
— “fair kids from mixed parentage who could pass for white,” Rhoda
recalled. Light-skinned children in Woodstock, especially from Walmer
Estate — one of the most elite neighborhoods within the Coloured
community — often managed to slip through the cracks in South Africa’s
segregated society. Being classified as white in official documents, or
simply mistaken for being white, could open awhole world of opportunities
that were denied to darker-skinned Coloured people of equal talents. It was
not uncommon for two children of the same parents to attend different
schools on the basis of appearance alone. Some of Rhoda’s relatives gamed
the system in this way.

Efforts to evade the arbitrary apartheid scheme of racial
classifications led to some absurd results, documented in the
government’s annual report on cases of people who had applied
for reclassification. Upon the use of various pseudoscientific tests,
measuring the thickness of hair or the slope of shoulders, a handful of
people who were originally declared to be part of one racial group were
declared to be part of another. The report was demanded regularly in
Parliament by the anti-apartheid stalwart Helen Suzman, causing some
grim embarrassment, at home and abroad, to the government.

Rhoda, a diligent student, qualified to attend Sydney Street based
on her grades alone, though she was relatively dark-skinned. When she
arrived, having never met anyone there before, she was treated poorly
by some of the teachers, as well as some of her classmates. Many, even
those classified as Coloured themselves, had internalized the hierarchical
racial outlook of South African society, which was reinforced with vigor by
apartheid’s intricate system of exclusions.

But Rhoda did not let the abuse deter her, and she studied diligently,
as did her siblings, most of whom excelled in school. The Kadalie children
also benefited from the encouragement of their next-door neighbors, a
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white couple named John and Anne Field. John was a professor of zoology
at the University of Cape Town (UCT), and he and Anne took an interest in
the bright, precocious Kadalie children, hiring Rhoda to help babysit their
children — all of whom went on to lead successful lives.

The Fields were a liberal family, Rhoda recalled, opposed in principle
to apartheid — partly due to the influence of John’s mother, Sheila van der
Horst, who was a prominent economist at UCT, specializing in the study of
migrant labor, a staple of the South African economy that attracted much
criticism. His father was Stanley Field, a well-known lawyer in Cape Town.

Together, the Fields formed a close and enduring bond with the
Kadalie family. Rhoda recalled: “The Fields were very kind to my parents
and donated several Volkswagen Combis to my father for his church
work, which he did in his spare time.”? Later, they would pay Rhoda’s
university tuition.

It was a friendship that would endure, long after the two families
were forcibly separated by the apartheid regime.

Rhoda with the Fields family children, c. 1970
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

3 Rhoda Kadalie. “Forced to move from home.” Cape Times, 22 Jul. 2013.
Ibid.
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At one point, years after the forced removals, when Rhoda was twenty-one
years old, and still living at home, she showed up at the Fields’ home after
an argument with her parents and declared that she was moving in with
them. Behind her was the little Volkswagen “Fun Bug” that she had been
given for her birthday; on the back seat were all of her worldly possessions,
tied in a sheet with a knot, in the style of the stereotypical hobo.

John agreed, on condition that her father be informed of her
whereabouts. She agreed, and Professor Fields called Pastor Kadalie to let
him know that Rhoda was staying with them. The arrangement continued,
amiably, for seven months, until the familial dispute had run its course,
and Rhoda returned home.

koK sk

After completing Standard 5 [7th grade], Rhoda continued her studies at
the Wesley Training College, a school for teachers. Wesley was founded in
the early twentieth century in the industrial hub of Salt River,*a working-
class and largely Coloured community originally settled by British
laborers. The college, which is an ordinary public school today, is a large
Cape Dutch-style school along one of the main industrial roads, across
from the residential portion of Salt River, whose streets are named after
great English literary figures, and whose skies resonate five times daily
with the Muslim call to prayer from neighborhood mosques.

At the time, Wesley permitted students to attend for general
studies up through Standard 8, or 10th grade. Students who continued
into Standard 9 and the final year of high school, known as matriculation
or “matric,” would train specifically to be teachers. Rhoda, who had
developed broader interests, wanted to apply to university. She had the
support of her parents: “My parents were very conservative in most ways,
but they never thought I should have less education because I was a girl,”
she later recalled.5

So she transferred schools again — this time, to Harold Cressy High
School, which remained in District Six. Though the family had left District
Sixlong ago, it was a logical choice, as Rhoda recalled later: “Our maternal
and paternal relatives still lived in District Six so we lived across both

A “Wesley Practising School.” URL: https://wesleypractisingschool.
wordpress.com/about-us/academics-2/. Accessed on 27 Sep. 2021.
5 Helen Suzman Foundation. “Interview with Rhoda Kadalie, Human

Rights Activist.” Focus 24, 2001. URL: https://hsf.org.za/publications/
focus/issue-24-fourth-quarter-2001/interview-with-rhoda-kadalie-
human-rights-activist. Accessed on 27 Sep. 2021.
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areas. My father had three parishes in District Six and we had a huge circle
of friends, consisting of congregants, family, and neighbours.”

Harold Cressy was also unique in that it catered specifically to
Coloured students. The school was originally founded in 1951 as the Cape
Town Secondary School, and was renamed in 1953 for Cressy, the first
Coloured in South Africa to graduate with a Bachelor of Arts degree (from
the University of Cape Town). Cressy had been a passionate advocate for
education among black South Africans before his life was tragically cut
short by pneumonia.®

The site on which the school had been built had previously housed a
Jewish community school known as Hope Lodge Primary School.” Jewish
immigrants had played a key role in developing District Six, and owned
many of the buildings where Coloured residents lodged at the time of the
forced removals. A disproportionate number of Jews were active in politics,
trade unions, and the anti-apartheid movement as well.

Though the apartheid government wanted the school gone, Harold
Cressy, along with nearby Trafalgar High School, resisted the pressure,
in part by continuing to produce graduates who performed well on
matriculation exams.®

Cressy was not only an excellent school; it was also a highly
political one, whose left-wing outlook was sharpened in response to the
confrontation with the apartheid government. Several teachers, and their
families, were also involved in political activity. One of Rhoda’s teachers
was Helen Kies (née Abrahams), a member of the Teachers League of
South Africa (TLSA). The TLSA was an organization of Coloured teachers
that opposed racial segregation and apartheid. Kies was married to
Benjamin Mason Kies, a prominent socialist, yet non-Stalinist, Coloured
intellectual.® He would later be “banned” under the notorious Suppression

6 “Harold Cressy.” URL: http://pzacad.pitzer.edu/NAM/newafrre/
writers/cressy/cressyS.htm. Accessed on 27 Sep. 2021.

7 “Harold Cressy High School: Heritage Impact Assessment.” 28 May 2014.
URL:  https://sahris.sahra.org.za/sites/default/files/heritagereports/
Harold%20Cressy%20HIA.pdf. Accessed on 27 Sep. 2021.

8 “Trafalgar High School, Cape Town, marks 100 years.” South African
History Online. 13 Jan. 2012. URL: https://www.sahistory.org.za/archive/
trafalgar-high-school-cape-town-marks-100-years. Accessed on

27 Sep. 2021.

9 “Benjamin Magson Kies.” South African History Online. URL: https://
www.sahistory.org.za/people/benjamin-magson-kies. Accessed on
27 Sep. 2021.
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of Communism Act.”® Helen Kies, too, was later imprisoned briefly for her
political activity.

Rhoda would credit Helen Kies and other teachers for developing
her political consciousness. It was Kies, she said, who first told her about
her famous grandfather, Clements Kadalie, about whom her father had
maintained a steadfast silence. “They worshipped my grandfather,” she
told an interviewer.™ Through Kies and others, Rhoda learned about her
family’s political legacy — one of resistance to racism, and one of self-
reliance, which eschewed communism on the left and racial nationalism
on the right.

Her experience at Harold Cressy was more than a preparation for
the matriculation exams she would need to pass to enroll at university: it
was also a political education in the past and present of resistance to racial
discrimination in South Africa.

By then, Rhoda had experienced the brutality of the apartheid regime
personally: her own family’s forced removal meant that she had to take
the bus several miles to school: “Iremember, how as a matric [final year of
high school] pupil, travelling from Harold Cressy High to Primrose Park,
I missed seeing trees, greenery and the mountain,” she later recalled.”

In the District Six neighborhood surrounding the school, the forced
removals continued. The stark reality of apartheid was impossible to
ignore; it was literally right outside the classroom windows.

Harold Cressy marked the beginning of a political journey for Rhoda,
one she would continue at university in the mid-1970s, when South Africa
was quietly undergoing an intellectual ferment that would soon explode
on the streets.
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Rhoda faced a choice when she matriculated: she could apply to the
University of Cape Town, the prestigious white institution just south of
Harold Cressy on the windward slopes of Table Mountain; or she could
apply to the University of the Western Cape, a relatively new institution
for Coloured students.

Though the University of Cape Town (UCT) was for whites, it
admitted a limited number of other students — Coloured, Indian, and
African — with the permission of the apartheid government. Harold

10  “HelenKies.” South African History Online. URL: https://www.sahistory.
org.za/people/helen-kies. Accessed on 27 Sep. 2021.

1 Rhoda Kadalie, quoted in Salo, ibid.

12 Rhoda Kadalie, Cape Times, ibid.
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Cressy encouraged its students to apply there, rather than the Coloured
option at the University of the Western Cape (UWC).

UWC had the stigma of segregation, and the apartheid philosophy
of “separate development.” Founded in 1960, UWC was also known as a
“bush college” because it was established on the windy, sand-swept plain
of the Cape Flats, where few people lived at the time (and where Cape
Town’s segregated Coloured and black townships were being established).
As anew institution, and also as one that elite white students would never
apply to attend (at least until decades later), UWC was also considered a
second-class university, one frowned upon by the most upwardly mobile,
talented and ambitious Coloured students.

Ciraj Rasool, a professor of African history who earned his Ph.D.
at UWC, but who studied at UCT as an undergraduate, recalled how his
parents regarded UWC in the early days:

As much as a yearning for university studied on the lower reaches of
Devil’s Peak [i.e. at UCT] had been instilled in me, so scepticism and
a suspicion had also been inculcated about the meaning and value of
UWC. ... This was Coloured Representative Council® territory, close to
where the CRC met and where many CRC members lived, and this area
was thought to be in a vice grip of collaborationism, that old condition
of false consciousness that made opportunists actively work with the
institutions of their oppression. But as you drove a little further, and the
signs pointed to UWC, the parental instruction was swift and resolute:
“Look to your left, and do not look to the right!” For this was a “bush
college,” site not just of unequal education, but of inferior education, in
a university specially created to produce compliance and mediocrity. And
you were implored to look the other way for your own protection, in case
you got tainted or infected by this condition.*

Rasool would later have cause to revisit this early impression — both on
political and academic grounds. But at the time, the university was seen by
critics as just one of many institutions created to educate separate racial
groups and thus to reinforce apartheid’s basic structure.

13 The Coloured Persons Representative Council was a limited legislative
body created during the apartheid era.

14 Ciraj Rasool. “Full circle: concerning UWC’s academic value.” Premesh
Lalu and Noéleen Murray, eds. Becoming UWC: Reflections, pathways, and
unmaking apartheid’s legacy. “Full circle: concerning UWC’s academic
value.” Cape Town: Centre for Humanities Research (University of the
Western Cape), 2012.
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Theapartheid government was notinterested in creating an educated
middle class or professional class among any of the “non-white” groups,
except insofar as the graduates could be encouraged to serve their own
racial groups, and to provide an economic and political buffer between a
bourgeois white society and a potentially restive black population.

Rhodaknew all of that. And she rejected the more conventional career
paths of Coloured girls — “to be a teacher, social worker, or nurse,” she
later recalled.’ So she applied to UCT, hoping to study physical therapy, a
discipline taught in the world-renowned medical school. She saw physical
therapy as an alternative to what she regarded as the “typical” fields for
Coloured women, such as teaching and social work.

But she changed her mind, as she later wrote: “UCT had a bizarre
rule that applicants should include a photograph of themselves in a
bathing costume,”® or at least a “full length photograph.”” Rhoda
regarded that rule as an indignity on a number of levels. It was partly a way
of scrutinizing the race of applicants, according to the apartheid regime’s
criteria, which went well beyond simple skin color and often included hair,
facial features, and even posture.

Moreover, the photograph was a way for university admissions
officers to scrutinize the female bodies of applicants — something that
Rhoda fiercely resented. She was not ashamed of her body: she was slender
and pretty. But whether it was her Christian upbringing, or her early
feminist instincts, Rhoda simply would not bring herself to comply with
UCT’s apparently sexist requirement. She wrote to UCT and contested the
requirement, to no avail.

Several of Rhoda’s friends have disputed her claim about the
bathing costume, noting instead that Rhoda’s decision was likely a result
of apartheid exclusions. Under the Extension of University Education
Act of 1964, “non-white” students could only apply to UCT if they were
pursuing degrees that were not offered at UWC. At the time, these included
medicine, architecture, and engineering. Rhoda had little interest in these
fields, so she chose UWC. That, at least, is how the contrary story goes.
Journalist-turned-politician, Helen Zille, who was once the public affairs
director of UCT, disputed Rhoda’s claim about the bathing costume — but
Rhoda stuck to her guns.

15 Rhoda Kadalie. “Dear Rhoda.” From Me to Me: Letters to my 16 1/2-year-
old self. Auckland Park: Jacana, 2012. 121.

16 Ibid.

17 Rhoda Kadalie, quoted in Beyond, 2 Dec. 2010. URL: https://issuu.com/
beyondpublishing/docs/issue09. Accessed on 6 Mar. 2022. p. 61.
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Regardless, Rhoda applied to UWC instead, even though matriculants
from Harold Cressy typically scorned “bush colleges.” She registered for
a four-year degree in Library Science — largely to differentiate herself
from other Coloured female students, many of whom tended to study
social work, teaching, and nursing. And she added two additional subjects,
English and anthropology.

Rhoda’s Bible study group at UWC, c. 1975 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Her father, Pastor Kadalie, remained supportive — though he tried to
discourage her from studying anthropology, afraid that the study of
evolution would undermine Rhoda’s faith. She “laughed him out of court,”
she recalled, and pressed ahead with her chosen course of study.

As it turned out, enrolling in UWC would turn out to be a more
subversive decision than either Rhoda or her father could then understand.
“I went to UWC under protest,” she recalled later, “because at the time
none of us liked the university. But for me, it was a blessing in disguise
to go to the University of the Western Cape, because it politicized us very
radically at the time to what was going on in the country.:®

18  Rhoda Kadalie, “Woman Today,” ibid.
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Far from being an apartheid cog, UWC would emerge as a center
of resistance. Ironically, while many of her classmates who enrolled in
UCT faded into the landscape, UWC gave Rhoda her voice. “I would never
have been as high-profile as I was, politically,” had she not gone there,
Rhoda said.®

>k ok >k

UWCbegan as a tightly-controlled institution, founded in the aftermath of
the Extension of University Education Act of 1959, which segregated higher
education. It was run by the broader University of South Africa, a public
institution that provided (and still provides) courses by correspondence.
Its physical construction was overseen by the apartheid government’s
Public Works Department. As architect and scholar Noéleen Murray would
later write:

As with many other newly designated Group Areas, UWC was built on
land that was environmentally inferior to other parts of Cape Town. It
was a treeless wetland area exposed to harsh winds and sun, known
as the “bush”, and later to become the Cape Flats Nature Reserve.
The establishment of the Flats as a balkanised dumping ground for
people after forced removals was also a function of the rapid growth
of population, including continued migration to the city of people from
small towns and rural areas in what was then the Cape Province.

The faculty of UWC were predominantly white, with many coming from
Afrikaans-speaking institutions. This was more than a means of educating
the Coloured student population, many of whom spoke Afrikaans as a first
language. It was also a deliberate attempt to ensure that UWC remained
passive. As Rhoda would later note, the Broederbond (“Brotherhood”),
a secret society of Afrikaner leaders, kept a close watch on UWC’s
development. Their goal, Rhoda recalled, was “mind control” — guiding
the ideas of rising generations of Coloured professionals within the
boundaries of the regime’s philosophy of “Christian National Education,”
hoping to reinforce a docile mindset that would support the apartheid
system rather than challenging it.>

Over time, the university began opening up positions for Coloured
faculty and administrators, including Richard (“Dick”) van der Ross, who
was appointed to serve as the university’s rector — its chief academic

19 Rhoda Kadalie. Personal communication with the author. 6 Mar. 2022.
20  Rhoda Kadalie. Personal communication with the author.
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official — in 1975. Van der Ross was a fascinating, controversial, yet
widely admired figure. Rhoda would later describe him as a “thoroughly
decent man, prepared to work within the system, while changing it.”
Affectionately known as “Uncle Dick,” he fought long and hard for the
recognition of the Coloured people as a cultural group in their own right,
with a unique history and historical experiences that set them apart from
black Africans. That interest both conformed to, and challenged, the
government’s policy of “separate development.”

After studying at Trafalgar High School in District Six, Van der Ross
earned a Ph.D. in education at UCT, and worked both as a teacher and
administrator in schools within the Coloured community. He also became
politically active during the period of forced removals, protesting against
the policy of the apartheid regime under the Group Areas Act.

Yethealso showed awillingness towork within the apartheid system.
In 1958, the apartheid regime established the Department of Coloured
Affairs,> and Van der Ross accepted an appointment within it as Assistant
Planner of Education.?> This made him the first Coloured person to work
within the department — and, indeed, in any position under the apartheid
regime. It was a position that allowed him to serve his own community —
but at the moral price of working for a government whose racial policies
he abhorred.

Much of Van der Ross’s career, in academia and in politics, expressed
similar contradictions. In 1969, he was among the founding members
of the Labour Party, a specifically Coloured political party that formally
opposed apartheid but participated in the regime’s Coloured Persons
Representative Council (CRC), a legislative body in appearance only. He
participated in apartheid institutions, while opposing segregation; he
served the Coloured community, while objecting to a system that had
marked Coloured people out for dispossession and discrimination. In
many ways, his career encapsulated the dilemmas facing Coloured people
under apartheid — with which, to his credit, he wrestled constantly.

21  South African History Online. “The apartheid government establishes a
Department for Coloured Affairs’ (CAD).” URL: https://www.sahistory.
org.za/dated-event/apartheid-government-establishes-department-
coloured-affairs-cad. Accessed on 29 Sep. 2021.

22 Ibid. “On 17th November 1921 Professor Richard van der Ross was born
in Plumstead, Cape Town.” URL: https://www.sahistory.org.za/dated-
event/17th-november-1921-professor-richard-van-der-ross-was-
born-plumstead-cape-town. Accessed on 29 Sep. 2021.
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Van der Ross had actually opposed the creation of UWC in 1960,
but later joined it as a member of the faculty.”? As rector, Van der Ross
sought to transcend the contradictions at the heart of UWC by building
its capacities and reputation as an academic institution. That meant
attracting scholars to teach there, and building facilities to accommodate
a growing student population, as well as research facilities. However odd a
position UWC occupied within the apartheid system, Van der Ross and his
Coloured colleagues were determined to ensure that the education they
provided was, at least, a quality one.

Another important Coloured pioneer at UWC was Jakes Gerwel, who
obtained a Bachelor of Arts degree and Honours (a year-long, post-B.A.
degree) in Afrikaans, Dutch, and Sociology in the late 1960s. Gerwel also
studied in Brussels, Belgium, and was appointed in 1972 to an entry-level
position as a lecturer in Afrikaans and Dutch at UWC.>

Gerwel would later become one of Rhoda’s colleagues, and among
her closest friends, even sharing office space with her in UWC’s Faculty of
Arts building. He began to cause a political stir as he climbed through the
academic ranks, challenging not only the apartheid system, but the role of
UWC within it. He would eventually emerge as one of the most important
academic influences on the anti-apartheid struggle, director-general,
or chief of staff, to President Nelson Mandela in the first post-apartheid
government.

Rhoda attended UWC during this tumultuous stage of its history. She
found Library Science tedious, and was more drawn to anthropology and
English. Increasingly, however, what was most interesting of all was what
was going on outside the classroom, within student organizations, in the
faculty lounge, and on the campus grounds.

A new intellectual movement known as Black Consciousness,
led by medical student Steve Biko, was sweeping through the academic
community, particularly among “non-white” students. Before long, it
would have an impact on UWC, as well — and ignite the upheaval that
ultimately brought the apartheid system crashing down.

23 Malcolm G. Scully, Paul Desruisseaux, and Helen Zille. “South Africa:
The Crisis: the Campuses, and Some Messages for Americans.” Chronicle
of Higher Education, 11 Jun. 1986. p. 14.

24 The Jakes Gerwel Foundation. “Who was Jakes Gerwel?”. URL: https://
jgf.org.za/who-was-jakes-gerwel/. Accessed on 29 Sep. 2021.
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“As a young, vocal black student, the lecturers quite liked me — this
was the seventies at the height of intense political confrontation ...
I actually raised the questions.”

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the rest of the world was in turmoil. The
Prague Spring brought Czechoslovakia a brief respite from communist
repression — until the Soviet tanks rolled in. Riots nearly toppled the
French government, and swept American cities in the wake of several
political assassinations, as hippies created a global counterculture
embracing peace and love.

South Africa, in contrast, was experiencing political stability — and
stagnation — as the apartheid regime consolidated its power. Much of the
anti-apartheid leadership had been sent to prison, driven into exile, or
chased underground.

In 1961, The ANC had launched an “armed struggle” against
apartheid through its new military wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe (“Spear of
the Nation), also known as MK. But the apartheid regime caught Nelson
Mandela and several other MK leaders in a sudden raid on their hideout at
Lilliesleaf Farm, in Rivonia, near Johannesburg, in 1963. In 1964, Mandela
and several of his ANC comrades were sentenced to life imprisonment and
sent to Robben Island, off Cape Town’s coast.

The ANC’s rival, the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), had also been
suppressed. Its leader, Robert Sobukwe, was also imprisoned indefinitely
on the infamous Robben Island after its armed wing, Poqo, carried out
terrorist attacks.

Thus, even as the wrecking balls and bulldozers rolled across
District Six, and the eviction notices were served to the Kadalie family
and others in Mowbray, there was little political reaction. Apartheid had
no serious domestic opposition, save for the lone dissent voiced by Helen
Suzman and her Progressive Party, who were easily dismissed as English-
speaking (and often Jewish) elitists from the posh Johannesburg suburb
of Houghton.

1 Rhoda Kadalie. Unpublished interview with Melanie Walker. 27 Oct.
1994.
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South Africa found itself increasingly isolated on the global stage.
Many of its athletes and sports teams had been barred from legitimate
international competition. International economic sanctions against South
Africa began to advance. And the “brain drain” of skilled professionals
that began after Sharpeville steadily increased.

Yet the country still exuded self-confidence and achievement.
Dr. Christiaan Barnard performed the world’s first heart transplant at
Cape Town’s Groote Schuur hospital. The South African economy boomed;
in the early 1970s, the South African Rand was more valuable than the
U.S. dollar.

Life in South Africa — for white South Africans, at least — was
comfortable, and even idyllic, with many able to afford domestic servants
and swimming pools. For “non-white” South Africans, there seemed to be
little prospect of political or social change.

It was in that political vacuum that the Black Consciousness
movement was born. By the early 1970s, one of the only organized sources
of opposition toapartheid was the National Union of South African Students
(NUSAS). The group, led by white students, was sympathetic to the cause
of black activists. But in the mid-1960s, under increasing scrutiny from
the apartheid government, it backed away from formal criticism of the
regime. Even though it continued to conduct multi-racial activities, its
black members grew frustrated with its quiescence. The white liberals of
NUSAS would not challenge the white supremacist system.

In 1968, Steve Biko, then a student at Natal University’s Non-
European Medical School, founded the South African Students’
Organisation (SASO) as an alternative to NUSAS. Unlike NUSAS, the new
SASO was entirely black — and by “black,” SASO included all “non-white”
students. Historian R.W. Johnson notes:

Though influenced by the American Black Power movement, Biko
and his followers developed a peculiarly South African form of Black
Consciousness, embracing African, Indian and Coloured students not
only into one organisation but also into one self-definition, that they
were all black. The ideology of Black Consciousness (BC, as it was known)
was projected as the ideology of all non-white South Africans and
consisted in asserting black values, black pride and a black challenge not
only to the white apartheid state but also to the liberal views of many
white sympathisers. BC purported to be non-racial but its appeal to a
younger generation was often that it legitimated their rejection of all
things white and insisted that they determined their own destiny.
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Ironically, at first the government did not mind: convinced that
its troubles came from white communists, it saw BC as a welcome
counterweight — and even a partial affirmation of the need for separate
black homelands. Moreover, the BC movement did not try to mount an
organisational challenge: there were no mass demonstrations or protests
and it did not even have a political programme. Its method lay simply in
‘conscientising’ its following through a network of classes throughout
the country.?

Though its political influence had yet to be felt, Black Consciousness
“spread like wildfire on the tribal college campuses, and from there it
quickly reached the townships and the schools” Johnson notes. UWC was
one such “tribal” campus, and Black Consciousness arrived just as young
Rhoda Kadalie did.
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UWC’s role in the anti-apartheid struggle was perhaps inevitable, despite
its origins as a separate, Coloured institution within the apartheid system.
As UWC English professor Julia Martin would later write of the regime’s
plans for the campus:

Inalltheir proud assertions, the authorities had somehow not anticipated
that, in building an institution of education, they were creating the
conditions in which people could actually become educated.

The other thing the planners did not foresee was that assembling a
number of the oppressed together in one place would enable them
to organise.

The political awakening of UWC took place gradually — and, initially,
outside the classroom. Gerwel recalled being introduced to Marxist ideas in
the 1960s in small study groups.*In 1966, several UWC students boycotted
the campus memorial service for Prime Minister Hendrik Verwoerd, who

2 R.W. Johnson. South Africa: The First Man, the Last Nation. Johannesburg:
Jonathan Ball, 2004. 163-4.

3 Julia Martin. “An open space.” Premesh Lalu and Noéleen Murray, eds.
Becoming UWC: Reflections, pathways, and unmaking apartheid’s legacy.
“Full circle: concerning UWC’s academic value.” Cape Town: Centre for
Humanities Research (University of the Western Cape), 2012. 26.

A Premesh Lalu. “Campus: A discourse on the grounds of an apartheid
university.” Premesh Lalu and Noéleen Murray, eds. Becoming UWC:
Reflections, pathways, and unmaking apartheid’s legacy. “Full circle:
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had been stabbed to death in Parliament by a deranged assassin.5 In 1970,
a student named Desmond Demas refused to obey the campus dress code,
which required men to wear ties to lectures. The tie came to represent
conformity and subservience to the apartheid regime’s cultural dictates
and its philosophy of Christian National Education, intent on churning
out like-minded Coloureds who would support the status quo. Demas was
expelled, provoking a successful protest in which students burned their
ties,® or engaged in “imaginative fun” such as wearing ties with regular
T-shirts.”

koK sk

The changing racial politics of UWC were a challenge for Rhoda, and her
classmates, to navigate. Throughout her life, Rhoda never thought of
herself primarily in racial terms. When she became politically conscious,
sherejected thelabel “Coloured” as acreation of the apartheid government
to divide the population. She, like many who were influenced by Black
Consciousness, preferred simply to be known as “black.”

Andyetshealsoknew thattherewassomethingreal, and substantive,
and worth celebrating in her uniquely Coloured identity — something the
apartheid regime could not define, and the liberation movement could not
wish away.

In private moments, she and her colleagues at UWC — who included
some of the future luminaries of the post-apartheid institutional order
— would joke about creating an entire field of academic study devoted to
Coloured culture and identity (see Chapter 14). Much of it centered around
food: trifle pudding at Christmas, late-night Gatsby sandwiches — curried
meat on a submarine loaf, stuffed with potato chips and doused in sauces.

There was also the Kaapse taal, the Cape dialect of Afrikaans slang;
the impossibly complex syncretism of intermarried Muslim and Christian
communities; and the klopse, the hopelessly politically incorrect minstrels,
parading gaily in blackface.

The Coloured people of South Africa are a small minority, and in
some ways an accidental one, created by liaisons between European

concerning UWC’s academic value.” Cape Town: Centre for Humanities
Research (University of the Western Cape), 2012. 40.

5 Heike Becker. “South African student protests, 1968 to 2016.”
International Socialist Review 111, Winter 2018-19. URL: https://isreview.
org/issue/111/south-african-student-protests-1968-2016/index.html.
Accessed on 30 Sep. 2021.

6 Lalu, ibid.

7 Becker, ibid.
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settlers and indigenous herders, and by the cosmopolitan mix of slaves,
sailors, and merchants at the Cape.

To be “Coloured” was to be both old, and new. The population traces
its roots back centuries, before the arrival of Europeans in the mid-17th
century, or the southward migration of African tribes who clashed with
white settlers. Rhoda herself found, through a genetic analysis, that she
was partly descended from the Khoisan people, the native “bushmen” of
the Cape.

And yet in contemporary South Africa, new Coloured people can be
generated over time. Under apartheid, any interracial coupling between
a white and a black South African could produce a child that would be
classified as Coloured by the regime.

The comedian Trevor Noah, who went on to stardom in the U.S,,
wrote in his memoir, Born a Crime, that since his father was white, and
his mother Xhosa, their illicit liaison made him something else entirely
— a Coloured. To this day, many South Africans still regard children who
would be called “biracial” in the U.S. as Coloured.

Coloured culture has been, moreover, adaptive, and dynamic,
appropriating elements of Western and African culture, as well as Islamic
traditions and themes of popular culture. The minstrels of the klopse, for
example, came about because of the popularity of traveling Wild West
and vaudeville shows, arriving by ship in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. The Coloured population adapted the vaudeville style
to existing local celebrations such as Tweede Neuwe Jaar, the Second New
Year, celebrating the emancipation from slavery under British rule in 1834.

Among the creations of Coloured culture was Afrikaans itself. The
high language of white nationalism was actually a pidgin dialect, invented
in the kitchens of the Cape, which enabled the members of a diverse
population to communicate with one another. It was based on Dutch, but
incorporated elements of English, African languages, and even Malaysian
terms. It was first written down in Arabic, by Islamic teachers who had
traveled from the Ottoman Empire and needed to learn the local jargon to
instruct their congregants.

To be Coloured was, and is, to live in several different worlds, and
embrace those contradictions.

Though there are other mestizo or creole communities worldwide,
there are few other places in Africa to be Coloured. Even within South
Africa, the community is poorly understood outside the Western and
Northern Cape. Asserting Coloured identity within the context of the anti-
apartheid struggle was difficult.
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It was the emergence of SASO that ultimately electrified the campus.
SASO and its philosophy of Black Consciousness not only represented
an ideological challenge to apartheid at its core, they also rejected the
apartheid government’s elaborate distinctions among ‘“non-white”
groups. These had allowed the white minority to divide and rule, and
co-opted some of the victims by granting them some privileges within
the system.

In embracing Black Consciousness, Coloured activists could cut the
Gordian knot that constrained the political choices of an earlier generation
of academics, such as Richard van der Ross. They could join the anti-
apartheid movement as equals, and even lead it.

UWC students brought SASO onto campus in defiance of the
university administration. A student named Henry Isaacs, who was elected
president of the officially recognized Student Representative Council
(SRC), also was elected chair of SASO on campus. As Dr. Jean Swanson-
Jacobs later explained:

The SRC was dffiliated to South African Students’ Organisation (Saso)
and Henry was the president of both. The task of every Saso member was
to “conscientise” as many people as possible — to make them aware that
they were black, and that the labels of “coloured, Indian, and African”
were racial tags intended to divide and rule the black majority.®

The university would not recognize the SRC, and Isaacs would eventually
be expelled and subjected to a “banning” order by the government,
which made it unlawful for him to address public meetings. But a broader
movement had arisen, confronting the UWC administration throughout
1972 and 1973 and issuing lists of demands, which included the hiring of a
blackrector, recruitment of more black faculty, and the equalization of pay
amongblack and white staff. (The term “black” was used, not “Coloured.”)
By 1973, the students’ manifesto declared: “We reject completely the idea
of separate ethnic universities.”?

The students’ demands were rejected, leading to protests that
forced administrators to call in the police and shut down the university.*

8 Jean Swanson-Jacobs. “Unsung hero helped transform UWC terrain.”
Cape Times 2 Oct. 2009. URL: https://www.pressreader.com/south-
africa/cape-times/20091002/282428460238601. Accessed on 30 Sep.
2021.

9 Lalu, ibid. 46.

10  South African History Online. “Black Consciousness and student
revolt in the Cape.” URL: https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/black-
consciousness-and-student-revolt-cape. Accessed on 30 Sep. 2021.
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In June 1973, the university announced that campus would be closed to all
students for a month, and that all who wished to continue their studies
would have to re-apply for admission, “and undertake to endorse all rules
and regulations of the University and to submit to the authority of the
University Authorities.” The protests continued and spread, with black
staff members rallying behind the students and the cause of a “fair and
just South Africa” that was “totally free.”

Soon, the protest moved beyond the campus itself, with student
leaders addressing a crowd of some 12,000 supporters in the Coloured
township of Athlone. The rally included speakers who were a cross-section
of the nascent anti-apartheid movement — including Chief Mangosuthu
Buthelezi, who would later play a controversial role as leader of the
KwaZulu tribal homeland, and of the Inkatha Freedom Party, a Zulu rival
to the ANC.3

Buthelezi linked the struggles of students at UWC to the broader
struggle against apartheid, providing a detailed history of discriminatory
policies on Coloured education and describing it as an essential component
of white minority rule. Reflecting on his own political activism at the
University of Fort Hare, from which he had been expelled in 1950, Buthelezi
addressed the student activists in the first person plural, and urged the
authorities to forego any penalties against those who had participated
in demonstrations:

If South African Society was not structured on Racism we would not be
in the situation we are in today. Had policies pursued by all the White
Regimes since 1652 [the date of Dutch arrival at the Cape] not been
based on Racism we would not be experiencing this trouble our young
people find themselves bogged in at the University of the Western Cape.

The principle of Separate but Equal did not apply as Black Professors and
Lecturers had to earn, “kaffir, coolie, and coon” salaries, and their White
Counterparts had to earn higher salaries which their White Skins and not
qualifications earned them.

11 University of the Western Cape Registrar. “Notice: Closure of University.”
11 Jun. 1973. Jakes Gerwel Archives, Nelson Mandela Foundation.

12 Black Staff Association. “Statement by Black Staff Association Addressed
to the Student Body.” 12 Jun. 1973.

13 Ibid.
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We see the White man’s hypocrisy in telling the World that he is
establishing Black Universities when these are areas of a new type
of Colonisation.

There is no doubt that the whole nature and style of running these
Universities was influenced by the fact that they were for a voteless and
therefore a voiceless people who had no means of effectualising their
objections. It is obvious that it was an Educational system tailored by
the powerful for the powerless done with the intention of ensuring that
these Universities produced “good Kaffirs, Hottnots, and Coolies”.

We hated this “benevolent despotism”, but in the absence of anything
else we had to use what was there, despite the simmering discontent
within the Black Community.

Is it therefore surprising that young sensitive minds of our youth find
this so sickening that they have expressed their indignation in such an
unorthodox manner?

I think we should be grateful for the moderate protestations of Students
despite all this provocative set-up in their so-called Universities. [ wish
to appeal to the powers-that-be to save these young people and this
Country by acting reasonably in this particular case. ... What Students
have done simmers in the heart of every Black man in South Africa,
and the only thing they have done is to express it in a dramatic manner
typical of Students throughout the world.*

The protests continued, with students and faculty uniting in demand that
the students be reinstated.

Ultimately, the UWC administration backed off its demand that

students reapply for admission, and appointed a commission of inquiry to
evaluate students’ grievances. The subsequent report said that students
had been misled by SASO, and identified Gerwel as a key figure in the
unrest, warning that he had embraced concepts of Black Consciousness in
his writings." But in a key concession, the administration appointed Van
der Ross as the first Coloured rector.

14

15
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The regime, Rhoda recalled, saw Van der Ross as an accommodating
figure. True, he opposed apartheid; however, he was willing to work
within the government system, leading the government to believe he
could be co-opted. Many students resented him, for the same reason: he
was vilified by radicals on campus, and treated with disdain. Yet Rhoda
recalled: “He retained an autonomy and an authenticity that was often
dwars” — i.e. contrarian.

Van der Ross attempted to explain what he acknowledged as the
“crises” on UWC’s campus:

In many ways, the University of the Western Cape is ideally situated for
crises. It is exposed to all the problems which beset all universities, but
some of these are accentuated by the fact that this is supposed to be the
only university to serve the Coloured people. Now, the Coloured people
are far from being a homogeneous group. There are wide differences in
regard to geographic distribution, occupation, educational background,
social class and ethnic origin. In the case of White South Africans, some
of these differences are accommodated by the fact that their needs are
catered for by eleven universities spread over the country, thus allowing
students to satisfy their needs as to regional zone, language, social class,
tradition of the institution or of the student’s family, and even religion
or political orientation. The student can choose an institution to suit his
peculiar needs and so, hopefully, some of the crises which would stem
from poor adaptation, do not arise.

But at the UW.C. we gather them all together, urban and rural, English
and Afrikaans, Catholic, Protestant and Muslim, middle-class and
working class, the English-oriented Natalie and the South West African
of German descent, those from well-equipped schools with highly
qualified teachers and those from schools with much poorer offerings,
those who have acquired relatively easy relationships with white people,
and those who have never before communicated with Whites, those from
a politically-enlightened background, and those who had never been
introduced to the controversies of politics. Surely it would be strange if
some hundreds of young people whose lives had been subjected to such
diverse influences were to be put together, physically and mentally, and
if there were to be no crises and no outward, visible demonstration of
such crises.

Yet crises are not necessarily bad; indeed there are times when they
become inevitable, and there are those who might hold that my very
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investiture here tonight is the outcome of a crisis. If only we could learn
to resolve our crises by rational discussion rather than by violence, we
might proceed more rapidly towards mutual understanding and general
happiness. As a University, this would enable us to place the accent where
it belongs, i.e. on people and their individual worth, and on scholarship.
Basically, a university is a merit organization, not a democratic one in
the sense that issues are decided by a show of hands. The properties of a
triangle as taught in Mathematics, or the atomic weight of substances as
taught in Chemistry are not decided at a mass meeting, yet it is another of
those anomalies of life that material of a high level of objective appraisal
is conveyed by and to human beings who are not all equally objective in
their approach.®

Adecade later, in 1985, after the country had erupted in protest against the
apartheid regime, Van der Ross would give another lecture, reflecting on
the challenge facing UWC in particular, and suggesting that the university
should offer counsel to students, not lead them to the barricades:

The [nonconformist, activist group] would describe itself as radical
political, often rejecting the motive of upward social mobility as
being inimical to the cause of liberation. This, however, leads to great
dilemmas, as the same students who will, on the one hand, act as though
they deny that they wish to condone any features of “the system,” will on
the other hand, when the crisis has passed, seek to be part of the system
once more, desiring participation in tests, re-writing of examinations
missed, continuation of State and private sector bursaries, etc. etc.

We must not be insensitive to the ongoing political and economic
questions, butneither must we assumethe full responsibility for correcting
the ills in those areas. We must not betray the youth, or the parents, by
behaving in such a manner that we frustrate their desires of upward
social mobility whilst enjoying the fruits of such mobility ourselves.

Let me give an example. Many of our students, influenced no doubt by
many ideas gained inside or outside university, reject capitalism, say
that they would prefer socialism, identify comfortable living and upward

16  Inaugural Address of Rector and Vice Chancellor of the University of the
Western Cape R.E. van der Ross. City Hall, Cape Town. 3 Mar. 1975. Jakes
Gerwel Archive, Nelson Mandela Foundation.
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social mobility with capitalism, and therefore by association are left
with grave dilemmas as to their own integrity, let alone the integrity of
their lectures.

Surely our role should be, if we identify these dilemmas, to bring about
some degree of help. ... If we have answers why not share them, together
with the reasons therefor. If we have no answers, why not share the
experience of searching for the answers, thereby creating an atmosphere
of intellectual vigour and honesty."”

Decades later, Rhoda would praise Van der Ross for his emphasis on UWC’s
educational mission, focusing on the future of the students even as they
fought for the future of the nation.’®

Despite Van der Ross’s efforts, radical storms continued to brew

on

campus, and activism continued to move in a more radical direction. One
leaflet, calling on students to boycott classes in August 1975, declared in
ALL CAPS:

17

18

BLACKSTUDENTS, STRIKE NOW! STRIKEAND YOUWILL DESTROYBANTU
AND INDIAN EDUCATION. COLOURED, BANTU AND INDIAN EDUCATION
MOULDS US INTO SLAVES TO SERVE THE WHITES ... THROUGHOUT THE
YEAR YOU MUST CONFRONT THE OPPRESSORS. ONLY THEN WILL YOU
DESTROY SLAVE EDUCATION AND LIBERATE AZANIA [a radical name
for an envisioned post-liberation South Africal. ... NO WHITE WILL
GIVE US LIBERATION. WHY WILL HE GIVE US LIBERATION IF IT IS TO
HIS BENEFIT WE REMAIN SLAVES. MAKE THINGS BAD FOR HIM. IF YOU
STRIKE YOU SCARE HIM. USE VIOLENCE! THAT WILL REALLY SCARE
HIM. BURN HIS MANSIONS AND HIS FACTORIES AND INSTRUMENTS
OF OPPRESSION (BARS, BOTTLE STORES). CRIPPLE THE ECONOMY.
USE VIOLENCE BECAUSE HE USES VIOLENCE. ... [F ALL BOYCOTT THE
SYSTEM CAN’T DO A THING. ALL MUST BOYCOTT MON 11 & 12 AUGUST.
BOYCOTT CLASSES AND END OPPRESSION. DON’T LISTEN TO TEACHERS
WHO TRY TO SCARE. DO YOU WANT TO PASS EXAMS AT THE COST OF
FREEDOM? FREEDOM IS MORE VALUABLE THAN A SLAVE EDUCATION.
... REMEMBER IF YOU DON’T BOYCOTT BECAUSE OF EXAMS YOU SELL
YOUR FREEDOM. THAT SLAVE CERTIFICATE MEANS NOTHING.

Richard van der Ross. “The Role of the University of the Western Cape in

[the] South African Situation Today.” Lecture, University of the Western

Cape, Bellville, South Africa. 1 Mar. 1985.
Ibid.
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PASS IT AROUND

Students were also involved in political struggles off campus, such as
resistance against the apartheid government’s policy of forced removals,
which were still ongoing. For example, they protested against the removal
of a squatter camp along Modderdam road, the street alongside UWC’s
campus.”® The sprawling settlement had been home to “Africans” who
had been ejected from Cape Town for lack of a “pass”; it was demolished
by two bulldozers in August 1977.%

In the spirit of Black Consciousness, overtures from students at the
country’s mainstream “white” universities were often met with disdain.
In 1974, for example, student leaders at UWC considered a motion to
reject an invitation from students at UCT to participate in a joint sporting
and social event. The motion called the invitation “fraudulent, false-
hearted and ignominious,” and declared “that acceptance of such an
invitation would militate directly against our deeply held philosophy
of BLACK CONSCIOUSNESS as well as our conviction and principles.”2>
The motion further mocked the alleged efforts of “liberal” institutions
like UCT to conceal the brutality of apartheid with a veneer of multi-
racial cooperation, declaring that “white students at UCT are trying to
placate their guilt-ridden consciousness and also attempting to convince
the outside world that BLACKS and whites are harmoniously living and
playing together in South Africa.” Concluding that “our Black experience
has taught us that whites should be shunned and are not to be trusted,”
and that the “slave-slavemaster relationship between Blacks and whites
in South Africa” meant that there could never be “meaningful dialogue”
between the two sides until full political equality had been reached, the
invitation was rejected with “utter contempt.”

The UWC administration, with Van der Ross nominally at the helm,
attempted to keep radical sentiments from overtaking the mundane task
of providing an education to South Africa’s future leaders. Occasionally,

19 Leaflet. Undated, 1975. Jakes Gerwel Archive, Nelson Mandela
Foundation.

20 Rhoda Kadalie. “The wanton destruction of UWC.” PoliticsWeb, 18 Nov.
2015. URL: https://www.politicsweb.co.za/news-and-analysis/the-
wanton-destruction-of-uwec. Accessed on 17 Jun. 2022.

21 “Aerial view of Modderdam Road squatter camp, Cape Town.”
University of Cape Town Libraries Digital Collections. URL: https://
digitalcollections.lib.uct.ac.za/collection/islandora-16836. Accessed on
17 Jun. 2022.

22 Motion, 1974. Jakes Gerwel Archive. Nelson Mandela Foundation.
Original emphasis. I was not able to determine whether the motion
passed.
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van der Ross would even ban meetings on campus, hoping to keep boycott
efforts at bay and to minimize disruption to classes.?3

But events soon overtook both the university’s and the government’s
ability to maintain control.

On June 16,1976, a SASO-led, Black Consciousness-inspired protest
in the black Johannesburg township of Soweto against a new government
policy requiring Afrikaans to be used in elementary schools as the
language of instruction led to the Soweto riots. South Africa would never
be the same.

koK k

Rhoda arrived on campus in 1972 in the midst of all the political turmoil,
which would come to define her academic experience — and her career.

Rhoda on the UWC campus, c. 1972 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

At first, Rhoda recalled, she was largely an observer, in the heady, early
days of activism. She did not participate directly in SASO, nor in the

23  RE. van der Ross. Memorandum. 20 Sep. 1977. Jakes Gerwel Archive,
Nelson Mandela Foundation.
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protests: “I was too young and a freshman,” she recalled. She was also
“quite a conservative Christian,” she later recalled, though she later was
drawn to liberal theology.?

Shewas also exposed to feminism for the first time. Shelater recalled:

Feminism, to me, wasn’t a Damascus Road, you know, where I suddenly
saw the light. I came from a family of seven brothers. I’m the third eldest.
And academically as a child I did very well which means that my brothers
sort of had an inferiority complex towards me because I was [then] the
only daughter, and a clever daughter, and so I didn’t have to stand back.
Because I was the only daughter, I was also spoilt rotten. ... [W]hen I
came to university, feminism became an intellectual thing. At university
... I experienced discrimination unlike at home. And I think that was
quite a revelation. I was always an outspoken person. I was always quite
vociferous and the nice thing about being a student was I could debate
with male students equally. I never saw myself as intellectually inferior
as a woman — even though I was a woman, I liked being a woman.>®

As her feminist identity was emerging, Rhoda began to participate in the
anti-apartheid movement on campus, almost as a matter of course. “We
all went to mass meetings, we were involved in our clubs debating the
issues — liberation theology, revolution, or working within the system.”2

Black Consciousness and SASO had created a space at UWC for those
who were ongoing victims of the apartheid system to step outside of their
experience, to examine it, and to challenge the foundations of the regime.

Rhoda’s program of study in Library Science was, unlike many
other South African disciplines, a four-year degree, rather than three.
She completed the fifteen required courses, and graduated in 1975 with a
Bachelor of Library Science (B.Lib.Sc), becoming the first member of the
extended Kadalie family to graduate from university. Her degree qualified
her to work in any academic institution around the globe.

Rhoda took the opportunity to travel after graduation, visiting
Europe for six weeks as an exchange student in 1975 — the first of many
overseas adventures, many undertaken in an academic context.’® It was
the first of what would become many trips abroad throughout her career.

24  Personal communication with the author.

25  Rhoda Kadalie. Unpublished interview with Melanie Walker, ibid.
26  Ibid.

27  Rhoda Kadalie, interview with Melanie Walker, ibid.

28  Rhoda Kadalie. Curriculum Vitae. 1992.
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Fenner and Joan with Rhoda at a celebration for her 21st birthday, 1974
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

In 1979, Rhoda returned to Europe, visiting France, the Netherlands, and
the United Kingdom. In addition to sightseeing, she spent time with South
African anti-apartheid activists abroad, including trade unionist Ismail
Meer. In England, she visited and traveled with the Field family, where
John was enjoying a sabbatical year in Plymouth.

Butwhile Rhodaloved to explore theworld, the study of anthropology
had caught Rhoda’s attention — as it did many other South African
students in the 1970s and 1980s.
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Fenner and Joan with Rhoda at her graduation from UWC, 1975
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Rhoda at the Anne Frank monument, Amsterdam, Netherlands, 1975
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)
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Rhoda enjoys an ice cream while visiting the Netherlands in 1979
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Shewould later explain that anthropology gave her the tools to understand
her own experience in South Africa, through the comparative study of
others: “Anthropology, I think, is one of the disciplines that really forces
you to look at other cultures in order to understand yourself.”> As a
lecturer, she would later challenge her students to examine their own
prejudices — confronting her students, for example, with the idea that
the African custom of “lobola,” the cattle paid by a groom to the father of a
bride, was not unique but bore some similarities to the practice, popular in
the Coloured community, of providing a bride with a generous trousseau.

In South Africa’s racially stratified society, anthropology also
provided a means to cross the color lines — often in a subversive way.
Scholars studying the cultures of South Africa’s various communities
could often witness firsthand what apartheid was doing to them, in a
way few others were allowed to see. They were also able to document the
emerging resistance to apartheid.

29  Rhoda Kadalie, “Woman Today,” ibid.
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UWC Anthropology Society, in Saldanha, Western Cape, c. 1975
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Part of the subterfuge related to the ongoing change in the discipline
of anthropology itself. South Africa was regarded as a global leader in
biological or physical anthropology, thanks to the fact that many of the
world’s oldest hominid remains were found in the country. The renowned
Dr. Philip Tobias of the University of the Witwatersrand was regarded as
an international authority on the origins of the human species.

Social or cultural anthropology had emerged as a discipline through
whichtodocumentthepracticesandbeliefsof supposedlyprimitivepeoples,
who were often — as in Native American reservations — to be managed by
government authorities. The apartheid regime was quite comfortable with
anthropology — initially known as “volkekunde” in Afrikaans — in that
mode, as such scholarship could reinforce racial and ethnic identity and
difference, and thus the ideology of separate development.

As anthropologist John S. Sharp observed in 1981:

[IIn so far as South African volkekunde deals in more than descriptive
ethnography, it assigns overwhelming explanatory power to the
phenomenon of ethnicity, which it conceives in the narrowest, most rigid
terms possible. Ethnos theory starts with the proposition that mankind
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is divided into volke (nations, peoples) and that each volk has its own
particular culture, which may change but always remains authentic to
the group in question. The entity comprising a group and its culture is
an ethnos, which, viewed over time and in relation to its physical and
social environment, forms a life-process within which individuals exist.
An individual is born into a particular volk; its members are socialized
into its attendant culture; therefore they acquire a volkspersoonlikheid
(a volk-personality). It follows that the most important influence on an
individual’s behaviour in any social context is his ethnos membership.3°

This concept of anthropology was not uniform throughout South African
academia — and it came under increasing scrutiny over time. Eventually,
anthropologists began to see their work as giving voice to the people
they studied, including their political reactions to government policies. It
was no accident, for example, that musician Johnny Clegg, whose Zulu-
infused rock challenged apartheid boundaries and was banned on South
African radio in the 1980s, was also an academic anthropologist.

Anthropology became one of the most politically-conscious and
left-wing disciplines, not just in South Africa but worldwide. In South
Africa, anthropology provided a way to celebrate the country’s diversity
— and to push back against the brutal way in which that diversity was
enforced by a state hierarchy.

Not that it was easy. Rhoda described her experience on campus as
one of “culture shock.” UWC was a campus, she would later say, designed
for Coloured students — but run by the Broederbond. Faculty members
were brought in from Afrikaans-speaking universities, and academic
materials were often in Afrikaans — not the practical, everyday language
she spoke fluently, and certainly not the local Kaapse taal dialect, but a
complicated, scientific Afrikaans.

Rhoda recalled spending a great deal of effort in the early years
of her university career translating Afrikaans texts into English so that
she could understand them. In her psychology courses, she recalled,
the word for “emotion” was not the familiar “emosie,” but rather the
elaborate ‘“gemoedsaandoening”; “perception” was not ‘“persepsie”
but “gewaarwording.” The work was tough, but it gave her a renewed
appreciation for the flexibility of Afrikaans, even as the language was
becoming a political target.

In addition to her formal studies, Rhoda began learning about other
ideas that were not taught in class — and, indeed, which administrators

30 John S. Sharp. “The Roots and Development of Volkekunde in South
Africa.” Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol. 8, No. 1, 1981. p. 19.

73



Rhoda: ‘Comrade Kadalie, You Are Out of Order!’

hoped to suppress, or at least discourage. These included Black
Consciousness and its various forms, such as liberation theology, which
Rhoda and her student peers began to encounter in various Christian
organizations on campus. Blackness, as a positive assertion against
whiteness, became a hotly debated topic, engaging students for weeks
with arguments that spilled over from lunch breaks and student groups,
and eventually entered the classroom as well.

Students had a love-hate relationship with their lecturers. Some
were out-and-out racists, while others considered their work at UWC to
be like that of missionaries, “discovering Coloureds as humans,” Rhoda
later recalled. One academic, when asked why he wished to teach at UWC,
was reported to have said: “Ek stel belang in die kleurling as mens” (“I am
interested in the Coloured as a human being”).

Rhoda found it difficult to despise such members of the faculty,
many the epitome of politeness and humane condescension, who took
seriously the task of educating the “natives.” The head of volkekunde,
Rhoda recalled, was one such teacher:

He genuinely loved his class of 13, of which I was one. Regaling us day
in and day out about the Zulus, the subjects of his fieldwork research, he
wanted us to know how much he appreciated our views and learnt from
us. Though he was often the object of ridicule by students, it was hard not
to like him. One of my first essays moved him to tears, in which I disputed
one of the readings in our anthropology textbook, which claimed that
non-literate peoples resort to magic when they fail to understand the
world around them. He inspired me to take a leading role in UWC’s
Anthropology Society, taking students on ethnographic excursions and
to student conferences.>'

Rhoda found that it was possible to learn from such professors, despite the
fact that they indulged racial prejudices and were willing participants in a
segregated educational system. They still had knowledge to impart, and
Rhoda was determined to make the most of the opportunity.

After graduating with her Bachelor’s degree, Rhoda pursued an
Honours degree in anthropology at UWC, attending courses on a part-
time basis while she worked as a student assistant in the university’s
anthropology department. She managed UWC’s Anthropology Society, and
chaperoned students on trips to remote locations throughout the country,
where they were participating in projects or conducting fieldwork.

31 Rhoda Kadalie, personal communication with the author.
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She would later remember:

Proceeding to Honours in anthropology was a logical progression in
my love for the subject and my subsequent appointment to Senior Lab
Assistant in the Anthropology Department. Soon I started teaching first-
years. The classes were huge, and included part-time classes at night as
well for professionals who worked during the day.

This gave me lots of power and space to bring about change and transform
the department from “volkekunde” to anthropology by demanding
diversity in our roster of external examiners, who were mainly recruited
from the Universities of Stellenbosch and Pretoria; we later added
examiners from UCT and [liberal, English-speaking] Rhodes University
in Grahamstown. The thrust of this change started with seminal debates
about the cooptation of indigenous populations by colonialists using
ethnography and fieldwork to gain access to the colonized across the
globe, moving on to South Africa’s own checkered history of volkekunde
scholars advising the apartheid government about “homeland” policy
based on reified notions of tribal cultures.

Those debates led Rhoda to work on a new book of keywords, helping to
redefine the language of the discipline of anthropology in South Africa in
amore inclusive way.

In the early days of her work, she was the only black student
surrounded by white faculty — and, often, the only woman. “As a young
anthropologist,” she later recalled, “I took students on excursions
and I was shocked by the sexual harassment which took place on those
excursions. For example, I was young [and] black, and the males ... when
they got drunk [they would confess] all of their fantasies about having an
affair with a young lecturer. And I had to deal with that — it was, I think,
quite daunting.”3

After three years of combining work and study, Rhoda completed
her Honours degree in 1977, graduating in 1978. She continued to work
at UWC — this time, as a lecturer, joining the faculty and teaching a new
generation of students, hoping to climb the academic ladder. She later
described herself as a “token black woman,” but found that she was
also taken seriously “because of the questions black students are raising
about anthropology.”33

32  Rhoda Kadalie, interview with Melanie Walker, ibid.
33 Ibid.
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Rhoda became notorious for challenging her students to push their
own boundaries. She would provoke debates in class: she began one
lecture by declaring, “All men are rapists!”, then challenging students to
defend and oppose the claim. She assigned them unusual projects, such as
interviewing political detainees.3* She also confronted their own cultural
stereotypes, making them debate topics that were culturally taboo, such
as rape. She would later bring her daughter, Julia, to work with her, and
breastfeed her during classes, declaring, “This is feminism in action.”
Her lectures were packed, and often boisterous. To male students, she was
an enticing, at times infuriating, enigma; to female students, she was an
inspiration.

“Twasn’t proud of my own education,” she recalled, “so I made sure
that I challenged my students regularly. ... I didn’t tolerate nonsense. I put
a lot of effort into my teaching, and there were lots of students who didn’t
like me because I was impatient when they were slack.”35 But to many, she
was their favorite lecturer, feared yet appreciated.

Soon, she experienced what she would call her “absolute” liberation
as a woman: buying a car. Though still living at home, Rhoda had the
freedom to come home when she wished — to work as hard as she want,
and to date whomever she wanted.

She recalled later that she brought her feminist principles into her
dating experiences. After she rebuffed one determined suitor, her mother
insisted that Rhoda give him at least one date. She agreed, but on condition
that she drive. “It went well,” she remembered, “but then he wanted me
to hang around late in evening and I said no, I’'m going home at 9 p.m.
and that’s that. I dropped him off at home, and he phoned my mum the
next day to say her daughter is really something else. I don’t think guys
expected that in those days!”3¢

But political unrest made teaching, learning, and social life difficult.
Classes at UWC were frequently interrupted by confrontations between
students and police. After the Soweto riots in 1976, UWC was caught up in
nationwide student demonstrations that turned violent and destructive.

The Rector, Van der Ross, later recalled:

On our campus, the events of 1976 brought forth strong reverberations.
Our student body reacted to the events which shook South Africa in a very
direct manner. It could not have been otherwise.

34  “Rhoda Kadalie: a strident voice for South Africa’s oppressed,” ibid.

35 Rhoda Kadalie, quoted by Sharon Sorour, p. 78, ibid.

36  RhodaKadalie, quoted by “Guaranteed Authentic.” The Oprah Magazine,
Jul. 2007. p. 103.
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It is important to note that the students’ problems were not rooted in
the University situation in the narrower, academic sense. They were
protesting against something else, against the social order, against the
political structure, against the economic arrangements in South African
society. This is clearly shown by the fact that their first — and, I believe,
sincere — reaction to the events following 16th June in Soweto was to
ask for a period to hold a symposium so that they might “sort themselves
out.” This week was granted, and lectures were suspended, so that they
might assess their own position in the South African situation.

Why, then, did the situation change from orderly discussion to campus
protest, class boycotts, lecture disruption, and arson <37

After grappling with several possible explanations, Van der Ross expressed
a hope for “constructive change.” But tempers would not cool soon. And
amid the thrill of the struggle, and the liveliness of political debate,
there was also constant fear. Van der Ross himself received threats from
students, which he revealed in a memorandum to the university in August
1976.38

The rector did his best to discourage boycotts and other disruptions,
calling a proposed walkout in 1977 “a most serious transgression” that
would “damage the students’ academic and professional careers.” While
conceding that it was the “right” of students to protest, even by leaving
classes, no student had the right “to compel other students to do so, to
interfere with their studies, or to impose his will on those who wish to
remain at university.” It was to little avail: the protests continued, year
after year, as long as apartheid remained in place.

koK k

37 RE.van der Ross. “Campus Unrest 1976.” UWC News, Nov. 1976. Jakes
Gerwel Archive, Nelson Mandela Foundation.

38  Rector E.R. van der Ross. Memorandum. 18 Aug. 1976. Jakes Gerwel
Archive, Nelson Mandela Foundation.
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Vignette: “UWC Student Protests,”
by Rhoda Kadalie

In my 21-year career at UWC, I witnessed many protests, peaceful and
violent. Often overcome with teargas, we brought to work our “struggle
takkies.” When comrades shouted “hek toe” (“march to the gate”), we
knew the police were around.

One day, I saw armed police in our corridors in the Faculty of Arts
and Philosophy. They were strutting past my office, reeking of vengeance.
They were spoiling for a fight, as I overheard one of them say “Vandag,
gaan die bloed spat” (“Today the blood is going to splat”).

The students were incensed. The police filled with bloodlust. We just
knew that shit would strike the fan in more ways than one.

Several senior academics gathered to avert a bloody confrontation.
The police stood on one side with their guns cocked; the students on the
other side, shouting “Een boer, een moer” (‘“‘One Afrikaner, one beating”);
and “One man, one bullet.” Both were a play on the liberation slogan,
“One man, one vote.”

It was tense. The academics appealed to the students to cool down,
when suddenly mayhem ensued. I fled back to my office, took my car keys
and drove to the gate.

At the gate, the students were throwing rocks and stones at the
police. I promptly made a U-turn — and landed on the island with my
Volkswagen Fun Bug. The students rushed to my car, shouting, “It’s
comrade Kadalie, help her!”. In one fell swoop, they lifted my car, with me
inside, off the island, and shoved me back onto campus.

When eventually I arrived home that evening, avoiding the melée, the
telephone rang non-stop. Many wanted to know where I was, and sighed
a sigh of relief that I was home safe. Why? Because all my colleagues who
tried to intervene between students and police were arrested. They looked
professorial in their formal teaching attire, and were easily identified in
the crowd.

Dressed in a bright pink rain jacket and blue jeans, looking very
much like a student, I escaped arrest.

In any case, the one thing I never wanted was to be arrested or be a
martyr. I loved my bed more than ajail cell.

koK k
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For the next phase of her career, Rhoda looked back up the mountainside.
In 1979, she enrolled for a Master of Arts degree in anthropology at the
University of Cape Town. There, she encountered a level of academic rigor
and analytical debate for which she felt completely unprepared.

Rhoda and her Volkwagen “Fun Bug,” c. 1982 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Her academic adviser at UCT, the late Martin West, challenged her to do
her best — but was often stern and unforgiving. He once took a 68-page
research proposal she had written and tore it up in her face.

Rhodarecalled cryingwhen she had to present her work to classmates
— as did Mamphela Ramphele, a fellow graduate student. Ramphele was a
well-known anti-apartheid activist who had two children with Steve Biko
before he was murdered by apartheid police during his detention in 1977
(she had been pregnant with their second child at the time). Kadalie and
Ramphele formed a lasting friendship as they faced a learning curve that
was as steep as the slope that separated UCT from UWC on Table Mountain.
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Rhoda chose to do her fieldwork in the town of Atlantis, acommunity
built on sand dunes about 40 kilometers north of Cape Town. The town
had been planned by the apartheid government as an economic hub for
Coloureds.TheregimehopedtodevelopaColoured middleclass,and offered
incentives for businesses and factories to move there. It was an experiment
in social engineering — one that Rhoda hoped to document. Her proposed
title for her thesis was “Problems of Resettlement — Displacement and
Survival in a newly-created Growth Point, viz. Atlantis.”3°

She would drive to Atlantis, often alone, in her Volkswagen Fun Bug,
or in a university-owned van, in which she also slept. She enjoyed the
support of the local population, many of whom had moved to Atlantis with
high hopes, but who felt disillusioned after the companies who had moved
there proved incapable of providing sustainable jobs.

Envisioned as a manufacturing center, Atlantis soon became a
dormitory town, with residents commuting endlessly along sand-swept
single-lane roads to menial jobs in Cape Town. Gangs moved into the
area, as did alcohol, drugs, and crime. A newspaper clipping from 1979
that Rhoda kept in a diary reported that the provincial government had
decided to conduct an inquiry into living conditions in the town after
discovering that residents were abandoning the “city of hardship” at the
rate of 25 per day.4°

One night, while Rhoda was in Atlantis, a man attempted to break
into her car — while she was in it. Rhoda took to staying overnight in a
caravan on the grounds of the local Dutch Reformed Church parish for
safety. After four months, she completed her fieldwork. But she struggled
to complete her thesis.

In addition to academic challenges, Rhoda faced political ones. The
violence at UWC — where Rhoda still worked while pursuing her M.A.
in anthropology at UCT — constantly disrupted her schedule, making it
impossible to balance work and study. Students had to be prepared to run
from police, who would move in with batons, tear gas, Casspir armored
vehicles, and rifles. The chaos and the constant commute back-and-forth
between teaching at UWC and studying at UCT — crossing apartheid’s
battle lines in each direction — led Rhoda to abandon her UCT studies.

Still, her experience at UCT proved valuable. As she told an
interviewer, “I learnt a hell of a lot ... because I realized that you’re not
angry when you’re criticized. You're not hostile when you tell people

39  Rhoda Kadalie. Curriculum Vitae. 1992.
40  “Atlantis warship inquiry is ordered.” Cape Times, 29 Jun. 1979.
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their work is bad or when you raise questions ... I think UCT actually ...
contributed to my growth, to my vocality, or my outspokenness.”#

Her relationships with white colleagues began to change, as well:

The irony [was] that with white males in my department, as much as
they were white males, and conventional, they began to treat me as an
equal because I was stronger politically, stronger emotionally, and I was
also fair to them in a very hostile environment because I could see their
good points and I could see their bad points, and present them as human
beings ... to my [black] colleagues.

I'would call it the Broederbond campus, it was so bad, and [yet] because
those whites who were nice people were apologetic about their existence,
it gave us a lot of space to develop, to be vocal.+

At UWC, Rhoda began to insist on higher standards for students and staff,
such as punctuality — and chafed at white faculty members who inflated
the grades of black students out of empathy for their circumstances. She
wanted to instill in her colleagues, black and white, a sense of the academic
rigor to which she had been exposed at UCT.

As a result, she later recalled, “for a long time I was actually called
a ‘bourgeois, divisive feminist’ by my own friends. And to me that was
actually acompliment. I saw it as setting me apart from ‘popular’ culture.”
She credited her religious upbringing, which she described as Calvinist,
for her emphasis on honesty and accountability.

Increasingly, Rhoda found herself between several worlds — one of
the only people who could navigate South Africa’s fractious society. As she
later told an interviewer in 1994:

I’ve known the best of both worlds. I can understand that culture, where
it’s coming from, where the resentment lies, and I also understand the
disgruntlement of Coloureds on this campus because it’s part of that
continuum of that whole culture ... I am very privileged to have grown
up as the daughter of a township pastor with my roots in that stuff. I
can laugh, I can be cynical, I can make fun. There is nobody who can
make fun of Coloured people in their presence like my brother and L.
And my hairdresser kills herself laughing ... because I was telling them,
at an autobank [ATM] in a white area you always get notes which are

41 Rhoda Kadalie, interview with Melanie Walker, ibid.
42 Ibid.
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crispy, in a Coloured area the notes are always dirty, filthy so obviously
all the shit money goes there. That makes them crack up with laughter,
deeply racist, nowhere in the world can you say that kind of thing. So
that’s being able to identify. I hang out with these larnie [fancy] whites
all my life, live with them, marry them, divorce them, so my life is that
contradiction and I can actually be non-racist, or human.*3

Rhoda was among the few South Africans who could cross cultural and
racial boundaries in a time of enforced divisions.

Rhoda participated in many protests, but avoided violent ones,
where possible. Van der Ross tried to discourage faculty and students from
participating in the unrest. One day, Rhoda had joined a protest inside the
campus, marching toward the gates, when she noticed Van der Ross, who
lived nearby, driving by in his blue Mercedes.

The next morning, he called her to his office. Rather than disciplining
her, he offered her a drink and chastised her gently. While he understood
the anger, he said, and felt like protesting himself, it was difficult enough
to run the university in ordinary circumstances, hence on occasion he
needed staff to work with him to maintain law and order on the campus.

The conversation cemented a friendship between them; Rhoda
would attend all of Van der Ross’s functions, even family events. Decades
later, when he passed away in 2017, Rhoda recalled:

Unlike many university leaders who no longer distinguish between right
and wrong, especially in times of turmoil, Prof Van der Ross never lost
his moral compass despite the tumultuous 70s and early 8os. The Soweto
Uprising and political upheavals that followed were not easy to navigate.

Between the stormy waters of a recalcitrant apartheid state and militant
students, Vice-Chancellor Van der Ross acquitted himself with dignity
and aplomb, using reason to argue that our methods of protest sometimes
weakened our cause and were often counter-productive.

Rather than placate or appease students, he put himself on the front line
of the Struggle as mediator, prepared to negotiate head-on with the
apartheid government about the historical challenges facing the country.
He was an active citizen, he was one of us, readily inserting himself as a
participant into the mess of liberation, prioritising reason above anger
to get his point across.

43  Rhoda Kadalie, interview with Melanie Walker, ibid.
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Severely criticised by the increasingly militant factions of the student
leadership, Van der Ross pointed out that regardless of the criticisms
against him, UWC should be judged by the quality of the graduates
who emerged from the institution. That, after all, is what a university
is about.#4

Regardless of Van der Ross’s efforts to encourage a more productive
approach to protest, the unrest continued.

On another occasion, Rhoda recalled, she was in her office in one
of the faculty buildings when she heard a police officer walking down the
hallway, who commented: “Vandag gaan die bloed spat” — “Today, the
blood is going to splat” (see above).

Outside, roughly one hundred police had gathered near the
university’s canteen — there was no student center yet — and were facing
off against a crowd of unruly students. A group of academics, Rhoda
included, tried to intervene, but could not stop the inevitable chaos.

Rhoda returned to her office, then went home — after being rescued
by several students when she drove her car onto a traffic island — learning
only later that all of her faculty colleagues had been arrested, including
Gerwel, social work lecturer Edna Van Harte, social work lecturer Jimmy
Ellis, and others.

With chaos on campus and in the streets, Rhoda found it impossible
to move up the academic ladder. If she wanted to advance her studies, she
would have to leave South Africa.

44 Rhoda Kadalie, quoted in “Uncle Dick stood at the front line of the
Struggle; Respected UWC rector Van der Ross was inspired by ‘life of the
mind’.” Cape Argus, 23 Mar. 2018. p. 13.
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“I committed myself to my marriage
but there were racial problems between me and his family.”

In 1983, the South African Parliament passed the Constitution Act, which
created the Tricameral Parliament — one house for whites, one for
Coloureds, and one for Asians. The idea behind the Tricameral Parliament
was to relieve some of the pressure — internal and external — for reform,
while retaining white minority rule.

The result was to infuriate the far-right wing of the National Party,
which split off to create the Conservative Party, without pacifying those
who opposed apartheid. Notably, Africans — the majority of the country’s
population — were not directly represented in the Tricameral Parliament,
which met for the first time in 1985.

The Tricameral Parliament provoked a new wave of protest in the
country — and new anti-apartheid organizations. A new group, called the
United Democratic Front (UDF), was launched at a large rally in Rocklands,
a neighborhood in the Coloured township of Mitchell’s Plain, on August
20, 1983. A multi-racial crowd of thousands attended the launch at the
Rocklands Civic Centre, with people hanging from the rafters — and
security police embedded in the audience, keeping a close watch.

Among those present were many UWC academics and activists,
including Rhoda Kadalie.

In the coming years, the UDF would be a “front” in more ways
than one: it would be the covert domestic representative of the African
National Congress (ANC), which was still banned, its leaders in exile. The
UDF brought together churches, labor unions, student organizations, and
anti-apartheid activists in nationwide protests aimed at President P. W.
Botha and the National Party.

The ANC, cheering — and, to some extent, directing — the unrest
fromabroad, called on South Africanstomakethecountry “ungovernable.”>
The UDF was part of that project, leading a loose coalition called the Mass

Sharon Sorour. “Rhoda Kadalie: Born to Lead.” Femina, Jun.1996. p. 149.

[uy

2 Reader’s Digest. “Tricameral Parliament. Illustrated History of South
Africa: The Real Story. 3rd ed. Cape Town: Reader’s Digest Association,
1994. 482.
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Democratic Movement (MDM), which was also tied to the ANC, and which
became a more formal organization after the government cracked down
on the UDF in 1988.

The apartheid regime declared a state of emergency in 1985,
arresting activists and in some cases assassinating them. It was a heady
time, ripe with the expectation of progress — but riven by fear of violence
and death.

And UWC was at the heart of it all. Not only had the unrest swept the
campus, but the anti-apartheid movement had begun to draw some of its
most important leaders from the UWC student body, from UWC alumni,
and from the faculty itself. The UDF was a multi-racial — or, in South
African terms, “non-racial” — organization, but its leadership, including
radical cleric Allan Boesak, a UWC graduate, was disproportionately
Coloured. With the advent of the UDF, the campus, on the front lines in
the heart of the Cape Flats, became more connected to the “struggle” than
ever.

koK k

Vignette: “Making History,”
by Rhoda Kadalie

After the 1976 uprisings, apartheid was being challenged from all quarters.
School kids protested against mandatory Afrikaans. University students
protested against segregated education. NGOs mobilised against forced
removals and inferior housing. Feminists railed against subjugation.
Activistsopposed constant surveillance and harassment. Activists marched
against segregated beaches. People rose up against apartheid laws such as
the Separate Amenities Act, the Mixed marriages Act, the Group Areas Act,
forced removals, the Pass Laws, migrant labour Laws, school segregation,
and so on. The list was endless.

Struggle graffiti was everywhere:

“Lesbians Unite in Armed Snuggle”

“A Naartjie in our Sosatie” (Anarchy in our Society, a play on words: a
naartjie is a tangerine and a sosatie is a kebab).

“Albie Sachs, the ANC’s one-armed bandit” (This happened later, after
Sachs, an anti-apartheid attorney and later Constitutional Court justice,
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lost his arm in a car bombing [in 1988] by the apartheid government
in Mozambique)

“Een Boer; een moer!”

Every sector was waging its own battle on its own turf until political leaders
across awide spectrum came together to pool their resources. The idea was
to form an umbrella mass democratic movement, consisting of all non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), community-based organizations
(CBOs), faith-based organizations, grassroots movements, universities,
and women’s organizations against apartheid.

After much debate and negotiations with the ANC in exile, the
movement was ready to unite around a common purpose. We would
temporarily suspend our differences and fight the common enemy:
apartheid and the National Party government.

Universities held conferences and debates; activists mobilized
around all manner of issues; women’s groups drew up charters fighting
several issues simultaneously; and the underground movement flourished.
The country was ripe for change. The air was thick with tension. Bombs
exploded, churches were attacked, political leaders were banned, police
ambushed students, and students retaliated with violence.

Thus came the great day to launch the United Democratic Front,
August 1983 (see Chapter five). The launch took place in Mitchell’s Plain.
The hall was packed. People were hanging from the rafters and every space
was occupied. In fact, for all intents and purposes, it was a safety hazard.

At some point, the security marshals called on people to obey safety
standards and called on them to descend from the rafters. No one budged,
at which point the masses became irritated and restless.

Suddenly, a voice from behind shouted “Manne, manne, kom nou van
die beams af, ons wil beginne history maak” (‘“People, people, now come off
the rafters, we will begin to make history”).

The crowd guffawed with laughter, but that did the trick. History
was made.

kkok
Rhoda enthusiastically joined the activities of the UDF. She participated
in a UDF affiliate called the Mowbray Inter-Race Group; later, in 1988,

she would lead the Women’s Desk of the Western Province Council of
Churches, which took a strong stand against apartheid.
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A handful of white academics were drawn to UWC at the time. Some
wanted to link up with the “struggle” where it was happening; a few were
secretly members of the underground ANC. Others were motivated by a
more general sense of altruism, wanting to do their part for the future
of the country by teaching black and brown students. And a few were
working as spies for the apartheid regime, which became increasingly
alarmed at the political role UWC was playing: a state-run university
within the apartheid system that was providing a platform for the anti-
apartheid movement.

One of the white academics who appeared on campus in 1981 was a
young German language professor named Richard Bertelsmann. He had a
slight frame and a shock of long, blond hair; he wore bell-bottomed jeans
and drove a Volkswagen. He was handsome, and dashing — and brilliant,
fluent in several languages, including French. But he was also timid, and
seemed out of place at UWC, overwhelmed by the chaos and violence that
wracked the campus daily. Despite his apparently left-leaning convictions,
some of Bertelsmann’s faculty colleagues suspected he might be working
for the apartheid regime, and so they avoided him.

Rhoda did not. She found herself drawn to the man, who stood
out among other lecturers with his sincerity and somewhat naive
approach to life at UWC. She also pitied him: the rhetoric at UWC could be
explicitly anti-white, especially among colleagues aligned with the Black
Consciousness movement.

Though she herself had sworn she would never date a white man,
Rhoda could not deny the attraction that began to develop between herself
and the quirky blond language professor. They began dating, and soon
began a passionate romance that would alarm their UWC colleagues —
and Bertelsmann’s rather conservative family.

Richard was born on July 31, 1953 in Windhoek, Namibia, when
that territory was still known as South West Africa, and under the
administration of the South African government.

The territory had once been a colonial possession of Germany — one
of the few outposts of the limited German empire — until South Africa
won the right to run it, thanks to the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, which
rewarded Jan Smuts’s decision to enter the conflict on the Allied side. The
region retained a significant ethnic German population, which persists to
this day, albeit among a small, white minority.

The Bertelsmann family had arrived in Windhoek far later than
some of their German neighbors. They had, in fact, settled in the territory
after the Second World War — though the family patriarch, Werner
Bertelsmann, had long taken an interest in the fate of the German
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ethnolinguistic minority under foreign rule in South West Africa, as had
many other Germans in the interwar period.

Werner, christened Werner Georg Julius Bertelsmann, was born
and grew up in Kassel, near the center of contemporary Germany. The
family had deep roots in Germany itself. They are related to the famous
Bertelsmann publishing dynasty, and still own property close to the town
of Kassel, near the center of contemporary Germany. They were scholars,
and professionals; Richard’s grandfather, for whom he was named, was a
doctor who had — according to family lore — treated the Kaiser himself.

Dr. Richard Bertelsmann also developed an interest in South Africa,
and sympathized with the Boers during the Anglo-Boer War — so much
so that he traveled to assist in the war effort. As Werner’s mother, Brigitte,
later recalled:

His father had as a young doctor come out to South Africa with the
Belgian Red Cross and installed a little field hospital outside the
besieged Mafikeng, corresponded with [Robert] Baden-Powell, who
was the English commander in the town [and later the founder of the
Boy Scouts], and with [Afrikaner leader] Paul Kruger. ... Naturally his
children became interested in South Africa after hearing their father tell
of his experiences there.3

Werner studied law at the University of Kiel. In his third year, he was chosen
to be the first German exchange student at the University of Stellenbosch,
east of Cape Town. He lived in the Dagbreek residence — which still exists
— and used his school holidays to travel throughout the country. He
became proficient in both English and Afrikaans. As his wife later put it:
“Werner loved Germany — but he fell in love with South Africa and wanted
to come out and live here for good after finishing his studies in Germany.
But war broke out in 1939 and Werner was called up immediately.”*

The Bertelsmann family had also been Nazis — members of the
Party, fully supportive of the ideology of National Socialism, as well as its
leaders. There was no question that Werner would serve in the German
war effort. He was assigned to the Wehrmacht reserves in 1939 and 1940,
then fought in the infantry accompanying a Panzer battalion, Kompanie
Schiitzen-Regiment 8, according to German military archives. He was
stationed in Nazi-occupied France and Norway before being sent to the
Eastern Front. He was in the regular army, not the SS, which carried out

3 Speech by Brigitte Bertelsmann, Petersburg (Polokwane). Undated.
Courtesy of Margot Bertelsmann.
4 Ibid.
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most of the atrocities. According to German military archives, he was then
transferred to the propaganda department, where his knowledge of foreign
languages was deemed useful. He wrote scripts for broadcasts to the Allied
countries to discourage support for the war. Specifically, he worked with
three South Africans who were sympathetic to the Nazi cause, and who
were later tried and convicted of treason in South Africa after the war.

Werner was also, according to family lore, the lone survivor of his
combat unit. Some of his fellow soldiers had died in battle; others were
felled by the grueling Russian winter, or by typhus. Werner would later
credit his survival to his cigarette habit, though there is no known link
between tobacco and immunity to the bacterial disease.

At some point after his grueling experiences on the front, Werner
briefly found an easier assignment, thanks to the intervention of an
uncle, who happened to be General Kurt Wolff, the officer in charge of all
prisoner-of-war (POW) camps in Silesia. Wolff, a member of the pre-Nazi
military establishment, would later be convicted by a war crimes tribunal
of exposing British POWs to air raid attacks while they were performing
forced labor at a fuel plant, resulting in the deaths of four British soldiers
during an Allied bombing attack in 1944. In mitigation of sentence, the
court heard testimony that Wolff had generally treated British prisoners
well, and had quietly opposed the Third Reich, sympathizing with the failed
attempt to assassinate Adolf Hitler on July 20, 1944. He was sentenced to
seven years in prison, though he served roughly two years at Werl Prison
in Germany.>

As Brigitte recalled, General Wolff had assigned Werner to a POW
camp where South African POWs, captured at Tobruk during the North
African campaign, were held. General Wolff hoped to use Werner’s
language skills to train the German guards — many of whom had no idea of
the ethnic and linguistic differences among the South African POWs — and
to talk to the prisoners themselves to hear their grievances. Brigitte noted:

They were very surprised to meet a German officer who could speak
Afrikaans. The general complaints were that the different working
groups were not allowed to meet. They wished to play rugby against
each other; they wanted to form an orchestra but the instruments which
were sent to them by the Red Cross were not dealt out; and they felt very
concerned that the Afrikaans Predikant [minister in the Dutch Reformed

5 Phil Nix. “Wolff.” Comment on “Generalleutnant Kurt Wolff.” URL:
https://forum.axishistory.com/viewtopic.php?t=10824. Accessed on 2
Aug.2022.
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Church] was not allowed to visit the different camps and that they had
no church services while there were ministers among the prisoners.®

Assuaging General Wolff’s concerns about possible collusion among the
prisoners, Werner successfully pressed for them to be allowed to play
rugby and to attend church.

On a return visit, Lieutenant Bertelsmann was greeted by grateful
prisoners. As he later recalled:

To my surprise, General Wolff did do what I suggested, and afterwards he
invited me to visit the same POWs again and make sure that they were
now satisfied. I did this and I was struck by the great gratitude shown to
me. One of those South Africans then said that he was so grateful that he
wanted to give me something as a token of appreciation. I then said no,
I certainly wouldn’t accept a gift from a poor POW who had practically
nothing himself, but he persisted and opened his cupboard and said,
“Please, take something -- anything you like!” Then I saw an Afrikaans
Bible there, something I had always wanted but which I could not afford
in 1937 as a student in SA. I then ask if it will be difficult for the prisoner
to get hold of a Bible again, and he says no, it is not a problem at all, and
immediately he writes in the Bible “To Lieut Bertelsmann, With wishes
of the best. J.A. Joubert, 4021 K.G. No. 76180, Breslau 14/4/44.”"

It was an autograph that would later prove immensely valuable.

For her part, Brigitte was a medical student who would likely have
become a doctor had her studies not been interrupted by the war. She
had lived for a time in Dresden, and endured the massive firebombing of
the city by the Allies in the closing months of the war, which left tens of
thousands of civilians dead and much of the town in ruins.

Brigitte’s family and the Bertelsmanns had been acquainted since
1928, and she and Werner met again in 1945, when he returned home and
began teaching English to her sister, Herta, and other friends. She and
Werner would henceforth refer to each other as “Billikins” and “Daddy,”
the nicknames they adopted during English conversation lessons. They
were engaged on July 28, 1945. The marriage was postponed, given the
dire circumstances of the defeated country, but Werner and Brigitte were
permitted by both families to begin married life together until they were

6 Brigitte Bertelsmann, ibid.
7 Werner Bertelsmann, quoted by Brigitte Bertelsmann, ibid. Translated
from the Afrikaans.
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formally wed in 1946. In the interim, she became pregnant with their first
son, Eberhard.

For the Bertelsmann family, as for many other Germans, the fall of
the Third Reich was a deeply disorienting event. Werner, who spoke fluent
English, found employment with the American occupation forces as part of
the legal defense team at the Nuremberg trials, representing Nazi officials
and German officers facing charges of war crimes. Upon applying to work
as an attorney, he had to state the fact that he had been a member of the
Nazi party; he had not, however, been part of the Abwehr, the German
secret service, whose members were imprisoned without trial.

The Bertelsmanns, like many other German families, would claim
that they knew little of what was happening to Jews in Germany and in
Nazi-occupied Europe. Even if that had been true, the trials exposed the
reality of the Nazi genocide to fellow Germans and the world.

Regardless, Werner’s job was to represent his clients as best
he could — and he did it well, much to the irritation of the U.S. Army
Counterintelligence Corps (CIC) and its local chief, a man named Thomas
Donlon. As Brigitte would later note:

In court, Werner repeatedly had to cross-examine American witnesses for
the prosecution who had mistreated his clients. that the poor defendants
were acquitted. (Most of the American judges were legal professionals...).
This, of course, angered Werner’s CIC (the other defense attorneys didn’t
have the moral courage to do the same for their clients and were too
afraid of the CIC), and Donlon was angry and wanted revenge. He had
the fixed idea that Werner must have been with the defense. If he could
prove that to him, Werner would firstly have been subject to automatic
arrest and secondly he could have been sentenced to a long prison term
for so-called questionnaire falsification, because Werner had denied
belonging to the counter-intelligence on all the questionnaires he had
filled out.?

Brigitte’s account of events is tinged with awkward sympathy for the
Germans who had been sent by the U.S. to prison camps, or “concentration
camps,” asshecalled them, withoutirony. The Americans, understandably,
had little sympathy for the Nazis, and none for those who participated in
the war crimes of the Third Reich. But Werner was not among those who
had committed the atrocities.

8 Brigitte Bertelsmann. “Das Wunder am Konigstor.” Undated memoir.
Translated from the German. Courtesy of Margot Bertelsmann.
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Donlon arrested Werner and interrogated him, but released him
for lack of evidence. He would arrest him again, however, in 1946, when
South African prosecutors came to Germany to interview witnesses in
the treason trials of the three broadcasters for whom Werner had written
propaganda material during the war. Though Werner had not been accused
of any crime, Donlon used the investigation as a pretext to place him in
solitary confinement in the local police station. He and Brigitte had only
been married for five days.

As Werner later recalled:

Iwas placedin solitary confinement under the strictest security measures,
and for three weeks I was interrogated on all aspects of my speech. In
particular, the CIC agents hammered on the fact that I had access to
prisoner of war camps during the war; for them it was already proof that
I'was connected to the secret service.?

A worried but determined Brigitte did all she could to intervene. She
approached an American judge who liked and respected her husband;
she went to Donlon’s office with care packages for her husband.
She remembered:

9

10

I went into Donlon’s office daily (trembling inside, confident on the
outside) and was given permission to give Werner something to eat
and bring a letter to Werner each day. Of course, he didn’t get the letters
(and I always wrote them to suit Donlon’s censorship). But we were
able to tell each other something, because the prison officials - exposing
themselves to great danger - found ways and means. ... On March 16,
like every day, I packed Werner’s basket. Of course, I kept imagining how
agonizing solitary confinement must be because I had to, Werner wasn’t
allowed to speak to anyone and wasn’t allowed to read anything either.
But it occurred to me that internationally all prisoners should be allowed
to have a Bible. So I fetched the Afrikaans Bible from Werner’s room,
which he had shown me earlier, so that while reading he would have
foreign-language spiritual food and inspiration at the same time. I put
them on top of the basket and when I got to police headquarters one
of Donlon’s men took it from me: “Give me that stuff, your husband is
under interrogation!”

Werner Bertelsmann, quoted by Brigitte Bertelsmann, speech

Petersburg, ibid. Translated from the Afrikaans.
Brigitte Bertelsmann, “Das Wunder,” ibid.

in
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Meanwhile, Donlon and two other colleagues were pressing Werner to
admit that he had been in the Abwehr. As Werner would later relate:

Three CIC agents yelled at me simultaneously, threatened to mistreat
me, and particularly pounded on the fact that during the war I had had
access to prisoner-of-war camps. This alone proves that [ must have
been with the Abwehr. What I stated about the purpose of my visits to the
Silesian POW camps they simply declared to be lies. “How can you travel
there?” I was shouted at: “Call just one witness!” I named General Wolff,
followed by a sneer: “Ha, your own uncle and a war criminal himself.
He’s no witness for us! Call one of the South Africans!”"

Things looked bleak for Werner: he could easily have been interned with
other suspects, some of whom did not survive the experience.

Then a “miracle” happened:

But then I remembered the Bible, and I said, “Wait a minute - one of the
South Africans wrote me his name,” and told me how I got the Bible. But
I forgot that name too. “Of course,” yelled the CIC agents, “and of course
the Bible was lost in the war, you can’t show it either!” “No,” I said, “I
lost a lot in the war, but the Bible must still be there, I’'ve got it at home.”

And then the miracle happened: the door opened and a police officer
brought in the basket of food that my wife was allowed to deliver for me
every day and which was always examined by the CIC before it entered
my cell. On top of that basket was the Bible that was just mentioned! I just
said, “There’s the Bible.” The CIC agents were speechless, dumbstruck,
then all three of them pounced on the book at once to see if the South
African’s name was in it.

That was the end of the interrogation, I was never interrogated again,
nor was I maltreated or sent to an internment camp, and two days
later I was released. So I was able to resume my honeymoon and then
my practice.”

I firmly believe that an angel guided my steps as I packed up the Bible
and stood at that crucial moment.>

The Bertelsmanns never found the soldier, J.A. Joubert, whose inscription
in the Bible had saved Werner. But they remained deeply grateful; for a

11  Werner Bertelsmann, quoted by Brigitte Bertelsmann, “Das Wunder,”
ibid.
12 Ibid.
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family on the losing side, burdened by the stigma of Nazism, it was one of
the few redemptive experiences of the war.

With the trials concluded, Werner and Brigitte tried to find a place
for themselves in the new, postwar West Germany, with its postwar
hardships and liberal ideals. When an opportunity arose for Werner to
work as an attorney for a German company with interests in South West
Africa, he seized the chance to move his family there. The country was
among the most isolated places in the world, but the conservative cultural
outlook of the German community — and the privileges enjoyed by the
white residents — suited the Bertelsmann family’s outlook.

A German-language website documenting important personages in
Namibian history lists Werner Bertelsmann as follows:

From 1945 to 1951 Werner Bertelsmann practiced as a lawyer in
Kassel, mainly as a defense lawyer before the military courts of the US
occupation forces in West Germany. In 1951 he went to Johannesburg
and Germiston as legal advisor to German companies. From 1952 to0 1959
he was editor and later editor-in-chief of the “Allgemeine Zeitung” in
Windhoek, then, from 1959 to 1961, as an official in the administration
of South West Africa in the translation office of the Official Journal State
information service in Pretoria and at the end of 1964 he was employed
as managing director and research assistant at the Institute for Foreign
Law at the University of South Africa.B

His role at the Allgemeine Zeitung was a significant one: the paper was the
only German-language paper to survive the First World War, and remains
the country’s oldest daily newspaper still in print.4

Werner went on to pursue an academic career, publishing a book,
in German, in 1979 about the German minority in South West Africa,
Die Deutsche Sprachgruppe Stidwestafrikas in Politik und Recht seit 1915
(“The German language group of South West Africa in politics and law
since 1915”).

Meanwhile, the family had relocated to Pretoria, in South Africa.
Richard’s eldest brother, Eberhard, followed his father’s career path
in the law, eventually becoming one of South Africa’s most prominent

13 “Werner Bertelsmann.” Namibiana Buchdepot. URL: https://www.
namibiana.de/namibia-information/who-is-who/autoren/infos-zur-
person/werner-bertelsmann.html. Accessed 08 Jan. 2022. Translated
from the German via Google Translate.

14  Adam Hartman. “Namibia: Namib Times Celebrates 50 Years.” The
Namibian,8Dec.2008.URL: https://allafrica.com/stories/200812081045.
html. Accessed 08 Jan. 2022.
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judges, later presiding over the fraud trial of Winnie Madikizela-Mandela,
President Nelson Mandela’s former wife (see Chapter 12). The middle
brother, Helmut, became an educator and an author.

Richard was both the rebel and the baby of the family. His mother
indulged him from an early age, making his bed and his breakfast — so
much so that he reached adulthood without learning to fry an egg. Growing
up in the shadow of his elder brothers’ achievements, he attended what
was then known as the Rand Afrikaans University (RAU) in Johannesburg,
the conservative cross-town rival of the English-speaking University of
the Witwatersrand.’

As he came of age, Richard took an interest in literature, theater,
and rock ’'n’ roll. He went to Frankfurt to study German literature, and
developed a keen interest in the left-wing Frankfurt School of philosophy,
studying Heinrich Heine, Theodor Adorno, and Herbert Marcuse. He also
delved into the writings of the French novelist Marcel Proust.

Richard rebelled against his parents, abhorring their Nazi past and
rejecting their enduring racial beliefs. Once the blue-eyed, golden boy
of the Bertelsmann family, he soon became the “black sheep,” whose
increasingly left-wing political and social views provoked his parents’
disapproval — and led him to UWC.

>k ok >k

Vignette: “Meeting Richie,”
by Rhoda Kadalie

In 1980, in the Faculty of Arts, we had a welcome session for new
staff members. It was during a very “black consciousness” period in
UWC history. And I noticed that some of my black colleagues weren’t
very welcoming.

Richie looked very lonely and un-welcomed. So I went to him and
welcomed him. Soon after, my colleague in the office next door invited me
to see a political play, Call me Woman, on campus and said she would invite
a new colleague, who grew up with her to accompany us. It was Richie.

The play was very poignant, about the effects of migrant labour and
the Pass Laws on black women. As we walked back to our offices, Richie
kept ingratiating himself to me, expressing his disgust with apartheid,

15  Today RAU has been incorporated into the University of Johannesburg.
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etc etc. It increasingly irritated me, as I felt I did not need his approval. I
invited them to my office for coffee and lunch, as we did not have a staff
dining room at the time.

The conversation became less serious, and more fun. When he
returned to his office, I told Ada, my colleague, “That’s the kind of man
I gofor.”

Soon after, Richie was in my office asking me whether I would
accompany him to a Jimmy Cliff concert the next Friday. Richie came
to fetch me, picnic basket and blanket in tow. As we sat on the lawn and
the concert started, Richie covered us with a blanket, and suddenly I felt
him holding my hand. I was a bit offended, and said nothing. The evening
turned out to be most enjoyable.

Almost every week, he invited me to some or other event, concert,
or theatre. And so it continued for almost a year. Unbeknown to me, Richie
told his parents that he had met me, but his father did not approve. So he
was engaged in a painful discussion with his father for months.

Ironically, his Germanrelatives, whovisited South Africaonoccasion,
really liked me. I used to cook for them in his flat, and I showed them
around Cape Town with Richie, and we generally had much fun together.

The same camaraderie failed to develop with his South African
family. After a year of courting, we decided to end the relationship. After
much sadness, I went home crying.

The next day, Richie was at my door, saying that he had thought
much about it and he decided “that many couples break up because they
no longer love each other. We broke up because we love each other. Given
all the political obstacles, let’s just play it by ear, and take it one day at a
time.” He had many gifts, a LP record, plants and a book.

My parents liked Richie, although my dad was upset that he wasn’t
a Christian. We decided to defy everybody. And so we continued for three
years, and decided to get married on 3rd December 1982 in Namibia, as it
was illegal to marry in SA.

koK k

Richard and Rhoda’s relationship was more than controversial. It
was illegal.

The Immorality Act of 1927, passed before apartheid, already
outlawed extramarital sex between members of different radical groups.
The Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act of 1949 was the first significant
apartheid law, and it barred white South Africans from marrying South
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Africans of any other racial group. In 1950, an amendment to the
Immorality Act made all sex illegal between blacks and whites.!

The goal was to reinforce racial identity; the effect was to make
romantic love itself — a basic human emotion — illegal among people of
different skin colors.

The law was no mere paper offense; it was enforced by the police,
and there were several high-profile cases in the early years of apartheid.
Racial taboo became linked to the shame of sexual scandal.

One historical digest summarized the Immorality Act at the height
of apartheid: “Certainly, its implementation during its heyday in the
1960s was frequently marked by policemen, binoculars at the ready,
hiding in trees to observe offending couples; late night raids; the checking
of bedsheets and underclothes for signs of sexual intercourse; not to
mention numerous shattered lives and frequent suicides”.”

The irony was that South Africa’s racial makeup would have been
impossible without love, sex, and even marriage across racial lines.
The Coloured population, for example, was created largely through
relationships between white settlers or travelers at the Cape, and the
indigenous population. The Afrikaans language itself is a hybrid that
brought Dutch together with Arabicand indigenous elements — impossible
without close racial mixing.

Richard’s parents rejected the idea that their son would date a black
or Coloured woman. As the relationship continued, and became more
serious, they attempted to dissuade their son from marrying Rhoda.

In doing so, they used arguments that went further than apartheid’s
official ideology, and drew from their own past. If Richard and Rhoda had
children, his father warned, they would be “genetically inferior.”

Richard tried to ignore his family’s protests, but they placed his
relationship with Rhoda under incredible strain. He did not share their
racial views, but he still loved his family and wished to please his parents,
however difficult they were.

But Pastor Kadalie was also reluctant to embrace Richard because
the latter was open about his atheist beliefs. Though the Bertelsmann
family were Lutherans, and had enjoyed traditional German Christmas
celebrations and the like, Richard himself rejected Christianity, and all
organized religion, as part of his general rejection of bourgeois society.

16  Reader’s Digest. “Creating the apartheid society.” Ilustrated History
of South Africa: The Real Story. 3rd ed. Cape Town: Reader’s Digest
Association, 1994. 375.

17 Ibid, 376.
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Rhoda, married to Richard, joins the Bertelsmann family — with GroSmutter
and GroBvader (center) — during the holiday season, Pretoria, 1983
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

To Fenner Kadalie, the racial hierarchy of South African society was
meaningless; he did not care what color Rhoda’s boyfriends were. What
was important was whether they were part of the church and whether they
believed in God. To him, faith was the basic foundation of any marriage.

Rhoda found her father’s views somewhat old-fashioned. However,
she shared his conservatism in one respect: though courted by many
suitors, she was still a virgin by the time she met Richard, believing that
sex was best left to marriage, no matter how long it took to find a husband.

Rhoda recalled some of the difficulties she faced with her own family
as the relationship with Richard developed in a 1994 interview:

[1]t was taboo especially in coloured households when you have a
boyfriend they don’t get into your bedroom. By that time I was doing my
honours [degreel, working as a lab assistant, and my parents had built
me a flat at the back of the house, and I said to them I am going to bring
my boyfriend into my room ... and I could see they didn’t like it. And I
insisted on that, and I said to my parents, if you suspect me of sleeping
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with my boyfriend, I can do it in the car. ... To have your boyfriend in
your room doesn’t necessarily mean, you know, that you will have sex.
So that one day, I was a young lecturer ... a lab assistant ... we had stacks
of marking. Richie was in my room and I had lots of marking, and we
were marking into the early hours of the morning. And I heard footsteps.
I heard my father coming and he said, “Are you still there?” And I said,
“Come in.” And he was shocked that I immediately let him in, and he was
equally shocked to see Richie sitting [on] that side of the room marking,
and me [on] the other side of the room marking.®

The relationship also faced scrutiny from colleagues at UWC. Although the
left-wing faculty were generally tolerant — or even welcoming — toward
interracial relationships, Richard was viewed with skepticism by some of
Rhoda’s friends. He was not politically savvy enough to fit in among the
activist members of the faculty.

For Rhoda and Richard, the opposition to their relationship created
significant challenges. But it also brought them closer together. Dating
often meant Romeo and Juliet-type escapades, such as evenings spent
parked in Richard’s car on the top of Signal Hill, the rounded promontory
overlooking the city lights and the Atlantic Ocean.

One evening, a fog rolled in, leaving the lovers atop the hill, unsure
of which way to drive back down. The wrong turn could lead them over the
edge, tumbling down along the steep slope.

It was an apt metaphor for the challenge of navigating their
forbidden relationship.

koK k

When Richard proposed to Rhoda in 1982, she gladly accepted. But
she knew they could not marry in South Africa itself, where interracial
marriage had been forbidden by law for decades.

So instead, the couple eloped to South West Africa (Namibia). The
decision was as much a practical one as a religious one, as Rhoda told
an interviewer in 1987.1 Rather than leave the country altogether — as
other mixed-race couples had done — they decided to marry and face the
consequences. But the only country that would perform the marriage was

18  Rhoda Kadalie, interview with Melanie Walker, ibid.

19 Rhoda Bertelsmann-Kadalie. “Rhoda Bertelsmann-Kadalie,
interview by Diana Russell, South Africa, 1987.” URL: https://search.
alexanderstreet.com/preview/work/bibliographic_ entity%7Cvideo__
work%7C3373700. Accessed on 3 Oct. 2021.
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South West Africa, where its own Mixed Marriages Act was repealed in
1978.

They headed north in December 1982. As Rhoda later recalled: “We
decided to fly to Namibia for a weekend, marry, then come back, and
move into our house.” For the ceremony, Richard ditched his jeans for
a smart tan suit; Rhoda wore a flowing white sundress. In their wedding
photographs, they are smiling and happy, though alone — and perhaps
because they were alone, finally able to express their love openly.

Not that the ceremony was particularly pleasant. Rhoda recalled:

The Mixed Marriage Act had been repealed in Namibia in 1978, but
that didn’t mean that the people there liked marrying us. The white
magistrate didn’t even look at us, and during the ceremony he asked, “Do
you, Richard Bertelsmann, white man, marry Rhoda Kadalie, Coloured
girl?” He tried to rub it under our noses that we were breaking the law in
South Africa and that he hated having to marry us. I wanted to keep my
maiden name for feminist reasons. But for political reasons I decided to
adopt Richie’s name to rub it under their noses that, “I am married, and
you will have to accept it whether you like it or not.”?°

Rather than being offended or disappointed by the ceremony, Rhoda
recalled, the two newlyweds “burst out laughing” at the absurdity of
itall.>

When they returned to South Africa, they moved into a small, semi-
detached cottage in the bohemian suburb of Observatory, at 11 Willow
Road. Though officially classified as a “White” area under the Group Areas
Act, the neighborhood, which sits between Woodstock and Mowbray, was
known colloquially as a “gray” area by the mid-1980s, meaning that the
growing presence of black residents, while illegal, was tacitly tolerated.

20 Rhoda Bertelsmann-Kadalie. “Marriage Across the Colour Bar.” In
Diana E.H. Russell. Lives of Courage: Women for a New South Africa. New
York: Basic Books, 1989. 299.

21 Rhoda Berteslmann-Kadalie, interview by Diana Russell, ibid.
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Rhoda and Richard Bertelsmann wed in Windhoek, Namibia, 1982
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)
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Richard recalled the process of moving in:

Because the Immorality Act had not yet been scrapped, Rhoda and
I had to get married in Windhoek, Namibia, where apartheid laws
no longer existed. However, because the Act was still on the statute
book, and complaints from the public (e.g. neighbours etc.) could lead
to prosecutions, it was important for us to enlist the tacit support, or
at least tolerance, of our neighbours. So, after we had moved into our
house in Observatory, I approached the neighbours, introduced myself
and Rhoda, and expressed the hope that we would have good, friendly
neighbourly relations.

I started with our next-door neighbour, Billy. Before Observatory
became a haven for UCT students, it had been a white working class
neighbourhood. Billy, a fairly large, grey-haired man, was clearly
a remnant of Observatory’s workers-class past. Squinting over my
shoulder at Rhoda, he said: “Ag, man, don’t worry, it’s all right — we
all mind our own business here. The two ladies next to you on the other
side are lesbians, the guy next to us is a druggie, but don’t worry — we
all mind our own business here!”

I'was too taken aback to ask him what his “business” was. It later turned
out that his wife was an alcoholic. They had a dog that had the irritating
habit of going on seemingly endless barking spells, and we could never
work out what triggered these. Billy’s reaction to these disturbances was
to growl: “Butcher, one more sound and you’re a dead dog!” Needless
to say, he never punished the dog, far less killed him; it seems that they
were caught up in what the French call a “folie a deux” - a madness two
persons (or living beings) share.

The other anecdote [ remember also had to do with our (strictly speaking)
“illegal” status in a residential area officially classified as “whites only,”
though irreversible social and economic factors had already subverted
this legal reality. One hot summer’s day, when we had the front door
open to allow some cooling draught into our house, a marked police car
with a white cop and a black cop inside (both on the front seats, nogal
[moreover]) stopped and stood in front of our house for what seemed
an inordinately long time. Rhoda and I looked at these guys, waiting
for them to approach us. Nothing happened. Eventually I said to Rhoda:
“Check that mixed couple of cops. Should we report them?” After quite a
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while, they drove away; it was obviously more fun (and less dangerous)
to intimidate a “mixed couple” than to round up hard-line criminals.?

Rhoda’s memory of moving in was similar: as she remembered, their
neighbor informed them: “Don’t worry - your neighbours are either
drunkards or dykes. You'll just fit in.”

Rhoda and Richard’s first home in Observatory as viewed in February 2022

But the state security police had been informed of their marriage, and

the newlywed couple was subjected to constant harassment. Rhoda
later recalled:

After our return, the police drove up and down the street about five times
a day to intimidate us. They would stop at the gate and look at us but
not say anything. I remember one night we went to a party and came
home very late. We were sitting in the car kissing when a cop car parked
next to us. The cops looked at us, and we looked at them, and then we

22 Richard Bertelsmann. Personal communication with the author. 2 Sep.
2022.

23 “Rhoda Kadalie: a strident voice for South Africa’s oppressed,” ibid.
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rolled down the window to say, “Hey, what’s this all about?” but they
left before we could question them.*

On another occasion, after Rhoda and Richard had been asked to babysit
Allan Boesak’s children, the police called them at home and demanded that
Rhoda report to their offices to face an accusation of violating the Group
Areas Act, the Mixed Marriages Act, and the Immorality Act. She refused,
at first, but the officer persisted, and she went in with her husband for
questioning. As Rhoda later recalled:

Richie speaks perfect Afrikaans, and their attitude was, “How could a
sweet, innocent Afrikaner like you go wrong?” The police officer was
shocked to learn that he had studied at the Rand Afrikaans University.
Throughout the interview the officer ignored me. He didn’t even look
at me or address me, as if I didn’t exist to him. He didn’t recognize
me as the wife of his man. But when they were finished with Richie,
the sergeant looked at me and asked, “Do your friends recognize you
as white or Coloured?” I said, “I have the kind of friends to whom that
doesn’t matter.”

The officer gave them a form to fill out, which they never returned.

24
25

Richard, similarly, recalled:

[W]e received a letter from either the police of the Department of the
Interior, or whatever they were called at the time, informing us that they
had taken note that we had got married in Namibia, and that we had
to report the the Wynberg police station. I don’t know whether this is
general international practice, but apparently the Namibian authorities
were under some obligation to inform their South African counterparts
of any South African citizens being born, getting married or having died
in Namibia.

With some trepidation, Rhoda and I drove to the Wynberg police station,
where we were informed that we had to apply to some South African
authority, probably the Department of the Interior or Home Affairs of
whatever they were called at that stage, to have our marriage “legalised”,
or something to that effect. In reaction to this, [wrote them a letter, saying
that we had got married and moved to Observatory because we did not
recognise the State’s authority to pronounce on the legality or illegality

Rhoda Bertelsmann-Kadalie. “Marriage Across the Colour Bar,” Ibid,

300.
Ibid, 300-1.
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of a personal relationship such as a marriage. If we applied to have our
marriage “legalised,” it meant that we recognised the State’s authority
in this regard after all, which we found unacceptable, “yours sincerely.”

If I remember correctly, we subsequently received some communication
intended to outline the serious consequences of our attitude and conduct,
for example that any children born out of this unrecognized marriage
would be considered illegitimate, and that this would have serious
consequences in the case of intestate inheritance, etc. etc. If I remember
correctly, we ignored this letter.?°

The case was eventually dropped, but the intimidation was constant. At
one point, Richard approached the country’s small, liberal opposition
party, the Progressive Federal Party (PFP), made famous by Helen
Suzman, for help:

I cannot remember whether that was it this stage or earlier, I sought
(and found) protection from two other sources, At that stage, and
particularly during the 1981 general election, I was quite active in my
local (Cape Town, Gardens) constituency branch of the then-Progressive
Federal Party (PFP); I did quite a lot of canvassing - I lived in a flat in
Tamboerskloof at the time. And so, shortly before or after our wedding, I
made an appointment to see PFP leader Frederick Van Zyl Slabbert and
told him about our situation; he told me that I should not worry, and
that we could rely on him if we experienced any official harassment. He
said something in the line of: “If we don’t help people in such cases, our
opposition means nothing.”

The other support we relied on was from the UWC authorities. Somehow
I seem to remember that we got assurances from Jakes Gerwel, though
the rector at that time (December 1982) must still have been Van der
Ross. Anyhow, to an extent we relied on the calculation that, given the
habitual political instability at UWC at the time, the authorities would
consider it unnecessarily provocative to prosecute a “mixed couple” of
UWC academics in terms of the Immorality Act. Regardless of how little-
known or how well-known we may have been at UWC, and how popular
or unpopular, the “activists” on campus would have regarded such a
prosecution as a God-sent opportunity to start “mass action,” with
poster demonstrations at the main gate, chanting of slogans, boycotting
of classes and (possibly) stoning of cars (whose drivers, needless to say,

26  Richard Bertelsmann. Personal communication with the author. 2 Sep.
2022.
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had nothing to to with the matter). And so, quite rightly, we thought we
were quite safe from prosecution.””

Ultimately, the apartheid government did not want to risk the negative
publicity of enforcing its laws — but it wanted Rhoda and Richard to know
that it was watching them, and it wanted them to be miserable.

>k ok k

Vignette: “Monitoring the
Tricameral Elections,”
by Rhoda Kadalie

Just before the Tricameral Parliament elections in 1983, the ANC in exile
issued a request to UWC academics to monitor the elections to assess how
many coloured and Indian people would vote for this farce.

I monitored in Cape Town, my husband in Woodstock. In Cape Town
there were more police than voters. And they monitored and harassed us.
One officer approached me and asked me for my name. I had deliberately
refused to take my ID with me, expecting all manner of shenanigans.

After hardly using my married surname for months, that day I
decided to use my married name: “R. Bertelsmann,” I said.

An hour later, the officer arrived again, asking me for my name.
“R. Bertelsmann,” I offered politely.

I noticed a puzzled look on his face but made nothing of it.

A few minutes later, a more senior police officer came and asked me
for my name. “R. Bertelsmann”, I replied.

“But there is another R. Bertelsmann, in Woodstock,” he said.
Iignored him, and off he toddled.

Unbeknown to me, my husband was going through the same
questioning in Woodstock. He too claimed to be R. Bertelsmann, which he
is more authentically than me! Having checked on him multiple times, by
this time, they must have thought the phrase was an ANC password.

27  Richard Bertelsmann. Personal communication with the author. 2 Sep.
2022.
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One cop shouted at him, and banged his fist on the table; “Therrre is
anotherrrrr R. Berrrrtelsmann in Cape Town. Arrre you lying to me.”

“Well, officer,” my husband replied, “she is my wife!”
“But she’s colourrrred!”
“I told you she’s my wife.”

The next day, the police headquarters called to ask us to come in
for questioning. This was the second time, but we ignored them and went
about our business unperturbed.

It was a period of heightened political tension. My husband and I
volunteered to look after Dr. and Mrs Allan Boesak’s four children during
their travels abroad. As leader of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches
and the United Democratic Front, they were traveling all over the globe
keeping the world abreast of repression, detention, and the hounding of
activists in South Africa.

We stayed in their home for two weeks, caring for their kids, who
were very young at the time, fully cognizant that their house was under
surveillance, and the telephone tapped.

Whenthe Boesaksreturned, wewentbacktoourhomein Observatory.
Soon after, we received a call from the police headquarters in Wynberg to
come in for questioning.

This time they were serious, and we could not ignore them. So off
we went.

“Good day, Mr. Bertelsmann”, greeted the white police officers —
ignoring me, because to greet me would mean they accepted this marriage,
which in their view was illegal.

Thus started the interrogation.

Richie answered them in impeccable Afrikaans. Prior to that, they
treated him as a lost German, who would, of course, marry a black, “so
misguided are they.”

They asked him about his life, where he grew up, where he studied,
et cetera. They looked at him pitifully, thinking aloud, “How could such a
sweet blonde, blue-eyed, Afrikaans-speaking boy go so wrong?”

After an hour, they turned to me, very hostile. “Werrre you
always colourrred?”

I burst out laughing.

Super-annoyed, they tried again: “Arrre most of yourrrrr frrriends
colourrrred or white?”

I responded arrogantly: “To me it doesn’t matter what my
friends are.”
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Thoroughly annoyed, they asked us to sign a declaration that
we had violated the Mixed Marriages Act, the Immorality Act, and the
Group Areas Act. On our lawyer’s advice, we signed, “We were married
3 December 1982.”

That was that, an act of defiance on our part.

They did not prosecute us, because the abolition of petty apartheid
laws was under discussion in Parliament at the time. It suddenly occurred
to me that the reasons for their racist questions to me were to assess
whether or not I was racially re-classifiable, so I would be less of a public
embarrassment and shut up.

Bottom line: while the abolition of petty apartheid laws was being
discussed in Parliament, the police roundly harassed and intimidated
people thought to be violating those pernicious laws.

koK k

Though they were never prosecuted, Rhoda and Richard faced continued,
daily harassment. When the two of them went to a “White” beach, Rhoda
was detained by two police officers while Richard was swimming in the
ocean. Rhoda recalled — perhaps in an alternative version of Richard’s
anecdote, above — that one of the officers was Coloured. After Rhoda
insisted they wait for her husband to return, they were shocked to see that
he was white. The white officer observed that they were a mixed couple —
to which Richard quipped: “So are you.”

Rhoda and Richard had confronted racial boundaries when they
decided to marry — but marriage did not end that struggle. Not even the
repeal of the Mixed Marriages Act in 1985 ended the harassment. The only
respite was in Europe — ironically, in Germany.
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“We were 30 feminists from different countries and I think that was
quite significant because for the first time my local feminist perspective
was given international affirmation and I realized I was in keeping
with the world and that I wasn’t a maverick, you know,
the kind of stereotypical feminist they branded you.”

In 1985, Rhoda and Richard left South Africa to study in Europe, where
both hoped to obtain their Masters’ degrees in Germany. They each took
a sabbatical from their teaching duties at UWC, where the protests and
violence had continued, making academic life difficult.

The fact that their marriage was illegal, and that they were living
in Observatory in defiance of the Group Areas Act, only added to the
stress. Europe represented an opportunity for each of them to add to their
academic credentials while enjoying a change of pace from the frantic,
everyday confrontations of life during the “struggle.”

For Richard, the opportunity to study in Germany was an important
escape in two other ways. First, it was an opportunity for him to explore
his roots, to immerse himself in the language and the culture that he
had imbibed from a distance. Second, it was a chance to meet up with his
connections in Germany — aunts, cousins, and university friends.

Contemporary Germany was not the place that the Bertelsmann
family had left after the Second World War. It had become one of the most
liberal and tolerant societies in the world. Old prejudices occasionally still
emerged, but interracial marriage was not rejected.

For Rhoda, Europe offered what it had provided for decades
to black intellectuals, from the U.S. as well as South Africa: a sense of
perspective. Many of the writers and artists of the Harlem Renaissance
found it fascinating to study or work in Europe, particularly in France,
where the familiar western culture they knew was not suffused with
the same kind of racism they encountered at home. Though racism is a
doctrine with European origins, and reached its nadir in the 17th century
European slave trade, and again in Nazi Germany, contemporary Europe
was often a more tolerant place.

1 Rhoda Kadalie. Unpublished interview with Melanie Walker, 27 Oct.
1994.
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Rhoda and Richard in Munich, Germany, 1985 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Europe in the 1980s was also particularly sympathetic to the anti-
apartheid movement. Several countries in particular took an interest in
supporting it, notably the Netherlands, which was faintly embarrassed by
its historic association with Afrikaner nationalism.

In Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union and its satellites provided
education, military training, and weapons to the ANC in exile. In
Western Europe, the focus was on South African civil society, and
several European governments provided funding to South African anti-
apartheid organizations. Even in the United Kingdom, whose Conservative
government opposed sanctions on South Africa, the anti-apartheid
movement enjoyed widespread sympathy.

White South Africans backpacking through Europe often felt
embarrassed or ashamed of their origins. But black South Africans were
often welcomed eagerly and sympathetically. As Rhoda and Richie arrived
in Germany, she later recalled, there was an article in the local press
specifically about their marriage, and how difficult and controversial it
had become in a South African context.?

2 Rhoda Bertelsmann-Kadalie. “Marriage Across the Colour Bar.” In
Diana E.H. Russell. Lives of Courage: Women for a New South Africa. New
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Studying in Europe meant the opportunity to interact with other
anti-apartheid activists who had left South Africa, whether voluntarily
or otherwise. The ANC had a significant underground presence even in
Western Europe, as did several other Third World liberation movements.

Rhoda also used her time in Europe to connect for the first time with
a long-lost family member: namely, her father’s half-brother, Victor
Kadalie. Victor was the child of Clements Kadalie’s second marriage, to the
well-educated Eva Moorehead,? and he had become a doctor in Germany.
He was also a member of the German Communist Party, and was active
in supporting anti-apartheid causes. He also donated to Pastor Kadalie’s
charitable causes in Cape Town. His wife, Ruth, was equally committed to
the communist cause, and worked extensively with the international trade
union movement. She contributed funds to the nascent South African
trade union movement, especially efforts to organize domestic workers —
a project in which she would take a close interest for decades.

Meeting Rhoda for the first time, and observing her fierce anti-
apartheid political convictions, Victor remarked that she seemed to
have inherited his father’s passion for justice. The two would develop an
enduring connection that lasted for decades — though they discovered
some sharp areas of difference. While Victor loved Rhoda’s feistiness, on
his regular visits to South Africa in the post-apartheid years, he would
plead with her to tone down her criticism of the ruling African National
Congress (ANC). He would concede some of her criticisms were correct,
but disagreed with others — until he came around to her point of view in
later years (see Chapter 12).

Rhoda and Richard also visited Victor’s son, Khwezi, a committed
communist and anti-apartheid activist who had been detained in South
Africa during the Soweto riots in 1976. He had gone into exile, where he
joined the ANC’s armed wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe, and trained with the
terrorists of the Palestine Liberation Organization.* He lived in Berlin at
the time of Rhoda and Richard’s visit, though he would later work for the
ANC in London.

York: Basic Books, 1989. 299.

3 Cape Town Museum. “Clements Kadalie.” URL: http://bit.ly/3tfjHbb.
Accessed on 4 Oct. 2021.

A Red Youth. “Red Salute to Comrade Khwezi Kadalie.” 5 May 2014.
URL:  https://redyouthuk.wordpress.com/2014/05/31/red-salute-to-
comrade-khwezi-kadalie/. Accessed on 17 Jun. 2022.
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Above: Kwezi Kadalie; Below: Rhoda at the Berlin Wall, East Berlin,
German Democratic Republic, c. 1985 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)
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In August 1985, Rhoda and Richard joined Khwezi on a trip behind the
Iron Curtain, to East Berlin. The experience opened Rhoda’s eyes to the
limits of the socialist utopia that she and fellow radicals had indulged
on campus back home. She noted in her diary that the food in East Berlin
was “dreadful,” and that given the limited usefulness of the few East
German Marks they had obtained, they decided to spend 25 Marks each on
alcohol. “Richie and Kwezi [sic] drank themselves to a standstill — talking

Chapter Six: Europe

politics,” she noted in her diary.5

Rhoda later recalled in a speech to students at the German

International School in Cape Town:

5

[Khwezi] invited us to visit him in late 1985 in the trendy suburb of
Kreuzberg. Having shed ourselves of all our Marxist leanings, we could
not help hide our amusement as we entered his flat, to see a big red
communist flag hanging from his dining-room wall above a bronze
bust of Lenin. Without a hint of irony, he proudly showed off his
communist paraphernalia, leaving my husband and I in a state of deep
Unglaublichkeit [incredulity].

The next day he took us to East Germany. A frequent sojourner across the
wall, he made our crossing of Checkpoint Charlie and our conversion of
money into 25 German Marks, very easy. We were immediately struck by
the gloomy Soviet landscape, the ominous socialist realist architecture,
the uniform blocks of concrete flats, “distinctly lacking paint” to quote a
comment on the internet.

Alexanderplatz, with its iconic Rote Rathaus, the Teacher’s House and
Congress Hall, and East German Palace of the Republic, with the iconic
TV tower, (the first thing one sees), captured my interest as my cousin
wove his political myths around the socialist realism architecture, almost
charming in the oppression it represented.

Throughout the hours we spent there, my husband and cousin were
engaged in explosive political arguments. The more Khwezi tried to
convert us to socialism, the more my husband smashed every argument.
Needless to say, soon we were followed around by the Stasi but pretended
not to notice. As we prepared to return, Khwezi remembered that we had
not spent our money, so he took us into the East German Palace of the
Republic where they doused their political rage with 25 marks’ worth of
beers. The bored waiters failed to mitigate the long food queues with their
lethargic service. While we waited Khwezi and Richard continued their

Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 17 Aug. 1985.
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fight while it was clear that the waiters enjoyed this exchange. When I
got my hardly edible food, one waiter told me that he had understood
the entire conversation and found it very interesting.

Needless to say, that experience opened my eyes to the realities
of communism.®

Khwezi had been detained during the Soweto riots in 1976. Years later,
Khwezi would return to a liberated South Africa; he is buried today in the
ANC’s Acre of Heroes in West Park Cemetery, in Johannesburg.

At first, Rhoda and Richard enjoyed being in Germany together.
They traveled throughout the country, and through the rest of Europe,
enjoying an extended honeymoon they never could have had in South
Africa. Rhoda had studied some German at UWC already, and became even
more proficient as she and Richard traveled through Europe. On occasion,
she even addressed her parents in Cape Town as “Liebe Mutter, Lieber
Vater” in letters home.”

But Rhoda struggled to navigate the German educational
bureaucracy. While Richard was able to begin his studies in German
language and literature without difficulty, Rhoda had trouble starting
her academic program in Munich. The qualifications to begin coursework
proved hopelessly complicated.® She tried attending some university
lectures in Germany, but was not impressed. “The anthropology course
see is not so good & after one bad lecture, I decided not to go any longer.
A pity!” she wrote her parents.? She tried immersing herself in German
culture and society — “visiting museums, attending interesting lectures,
visiting other states,” and earned a certificate for completing a German
language course.’® And though her conversational skills were good, she
struggled with the task of studying in German. “The language proved far
too difficult for me to transact my academic ambitions,” she admitted
years later." After months of frustration, she told Richard that she had to
try other options.

On a whim, Rhoda wrote to the Institute of Social Studies (ISS) in
the Netherlands, a public policy university well known for its radicalism.

(@)}

Rhoda Kadalie. “When the Wall Fell.” Speech to German International
School Cape Town. Cape Town, South Africa. 28 Apr. 2015.
Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 2 Aug. 1985.
Rhoda Kadalie. Curriculum Vitae. Draft. 1992.
Rhoda Kadalie. Postcard to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 17 May 1985.
Rhoda Kadalie. Curriculum Vitae. Draft. 1992.
Rhoda Kadalie. “When the Wall Fell.” Ibid.
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She asked whether the ISS had a place for her in its program, and whether
financial assistance might be available.

To her surprise, she received a positive and enthusiastic reply
almost immediately. She was accepted to study for a Master’s degree in
development studies, based at the ISS campus in The Hague, and also
received a scholarship to cover her tuition and other costs. It was an
opportunity she could not miss. She left Germany for Holland during the
week, planning to reunite with Richard on weekends.

koK k

Rhoda arrived in The Hague in September 1985 to begin her studies at ISS,
in pursuit of her Master’s degree in Development Studies and the new field
of Women’s Studies.

Sheand Richard had scouted out the campus earlier that year, visiting
in April. Rhoda wrote to her parents that The Hague was “a very beautiful
city,” but added: “The university here frightens me because it is very
big & stretches over many streets.”> Rhoda was also apprehensive about
being away from her husband, who eventually decided to study in Cologne
(K6ln), closer to the Netherlands and to ISS, rather than in Munich.

At the time, ISS attracted would-be left-wing revolutionaries
from around the world. Rhoda’s program included 35 students, most of
whom were political activists from Third World countries. Many, like
her, were from Africa; seven were women from the South West Africa
People’s Organisation (SWAPO), the political movement aiming to achieve
independence in Namibia. Others were from Latin America, Southeast
Asia, and other points on the post-colonial map.

The school was housed in an old hotel, near the Madurodam, a
miniature park popular among tourists. The building, with its ornate
features, provided a stately backdrop to revolutionary discourses. Her
courses included: “Contemporary Theories in feminism; feminist
methodology; women and agrarian change; the effects of international
capital on women; reproductive rights; women, mass media and applied
communication; history of women’s struggles; comparative labor
relations.” She also studied development economics, and methodologies
in women'’s studies.’ The classes were informal, and discussion-oriented,
with the students sharing insights from their various political struggles.

12 Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 23 Apr. 1985.
13 Rhoda Kadalie. Curriculum Vitae. 1992.
14 Rhoda Kadalie. Curriculum Vitae. Draft. 1992.
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As excited as she was about ISS, Rhoda also found it daunting. Money
— or the lack thereof — was a constant source of stress. She and Richard
were “exceptionally poor” in European terms, she later wrote.’> They were
only able to draw salaries from UWC through October 1985. Because she
had applied late to ISS, she had also missed opportunities to apply for
scholarships. The ISS recommended instead that she write to several local
sponsors — which she did, though without luck. She was able to obtain a
loan from UWC, but found that the South African Rand did not stretch very
far. “Life is expensive in Europe,” she wrote to her parents in August 1985,
“and the Rand is now, more than ever, worth nothing. We [are] getting a
raw deal and I’m glad that the blacks are giving the govt. hell!”16

At the suggestion of ISS, she applied for funding from a group called
the Nederlands Zuid-Arikaanse Vereniging (NZAV), which offered her a
scholarship. However, shewas horrified to find thatithad a “conservative”
stance on the struggle in South Africa.” Fearing that NZAV would use her
toboost its credibility by claiming it had “sponsored a radical black female
student,” Rhoda informed ISS that she was turning down the money.
The administration at ISS was relieved: the fact that the NZAV had been
on their list of potential sponsors had been an oversight, and politically
embarrassing to them. They eagerly refunded Rhoda the money she had
paid towards tuition thus far, and agreed to cover her future costs.

For Rhoda, the experience was a lesson in the importance of standing
up for her beliefs. “It is incredible how the Lord undertook even respecting
my political convictions,” she wrote to her parents. “So now I have the
freedom to think & feel politically like I always felt with ties to no one.”®

Nonetheless, Rhoda found the coursework very challenging. “I have
been going to bed at 2 a.m. every morning because of all the reading and
writing,” she wrote to her parents in late September.” The cold, rainy
weather of northern Europe also dampened her spirits. And she was
lonely, too: “I miss Richie terribly as much as he misses me — but we
both realise that it is important to sacrifice in order to get done with our
studies, even though it is very difficult for us both. I cannot help to have a
lump in my throat every time he phones & that’s not so often, + 2x a week
as it is very expensive to phone.” On her third wedding anniversary, in
1985, Rhoda found herself alone in Holland, miserable without Richard;
she took consolation in an unexpected telephone call from her parents and

15 Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 27 May 1986.
16 Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 2 Aug. 1985.
17 Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 30 Sep. 1985.
18 Ibid.

19 Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 30 Sep. 1985.
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a letter from her husband, in which he professed his love: “Sweet music to
my ears!!!” she wrote.2

The feeling of longing was mutual. Richard wrote to his in-laws
— whom he addressed as “Mom” and “Dad” — in October 1985 that he
had just seen Rhoda off at the train station after a brief visit, and that
the “loneliness is worse after her departure.”> He took comfort in the
presence of his landlord’s dog, who snoozed under his desk as he worked.
And he was, after all, in somewhat familiar cultural surroundings. For
Rhoda, alone in a country where she had no roots, the isolation was even
more painful.

Rhoda’s appearance also puzzled her peers: “Die mense hier kan nie
glo dat [“The people here cannot believe that”] Coloureds in all shapes
and sizes kom nie. So I have to explain why some are fair, some dark, some
Indian-looking and so on.” Though she “enjoyed” the fact that people
could not guess her origins, it underscored the fact that she was alone
abroad. In December 1985, she sent a postcard to her parents, lamenting
that she had spent her wedding anniversary by herself, studying and doing
laundry, cheered only by their phone call and by a letter from Richard.>

Rhoda also chose to live at a remove from the other students. She
enjoyed their company at times, and learned a great deal from them. At
one birthday party, she noted, the classmates spontaneously regaled one
another with “freedom songs from their own countries.”?? At an academic
conference on women'’s history, she joined her “sisters” in staging a
disruptive protest against the failure to include scholars from from Africa
and Asia. “This evoked a huge debate where all kinds of sentiments were
airedranging fromracismtolesbianism,” sherecordedinher diary.*Later,
she would help organize a boycott of classes to protest the appointment
of a professor who had done some work for the Bantustan government of
Transkei (in today’s Eastern Cape province).

Still, she found her classmates tobe a “strange bunch of self-centred
women.”? As she explained to her parents:

They form cliques. There is the Latin American clique, who thinks they
are very smart, way-out and beautiful. Then the Asian clique who have
enormous inferiority complexes. Accuse everybody of being bourgeois

20 Rhoda Kadalie. Postcard to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 9 Dec. 1985.

21 Richard Bertelsmann. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 277 Oct. 1985.
22 Rhoda Kadalie. Postcard to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 9 Dec. 1985.

23 Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 16 Jan. 1986.

24  Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 26 Mar. 1986.

25  Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 27 May 1986.
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and upper class, especially if you dress like me. They don’t like whites, but
all wish to get a white boyfriend. Then there is the Ghana clique — who
calls everybody in Europe racists etc. The Tanzanian group is boring and
dumb — and all people like me who don’t belong to a group are either
too intellectual, too snobbish, too pro-white etc. So, in a way I have no
friends in my class. The people I get on with most are also rejected by the
class. A white Dutch anthropologist who worked in Chile for 10 years;
a Sudanese girl, who now is beginning to become aware of the evils of
Europe; and a Somalian woman who has a 10 yr old daughter. The Dutch
woman stays in Leiden and has 2 children, so unfortunately, I cannot
visit her or go out with her. The other 2 are very busy with their own
lives. Most weekends I stay at home — studying. I don’t go out at all.>®

Some of her colleagues were overly “aggressive,” Rhoda noted*’; she
also found some to be “not stimulating enough,” telling her parents in
another letter that they seemed to be in Holland “for one big jol [party].”>®
The ISS provided free accommodation, but she did not want to live in
dormitories, nor in student “digs”; instead, she lived with a Dutch host
family, whom she called “a great pleasure to be with.” She also applied
her anthropological and linguistic skills to soak in the fine detail of Dutch
culture from within the confines of domestic life.

AmongthefewfriendsRhodadescribed toher parents, Rhodabecame
something of a confidante. Amina, from Somalia, had fled her husband,
who would not grant her a divorce. Rhoda’s roommate, Tamadur, from
Sudan, fell in love with a lecturer, and carried on a secret, torrid romance
that ended in heartbreak when he broke off their relationship before they
were set to be married in England, after graduation. She later told the sorry
tale to Rhoda in a long, confessional letter — full of the curse words that
Rhoda, steeped in Cape Town'’s colorful slang, had taught her.

Richard and Rhoda wrote to each other frequently, and spoke
occasionally on the phone, in an effort to remain part of each other’s lives.
In one letter, Richard described attending an event organized by German
anti-apartheid activists, gently mocking the effort, including a choir from
Namibia that “sang perfectly false,” aswell as “poor poetry” that had been
badly translated into German, and competing speeches by representatives
of the various local political parties. He wrote in tender prose, reassuring
Rhoda that their love would survive the pain of separation.> In writing

26  Ibid.

27  Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 26 Mar. 1986.

28  Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 7 Jan. 1986.
29  Cite letter.
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to Rhoda’s parents, Richard’s tone was more detached; he dwelled
extensively on intricate details of life around him. Yet he did make an
effort to stay connected.

She would later lament that he wanted to stay in Germany rather
than moving to Holland with her: “[H]e really loves Germany, which is a
pity.”3° She felt that Germany, and Germans, had been “cursed” by their
recent history. “Richie’s mother makes me dislike them even more,” she
complained.> After spending the year-end holidays together in Holland,
he returned to Germany in early January. Rhoda noted in her diary: “Richie
left today while I went to ISS. Came home sad & lonely — to a telephone
call from Richie and a nice warm letter waiting for me on the bed.”?> Two
weeks later, she noted sadly: “Sobbed my heart out — missed Richie
so much!”33 The loneliness was occasionally interrupted by a letter from
home including from her brother Bruce, who had begun to study at UCt
and wrote to Rhoda seeking advice about life, academics and politics.

Still, Richard visited Rhoda frequently, usually on weekends. They
savored Holland together, and the fact that they spoke Afrikaans made
it easy for them to fit in. Though Afrikaans was being imposed on South
African students by the apartheid regime, Rhoda and Richard enjoyed
speaking it freely in Europe. Occasionally, she would visit him in Germany,
as well — usually when he had family events. Rhoda found Richard’s
family in Germany more welcoming than his immediate family had been
in South Africa. The liberalizing influences of postwar Germany left
Richard’s relatives in Europe with a different outlook. They also enjoyed
life in Germany together, jogging around the Nymphenburg Palace, for
example, and taking in other sights.

Rhoda’s eyes were opened, too. Holland was a more egalitarian
society, compared to the chauvinistic and patriarchal climate of South
Africa. At the same time, Rhoda became aware of just how difficult
conditions were for women elsewhere in Africa. Tamadur had been forced
to undergo circumcision as a young girl; when she returned to Sudan,
having been jilted by her European lover, she was shunned by those who
believed that she could no longer marry a Muslim man. Rhoda had always
had feminist instincts; in The Hague, she learned in detail just how difficult
the plight of women could be.

30 Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 7 Jan. 1986.
31 Ibid.

32  Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 10 Jan. 1986.

33 Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 23 Jan. 1986.
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Rhoda and Richard at anti-apartheid protest outside South African embassy,
The Hague, Netherlands, c. 1986 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Though many of her classmates at ISS hoped to contribute to the liberation
of their countries from colonialism, segregation, and poverty, Rhoda
discovered that many had faced discrimination — and worse — within
their own revolutionary movements. The women from SWAPO opened
up to her, and revealed that many of them had been raped or assaulted
by more senior leaders within the organization’s camps. There was no
mechanism for the victims to make accusations, or to take action; and if
they appealed to the state to intervene, they would be accused of betraying
the movement. They were victims of the regime — and the revolution.

For her thesis, Rhoda chose to write about the experiences of women
under apartheid and within the struggle against it.34 Titled Structures and
Struggles: The State and the Oppression of Women in South Africa, the 109-page
paper applied feminist and Marxist analyses to explain the experiences of
women and the roles of various women’s organizations in South Africa.

34  Rhoda Kadalie. Structures and Struggles: The State and the Oppression of
Women in South Africa. Unpublished thesis. Institute of Social Studies,
The Hague, Netherlands. Dec. 1986.
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While women of every race and class experienced common
oppression — “the responsibility of domestic labour and childcare ... the
brunt of gender discrimination ... male violence and control .. [and] the
sexual division of labor — that oppression was “qualitatively different for
different groups” under the apartheid system, Rhoda wrote.

“[E]ven for white working class women,” she observed, “political
and economic conditions are far above those of coloured and Asian
working class women, not to mention African women.” The apartheid
state managed and manipulated these differences for its own purposes.
The one common experience of women across racial boundaries was “the
fact that they constitute the reserve army of labour, the shock absorbers
of the economy — drawn into the labour force in times of economic boom,
and just as easily disposed of in times of economic recession.”

In common with many other activists and intellectuals at the time,
Rhoda believed that the end of apartheid would also mean the end of that
capitalist system, at least in its peculiar South African form. However, she
warned that “under socialism the struggle for women’s liberation will still
have to continue,” and that “the abolition of capitalism, does not mean an
automatic emancipation from male domination.”

She did not think much of the work she had produced, which she
felt was suited to a classroom project rather than a research paper. It was
more a series of observations and descriptions than an attempt to answer
an academic question with research or analysis.

But the project was a way for Rhoda to reflect on her own experiences
— as an academic, and as a female activist within the anti-apartheid
movement. Despite her fraught relationships with classmates, she had
benefited from the insights they shared with her. She knew of women
in South Africa who had experienced what the SWAPO women had, and
she could never look at the struggle against apartheid in quite the same
utopian way. In her thesis, she reached a conclusion that would guide her
future work, and her writing: that for women, the struggle would continue
past the moment of liberation.

Through her experience at ISS, Rhoda had begun to shape a new
perspective on the struggle for freedom in South Africa. She was not merely
ablack activist, but also a feminist. More than that, however, she knew she
could not simply be a revolutionary — not when that meant loyalty to the
revolution above all else. She had to be a critic as well.
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Rhoda celebrates the end of exams with classmates, Institute of Social Studies,
The Hague, Netherlands, 1986 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Rhoda began to think of herself as a different kind of activist — one that
her colleagues in the Black Consciousness movement might have shunned:
she began to see herself as something of a liberal, committed to individual
freedom, beyond the categories imposed by the apartheid regime — and
by its opponents.

kR k

Rhoda had another reason to reconsider her feelings about the
anti-apartheid struggle — not the justice of the cause, but rather her
interactions with the ANC underground that was ostensibly leading it.

She began to notice that some of her classmates at ISS were suddenly
hostile toward her. There was one activist couple from Angola — the wife
dark-skinned, the husband a doctrinaire white revolutionary — who
seemed particularly aloof. The husband’s claim to fame and to ANC insider
status was that he had been a college of exiled activist Ruth First when she
was killed in Mozambique by a mail bomb sent by the apartheid regime.
Their attitude was noticeable enough that Richard picked up on it during
one of his visits. But it was not the only bizarre interaction Rhoda had.
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Another classmate, Bunie Sexwale, an ANC representative in the
Netherlands,3 turned cold toward Rhoda rather suddenly. Her lecturers
had also become abrupt with her. Rhoda could not understand their
behavior; it seemed, she recalled later, like a “Cold War that made no
sense.”

Eventually, Bunie called Rhoda and asked to meet with her the next
day, February 6,1986, in a private location, far from the campus, where no
one would see or overhear them. She left no hint about what she wanted to
discuss. Rhoda, suspicious, asked Richard, who was in town, to accompany
her to the meeting.

At the rendezvous, Bunie informed Rhoda that the husband-and-
wife activists had suspected that she, Rhoda, was an apartheid spy.
Evidently, they had been spreading the rumor among others in the anti-
apartheid movement.

“We followed you.,” Bunie said, according to Rhoda, who also
recalled being told that there had been talk of “necklacing” her.

“Necklacing” was a reference to the assassination of suspected
informers within the movement. In the townships, these killings took the
gruesome form of placing a tire around the neck of the intended victim,
filling it with fuel, and setting it alight, burning the victim alive. Though
“necklacing” was widely condemned, and shocked even those sympathetic
to the anti-apartheid struggle, some activists defended it as the only way
to deter spies and maintain revolutionary discipline.

Sexwale later recalled the discussion differently — that the activists
who had made, and spread, the accusation that Rhoda was a spy “never
said anything about wanting to kill her,” but rather that she and Rhoda
had discussed “the seriousness and danger of such accusations in the
context of what was happening at the time re necklacing etc.”3¢ She and a
fellow South African activist wanted to warn Rhoda for the sake of her own
safety, she said, in case the same rumour had been spread back home by
the time she returned.

Either way, Rhoda was stunned to hear she had been targeted
by activists in the anti-apartheid struggle and suspected by her own
classmates. The warning was all the more chilling because of Bunie’s close
association with the ANC hierarchy.

According to Rhoda, Bunie then explained that their intelligence
network had investigated Rhoda thoroughly, following her through much

35 Nemato Change a Life. “Board of Governors.” URL: https://www.
matinyanafund.org.za/nsf-contact.htm. Accessed on 2 Sep. 2022.
36  Bunie Sexwale. Personal communication with the author. 22 Dec. 2022.
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of her time in The Hague. Rhoda had drawn suspicion, Bunie explained,
because she had previously visited Europe in a delegation from South
Africa; because she chose to live separately from the other students, with a
Dutch family; because she was seen in the company of a white man — her
husband; and because she and Richard were overheard speaking Afrikaans
together, whichwas interpreted as a sign of loyalty to the apartheid regime.

Their investigation had reached beyond the Netherlands, Rhoda
recalled being told. They had even looked into Dr. Victor Kadalie and probed
his background. It was there that the investigation apparently began to
unravel. Victor had long been supportive of the anti-apartheid movement.
His son, Khwezi, had helped smuggle weapons to the ANC in exile, and
was briefly detained by the apartheid regime.3” One of Rhoda’s classmates
at ISS, a black student whom she called Loyiso (which was not his real
name), had been jailed with Khwezi and privately vouched for Rhoda —
though, she later remembered, he had been jealous of her husband.

According to Rhoda, Bunie said there had been other clues that
suggested Rhoda’s innocence: “We realized that if you were a spy, you
were a bad one, because you were not interested in us.” Rhoda seemed
to spend very little of her free time outside of class hanging out with the
revolutionaries. Instead, when the activists tailed her, their own spies
discovered that Rhoda had a curious habit of going to clothing stores
and toy stores, looking through items for babies. Unbeknownst to them,
Rhoda had stopped taking her birth control pill, and had begun thinking of
motherhood. Her future child had perhaps saved her life.

Rhoda, while relieved and grateful that Bunie had confided in her,
was terrified by the revelations, and felt utterly disgusted. She and Richard
were still wrestling with what they had learned when Rhoda received a
call from the principal of the ISS program. She went to his office, where
he informed her that he had learned of the rumors, and reassured her that
“he would put a stop to all this,”3® and that all those involved had been
disciplined. She was grateful, and resolved to complete her studies, but
refused to have anything to do with many of her classmates.

She later recounted the ordeal to her parents:

T]he rumour was spread that I was a spy for the S.A. govt. A huge insult
which left me speechless. Was spread by a white lecturer’s black wife —
jealous of me (so says the Rector) and she was soon put in her place, by

37  Red Youth. “Red Salute to Comrade Khwezi Kadalie.” 31 May 2014.
URL:  https://redyouthuk.wordpress.com/2014/05/31/red-salute-to-
comrade-khwezi-kadalie/. Accessed on 5 Oct 2021.

38 Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 6 Feb. 1986.
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others who were initially her friends. But who later came to tell me what
was going on.»

The experience soured Rhoda on the activists — permanently. Just as the
stories of her fellow women activists convinced her that she could not be
aradical, the experience of being stalked by ANC members shook her trust
in the anti-apartheid movement. She was still committed to change, but
could never trust the “comrades” again. Later, she noted that she was
still held in suspicion by some classmates as a “bourgeois intellectual”
because she insisted on asking questions. She wrote in her diary in May
1986 that “many people in that institute are not only jealous, but also did
not like one to intellectually engage in topics.”4°

Years later, the Angolan couple visited South Africa to attend a
ceremony launching a memorial lecture in honor of Ruth First at UWC.#
They were shocked when Rhoda was the first speaker. Rhoda noticed
that they seemed deeply ashamed — perhaps remembering what they
had done.

koK >k

Rhoda continued to work on completing her Master’s thesis, even after
discovering that she was pregnant. Because she found it uncomfortable
to sit down while working for long periods of time, she took to typing her
drafts while standing up, her typewriter balanced precariously on the
mantelpiece of her host family’s hearth, just above her growing belly.

Eventually, she began to feel weak. She went to the hospital, where
doctors advised her that she was working too hard, and that she was at risk
of losing the baby unless she rested. So after finishing her thesis, she left
for Germany, rejoining Richard.

Richard’s family remained welcoming. While resting, Rhoda enjoyed
spending time with them — and they with her. Later, Richard’s German
relatives visited South Africa, and they became particularly enamored of
Rhoda’s pineapple salad, which they pleaded with her to make for them
every time they came to see the young couple.

But there was not much time left for the couple to spend in Germany,
because Rhoda wanted to deliver the baby in South Africa, near familiar

39  Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 27 May 1986. Original
emphasis.

40  Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 26 May 1986.

41 This lecture, or colloquium, appears to have taken place at UWC in
August 1992.
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surroundings and her own family. So she flew — eight months pregnant
— back to Cape Town with Richard at the end of 1986. She had completed
her Masters’ degree; despite his studies, he had not.

In the time that she and Richard had been away, the unrest in
South Africa had become more intense. The government had declared
a state of emergency in July 1985, lifting it only seven months later, in
March 1986. In that period, the government detained some 10,000 people
without trial, provoking an international outcry. The regime imposed
a new state of emergency in June 1986, in a bid to limit unrest ahead of
the 10th anniversary of the Soweto riots.4> Some of the apartheid laws had
been removed, such as the Mixed Marriages Act. But other rules remained
in force.

Rhoda, watching for afar, wrote in her diary that the news from
South Africa was “very depressing.” She added: “Both of us feel that we
can’t go back, at the same time there is a tug to be part of the struggle.”
In a similar vein, Richard wrote to his in-laws:

It is with fear and trepidation that Rhoda and I switch on the radio these
days or listen to the news on BBC International Service, for each time we
expect to hear of more and greater destruction [in South Africal; and yet
we cannot restrain ourselves from trying to hear as much as possible. It
is a very strange feeling to be so far away from home at such a time of
crisis: we feel helpless, in a different way than you do, and we almost
despise ourselves for the privilege of being away from it all, while others
have to live with this daily emergency. Then again, it is such a relief to
be physically away from t all, that we do fully enjoy the great privilege of
being here. It is a constant change of mood, I suppose, which corresponds
to the instability of the situation.*+

The prospects for peaceful political change — or change of any kind —
looked grim. As Rhoda later remarked to an interviewer:

When the level of struggle escalated in 1985, I was still overseas and I
thought the time for revolution was at hand. Then when my friends or
family came to visit, they’d still be the same. One friend said, “Rhoda,
you’re going to be a grandmother before you see change.” Now that I’m
back, I really feel like that is true. I saw a documentary on the military
might of South Africa, and I am convinced that the government will fight

42 Alan Cowell. “State of Emergency Imposed Throughout South Africa;
More than 1,000 Rounded Up.” New York Times, 13 Jun. 1986, p. A1.

43 Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 13 Jun. 1986.

4/ Richard Bertelsmann. Letter to Joan and Fenner Kadalie. 27 Oct. 1985.
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to the death before it changes. So I think I’ll be one of the many who will
not remain to tell the story.4

She had frequently written to her parents about how shocked she and
Richard had been to hear news of violence from South Africa — both
between the government and the liberation movement, and among South
Africans themselves. Though Rhoda was amused at clashes between the
ruling National Party and the neo-Nazi Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging
(AWB),4¢ she was shocked by the violent deaths of UDF activists,*” and
murderous attacks within the black community. She was bitterly resentful
of the Reagan administration in the U.S. and the Thatcher government in
the United Kingdom for opposing sanctions on apartheid South Africa. She
feared that civil war was inevitable — so much so that she wrote to her
parents in late May 1986 that she was prepared to become pregnant to
avoid becoming mired in politics when she returned to South Africa. “What
makes me scared about coming back is that I will get involved. Therefore,
I should rather try to fall pregnant, so that I could have an excuse not to
be involved.”4® (She would give birth to her daughter, Julia, almost exactly
nine months later.)

Behind the scenes, the apartheid government had already begun
negotiating secretly with Nelson Mandela, who was still in prison. The
state of emergency had convinced some reform-minded leaders within
the National Party that change was inevitable. But on the surface, it
appeared that the ANC and other liberation movements were crushed —
silenced politically, defeated militarily. While much had changed, South
Africa remained a racially divided society, reinforced by various forms of
segregation, formal and otherwise.

On February 21, 1987, Rhoda gave birth at the Mowbray Maternity
Hospital to a healthy baby girl. She had quietly hoped for a girl: “If you
give me a boy, God, I’'m sending him back,” she recalled praying. She and
Richard had debated several names — many of them in German — before
settling on “Julia,” simply because they liked it. They gave her the middle
name “Inge,” which had been the name of the daughter of the Dutch
family that hosted Rhoda in The Hague.

45  Rhoda Bertelsmann-Kadalie. “Marriage Across the Colour Bar,” Ibid,
306.

46 Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 27 May 1986.

47  Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 6 Jul. 1985.

48  Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 27 May 1986. Original
emphasis.

129



Rhoda: ‘Comrade Kadalie, You Are Out of Order!’

In keeping with the enduring system of racial segregation, Julia was
born in the Coloured wing of the hospital, and was classified as Coloured
on her birth certificate, a status that her white father had not diluted.

Rhoda later recalled: “When Julia was born, the nurses handed
the baby to Richie and sent him downstairs to have the baby weighed, etc.
When he returned to the ward where I was, they directed him to a ward for
white women, when he told them that his wife was in another section!!
Julia received her birth certificate later than normal because they weren’t
sure whether to classify her coloured or white even though their laws of
race classification stipulated that the kid takes on the race of the mother.”4

Rhoda holds newborn Julia Inge Bertelsmann, Observatory, Cape Town, 1987
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Rhoda was determined to raise Julia in a feminist mode. Armed with her
new Master’s degree, she returned to teaching at UWC as soon as possible,
and brought her baby with her to work. When she returned to her first
faculty meeting with Julia bundled in a carrycot, Jakes Gerwel, who by
then was the dean, stopped the meeting and demanded that Rhoda remove
Julia’s blankets so he could see her.

49  Personal communication with the author. 1 Feb. 2022.
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“Amandla,” he shouted from the podium, giving the familiar
liberation salute, “she’s Coloured!” The faculty burst into applause.

When Julia cried during lectures, Rhoda would simply open her
blouse or dress and breastfeed her baby while teaching. That was not so
unusual in an African context, where female breasts — at least in African
communities — are often seen as functional rather than merely sexual.
But it was unusual in a university setting, and among male-dominated
faculty, no matter how radical their professed political persuasions.
Rhoda used to say: “This course is about feminism in theory. Well, this is
feminism in practice. If you don’t like it, there’s the door.” >

The protests on campus continued, and Rhoda brought Julia to
those, as well. While the state of emergency had suppressed some of the
country’s political unrest, it could not snuff out protest completely — and
certainly not at UWC, whose faculty viewed themselves as the intellectual
vanguard of the struggle.

Rhoda participated in protests — but also raised criticisms of
the movement. She demanded that women be heard, declaring that
“the struggle for national liberation itself has a gender context.”s* She
challenged the idea that freedom would still require women’s subjugation.

She would soon face that challenge in a deeply personal way.

50  Personal communications with the author.
51 Ibid.
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“People stigmatise divorce, but they should really stigmatise marriage
— it’s a completely dysfunctional institution.”

By 1987, Rhoda had every reason to feel optimistic about her family’s
future, even if the country’s political situation seemed irresolvable.

She and Richard returned home from the hospital to their small
semi-detached cottage in Observatory with their new baby. The terms of
Rhoda’s housing subsidy from UWC had prevented them from renting out
the property while the young couple was in Europe. But the cottage had
been well-kept by friends in the interim, and the suburb was still trendy,
attracting young families and an eclectic mix of students, artists, and
upwardly mobile people of every race.

Rhoda, Richard, and julia at Julia’s first birthday, Observatory,
Cape Town, 1988 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

1 Sharon Sorour. “Rhoda Kadalie: Born to Lead.” Femina, Jun. 1996. p. 78.
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The Group Areas Act was still the law of the land, but it was essentially
a dead letter in much of urban South Africa. The Immorality Act and the
Mixed Marriages Act had been repealed, meaning that Rhoda and Richard
nolonger faced surveillance and arrest for the mere crime of being married,
even though they still faced all kinds of other disadvantages. A growing
number of religious schools were simply ignoring the government’s racial
boundaries and accepting black, Coloured, and Indian children, meaning
that Julia would have more options than Rhoda had.

Most promising of all, Richard’s family had begun to warm to Rhoda.
She had enjoyed the time she spent with the extended Bertelsmann clan
in Germany. Now, she could sense a thaw among Richard’s South African
family as well. His older brother, Helmut, had developed liberal ideas and
was active in the Democratic Party, the descendant of Helen Suzman’s
anti-apartheid Progressive Party. Richard’s nephews and nieces adored
her. And even Werner Bertelsmann warmed to her. After his wife, Brigitte,
was rather cold toward Rhoda during her first Christmas with the family,
Werner intervened, asking her to include Rhoda in the family festivities.

Werner and Rhoda also had something in common: they both
taught at “bush colleges.” The Bertelsmann patriarch taught law at the
University of the North, also known as “Turfloop,” which the apartheid
government had established specifically for black students in the northern
Transvaal.> As at UWC, the state had assigned the most conservative
faculty it could find to shape the minds of future black professionals — a
strategy that Rhoda called “mind control.” But even the most politically
verkramp or recalcitrant professor could still care deeply for the education
of his students. Rhoda and Werner bonded — tentatively — over shared
academic values. They would continue to grow closer until his death on
the 4th of July, 1984, from emphysema.

Rhoda hoped that her relationship with Richard’s immediate family
would continue to improve. However, even with some warmth, there were
new tensions. Rhoda believed that “GroSmutter” [Grandmother] Brigitte,
as her family called her, had not reconciled herself to her son’s marriage.

Several months into their sojourn in Europe, for example, Brigitte
had arrived for a visit. That made everything worse: not only did Rhoda
feel that Brigitte had ignored her, but Richard had seemed to ignore her,
too, as he attended to his mother.

When she did address Rhoda, Gromutter advised her daughter-in-
law to cut down on visits with Richard. After all, she said, “GroBvater und

2 The area is known as Limpopo today; the university is called the
University of Limpopo.
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ich” — “Grandfather and I” — had been separated for a year during the
war. What was a short separation during the academic term, compared to
having a husband away in the Wehrmacht, fighting the Red Army on the
Eastern Front?

Rhoda recounted Christmas spent with Richard in Germany in
December 1985 with some bitterness, in a letter to her parents:

What I did not like was the way Richie’s mother & her spinster sister
requlated our lives. We were told when to get up, what time is lunch &
told when to meet for supper. What’s more they expected us to entertain
Richie’s eldest brother’s 2 kids who accompanied the old lady to Germany.
... very sweet — but they like sitting in older people’s company. Never did
they leave Richie & me alone. Richie’s mother is so possessive — Richie
& I didn’t see each other for 5 weeks & she expected us to be with her &
them all the time. Also the old lady smokes 25 hrs a day — She never
stops & she gets cross when I complain. ... When Richie complained that I
found it bad & that he too doesn’t like it she started becoming very bitchy
& sarcastic towards me. ... What’s more they all speak German & never
once try to speak English.

So I was thoroughly bored. I’'m afraid that my relationship with my
mother-in-law is finished. She tried to make me feel better when she
saw that I was finished with her — but I find it hard to pretend. Of course,
it makes Richie very sad because he thinks she’s very wonderful & I think
she isn’t. She only has time for her own family & her own grandchildren.
I hope that when I have a child that it is black & looks like me — so that
she doesn’t have to like it. It will be better for both me and the child. ...
She also tries to make Richie think that I am difficult, so because he loves
us both he is very divided & just becomes quiet when I nag about her. ...
Also, she only tends to accept me for what I am when other people treat
me well — but on her own I know she resents it that Richie married a
darkie. Meanwhile she is rather dark herself — looks very much Turkish
(that is bad in Germany) in blonde & blue-eyed Germany.?

Rhoda’s letter reflected the difficulty of navigating her relationship with
her in-laws. She was conscious that she, too, was contributing to the
difficulty, but what pained her most was her husband’s inability to set
protective boundaries around their marriage. Lacking the security of that
intimacy, she confided her deeply personal thoughts to her own parents,
half a world away.

3 Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 7 Jan. 1986.
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When Brigitte phoned Rhoda, by then alone in Holland, to say
goodbye before she returned to South Africa from Germany, Rhodabecame
uncharacteristically emotional. “She was surprised,” Rhoda noted in her
diary, “but also teasingly said that she would phone my parents to say I
was homesick. Or when Richie works on my nerves, she is sure that I am
pleased to be without him.” Rhoda was confused, and suspected that
“Mutter” was simply trying to break up the marriage. “She is just so
unfeeling,” Rhoda concluded.

After Brigitte returned to South Africa, Rhoda and Richard endured
a calamitous fight whose aftershocks would shake the marriage for years
afterward. At first, Rhoda was unsure what had caused it. She noted in April
1986 that “Richie blew his top” unexpectedly during a discussion about
Nicaragua — which was then the latest front in the Cold War between East
and West.4 “I lay in bed confused for 2 days over this sudden outburst,”
Rhoda wrote in her diary.5 “Could it be because of the letter I wrote to his
mother?” she wondered. Her suspicion was later to be confirmed.

In those days, when international telephone calls were prohibitively
expensive, and air mail was the most efficient way to communicate
overseas, Rhoda and Richard would tear open any letter that arrived from
friends and family, sharing the words eagerly with each other. But on one
occasion, Richard opened a letter from his mother and tried to hide it
quietly away.

Rhoda was curious, and — in a decision she would later regret — she
searched for the letter and read it. In it, Brigitte responded to her son’s
earlier reports of suffering with allergies from the pollen near Rhoda’s
residence in Holland. She warned that deeper medical issues might be a
risk, and mentioned the new HIV/Aids virus. She suggested flippantly that
it was common among black women, and that her son therefore ought to
be careful in his dealings with Rhoda.

Furious, Rhoda wrote to her mother-in-law, defending herself;
informing Brigitte that her letter had deeply disgusting, racist overtones;
and telling her to stop trying to interfere with their marriage.

Richard soon heard from his mother about Rhoda’s reply. In a letter
that he later shared with Rhoda, Grofmutter told her son that she had
been deeply hurt by his wife’s letter. She had never imagined, she said,
that a private joke would cause so much trouble.

She was also upset that Rhoda had accused her of racism, and of
trying to break up the marriage. “Our fundamental concerns about your

4 Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 3 Apr. 1986.
5 Ibid.

136



Chapter Seven: Divorce

marriage had and have nothing to do with Rhoda’s personality,” Brigitte
wrote. “We were determined to treat your wife like our other daughters-
in-law and to take them into the family after you were married.” What
happened before the marriage belonged to the past. “I always respected
Rhoda as a person — her intelligence, her sense of humor and her ability
to be a good woman to you. ... I had hoped that I and Rhoda would develop
a friendship of their own.”®

She recounted her past efforts to reconcile with Rhoda — despite
perceived slights, such as Rhoda failing to wish her a good trip back to
South Africa. Brigitte clearly felt that Rhoda had not appreciated her
efforts — though, as her list of compliments included the fact that Rhoda
could do dishes and laundry more quickly than she could, it was not hard
to see why Rhoda might not have appreciated Grofmutter’s praises. In any
event, Brigitte told Richard that she would not reply to Rhoda until she
had apologized.

Instead of siding with Rhoda, Richard was furious at her — angry that
she had invaded his privacy by reading his mother’s letter, and angry that
she had complicated his troubled relationship with his mother by taking
her on directly herself. He kept his anger to himself until an “outburst”
that Rhoda recalled in her diary, noting that when she called him to talk
about it, “he was crying & put the phone down on me.”?

The two of them argued over and over again about the issue.
Richard could not bring himself to forgive Rhoda, or to understand her
perspective. He could not defend his mother’s views, but he also felt he
could not oppose her openly. For weeks, they exchanged painful letters
and shared anguished phone calls in which they aired their grievances
from afar, frustrated with each other and themselves. At one point, Rhoda
asked Richard if he wanted to continue their relationship. She noted his
response: “He felt ambivalent toward me.”3

Finally, in mid-April 1986, he visited Rhoda in Holland in an effort
to reconcile. She noted a “[q]uiet, happy but sensitive reunion.”® They
avoided talking about the painful issues that had sparked their arguments
— but then argued again after he returned to Germany. Richard wrote to
her, asking her to write a letter of apology to Brigitte. Rhoda, exhausted by
the argument, skipped class to visit him in Cologne “to solve this problem

6 Letter from “Grofmutter” Brigitte Bertelsmann to Richard Bertelsmann,
translated from the German, 28 Mar. 1986.

Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry 7 Apr. 1986.

Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 12 Apr. 1986.

9 Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 18 Apr. 1986.
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once & for all,” she later recalled to her parents.’® After a chilly greeting,
their fight began anew:

And then he started on how much I had hurt his mother; and that she
really likes me; and that he can’t be the same to me because I’m too
stubborn to say sorry etc. etc. and so on & so on. Then I exploded, told him
I'wasn’t married to his mother; that it was typical white dominance and
that I will not say sorry unless he treats me better. After a long silence he
got up and went for a walk. We went to sleep on 2 separate beds.

The following day, Rhoda began packing for her return to The Hague.
Richard, seeing her preparing to leave, was suddenly apologetic. The two
of them reconciled, and Rhoda agreed to swallow her pride and write a
brief letter of apology to Brigitte — though Richard was nervous about
what Rhoda would say.

“It was very heavy & difficult for me to write to his mother,” she
told her parents, “especially because I am convinced that I was not wrong
& to say sorry when one is not sorry is for me the hardest thing to do. But
since Richie appealed to my Christian & marital sense of love, I suppose
this was the right thing to do.” Richard also agreed to move nearer to the
Netherlands, leaving Cologne for Mulheim, two hours closer, where he
could stay with an aunt.

Grofmutter acknowledged Rhoda’s apology in a reply, but could not
let the dispute rest.

To “find a basis for a renewed relationship of mutual respect and
trust,” Brigitte wrote, “I must insist that you explicitly take back your
insulting accusations ... You called me heartless and put me on the same
level with the South African government.” She reminded Rhoda that
she and her late husband had “allowed” her to address her as “Vater”
and Mutter” on her first visit, as a sign that she had been accepted into
the family.

The tensions between Rhoda and Richard had grown visible enough
that Ruth Kadalie, Victor’s wife in Germany, wrote to Rhoda before her
departure from Europe in December 1986 to say that she regretted not
having had the chance to advise Richard about the challenge of being in an
interracial marriage.

10 Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 16 May 1986.
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She wrote:

I'would have liked to tell him my personal experience and to discuss with
him the fact, that there is no alternative than to live a life on the “black
people’s” side. According to my experience once cannot stand with one
foot in the “white people’s” side and with the other foot in the “black
people’s” side. You know what I mean. To be married to a black partner
is not any longer an individual choice of love and affection[,] it is at
the same time a political choice with all its consequences. One has no
alternative than to also be “black” and to live a “black life,” only then is
one able to gain the necessary sensitiveness to share a black person’s life
with your partner in all respects and with all its aspects.

I'would have liked to talk to Richie about this in detail in view of the birth
of your child, because he has to share his child’s experiences in life."

Ruth saw the tension as fundamentally a political one. Whether politics
was the primary factor or not, Richard felt torn between Rhoda’s needs on
the one hand, and his mother’s demands on the other.

There were more weeks of tension, punctuated by moments of
happiness. When Richard visited Rhoda in May 1986, their romance
seemed to have been rekindled. “Richie arrived. Happy Reunion,” Rhoda
wrote in her diary on May 30, adding that she suspected that she had
become pregnant: “Conception!!!?” 2 She confirmed that speculation
with a pregnancy test in late June, and again in a formal examination in
Germany in early July. Richard accompanied her to the latter, and “he was
only too proud to be recognised as an equal partner in the whole deal,”
though he turned “pale green” owing to his “hospital phobia.”* Rhoda
was thrilled at the prospect of motherhood, and kept a photograph of her
ultrasound in the pages of her diary, with the “body” and “head” labeled
appropriately. Richard would continue to visit throughout her pregnancy,
nursing her through morning sickness and a bout of the flu.

News of the reconciliation evidently reached South Africa. Rhoda’s
mother, Joan, wrotetothe coupleinearly June 1986 — before the pregnancy
had been confirmed: “[W]e are especially happy that things has turn [sic]
out for the best between you and Richie just one of the many Bridges we
have to cross. Elke huis het n kruis [“Every house has a cross”] sometimes

11 Ruth Kadalie. Letter to Rhoda Bertelsmann. 8 Dec. 1986.
12 Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 30 May 1986.
13 Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 2 Jul. 1986.
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its good. [B]ecause it draws one closer to each other. My only regret is that
you are so far from us it must have been terrible for you both.”

Tensions persisted, however. At times, Rhoda recorded her
disappointment at Richard’s prolonged absences: “Never gives me a
second thought when I'm not around,” she complained in her diary.’s
When he did call, she sometimes burst into tears; the subject of his mother
continued to haunt and divide them. But he surprised her in late August
with an early visit before her birthday, presenting her with the gift of
a typewriter case “& a little chocolate in a sweet box.”*¢ It would prove
useful in the often lonely months ahead, as she worked on her thesis,
struggling to beat academic deadlines and her baby’s due date. Despite
all the difficulties they had had, Rhoda noted that she “bawled” when he
departed alone for South Africa in December 1986 — leaving her to work
on finishing her thesis.

Though Rhoda and Richard would reunite happily in Cape Town, a
gulf remained, leavened somewhat by the prospect of parenthood, and the
renewed excitement of academics and activism.

koK k

Vignette: “The Great Confession,”
by Rhoda Kadalie

It was the late eighties. Dr. Allan Boesak was at the height of his political
career. A speaker of note, he impressed the world with his oratory
condemning the apartheid government in no uncertain terms.

Féted across the world, he was held in high esteem by the anti-
apartheid movement in Holland, Scandinavia, the United Kingdom, and
America’s Black Congressional Caucus, the Kennedys, and pop stars.
Boesak himself became a celebrity. Money flowed into South Africa’s
liberation movement like water from all and sundry, meant to pay for
defense lawyers, political prisoners and detainees, organizing the masses,
and supporting indigent struggle leaders.

Asnoble as the struggle was, the air was thick with leadership hubris.
Money disappeared into profligate lifestyles; leaders became unfaithful
to their lovers and wives. As underground activity became a way of life,

14  Joan Kadalie. Letter to Rhoda and Richard Bertelsmann. 4 Jun. 1986.

15 Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 18 Jul. 1986.
16 Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 30 Aug. 1986.
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the secretive world, while genuinely necessary in many cases, became an
excuse for all manner of devious pursuits.

One fine day, as Boesak flew into Cape Town with Democratic
Senator Ted Kennedy of Massachusetts, the headlines alleged that he was
having an affair with a white woman, Di Scott, a secretary based at Cowley
House in District Six.

There was great denial. “Boesak is being framed by the apartheid
government,” claimed the struggle leaders.

Boesak, who pretended to be loyal to his wife and children, denied
the allegation the most. The “struggle” was in a tizz as more and more
evidence surfaced. Activists gathered at his home, putting together
hundreds and hundreds of t-shirts, emblazoned with slogans like “We
stand by our leaders,” or “Ons staan met ons leiers,” in Afrikaans.

“As they lay with their lovers,” my cynical husband, Richard,
whispered wryly, witnessing the t-shirt-donning activists milling about
the house.

Unable to evade the cameras and the media, Boesak decided to
confess and apologize to the struggle and his wife, in that order. But it
would be done in dramatic fashion, at the very hall in Mitchell’s Plain
where the United Democratic Front was launched. It was to be the Great
Confession. The masses gathered from far and wide.

True to form, the brazen Boesak made a dramatic entry, wearing his
bright red cassock, as people shouted “Boesak, Boesak, Boesak!”

My husband and I arrived a bit late, when there were no seats left,
so we watched the saga from outside. As people chanted, “Boesak, Boesak,
Boesak!”, a bergie (homeless man) next to us, filled with the spirit, shouted
“Dis van lat jou broek sak, broek sak, broek sak, wat jy nou hier is” (“It’s from
letting your pants sag, pants sag, pants sag, that you’re here now”).

Our evening was made. Boesak did not, in fact, confess, but it took
the salt of the earth to know the truth.

koK >k

The cottage in Observatory was small enough with just two adults living in
it; with a new baby, it was almost claustrophobic.

One day, Rhoda and Richard tookJulia to abeach. Shewent “berserk,”
as Rhoda would later recall, as soon as the family settled onto the sand:
she had never seen an outdoor surface other than the little lawn in front of
the cottage. The “towel-sized” front garden had left young Julia with little
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room to explore — and few parents in crime-ridden South Africa would
take their children to the local park.

Rhoda’s house in University Estate; today the home is painted gray
(Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Rhoda’s house, on the slopes of Devil’s Peak, overlooked Woodstock below
and Table Bay beyond
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So they began looking for a new home, and found one: a large home on
Fryde Street, a steep road in a neighborhood called Upper Woodstock,
along the slope of Devil’s Peak, above the main N2 highway and below
the winding mountain road known as De Waal Drive. The house also had
a separate apartment on the ground floor, with a bedroom and a kitchen.

The new house shook in the howling winds that whipped around the
mountain in summertime. And wildfires, both seasonal and man-made,
that burned across the fynbos of Table Mountain would occasionally
threaten the neighborhood. But the home had a large back yard with
lemon trees, and sweeping views of Table Bay. Rhoda, who had bought
the house in Observatory, used the sale proceeds to help pay for the new
house, though it had to be in Richard’s name, in deference to the enduring
labels of the Group Areas Act.

The first two years they spent in the house were the happiest of their
lives together, Rhoda recalled. But Richard was quietly brooding, nursing
wounded emotions that Rhoda could not detect.

His resentment began to emerge on a family trip to Pretoria, to visit
the Bertelsmann clan. Julia, who was nearly two years old, felt unsettled
by the long trip, and was difficult to manage. Rhoda tended to the child on
her own, separate from the family; Richard barely checked on her.

Later, they were sitting with Richard’s relatives, when his sister-in-
law began to disparage Rhoda’s education. The subtext, Rhoda felt, was
jealousy — and race: Richard had returned from Europe without earning
a degree. Already, in Europe, Rhoda had noted that he seemed more
interested in reading and writing for his own interest than in his studies.
Moreover, when he did work, “[h]e reads a lot and tries to be too thorough,
that is why he does not get anywhere,” she wrote to her parents.” His
own family struggled to understand why she had managed to earn her
qualification, while their relative, a native German speaker who in their
view was far more intelligent than her, had failed.

There was another context as well: the Bertelsmanns had just
suffered a tragic loss. Helmut’s son, Tommy, had been riding his bicycle
near his home when he was struck by a car and killed earlier that month.
The family was devastated, and emotions were running high.

Rhoda mourned with the family, traveling for the funeral and noting
in her diary that day — 21 December 1988 — that she had been moved
by the service, and was “overwhelmed by grief.” She also noted that
Grofmutter’s reading from Isaiah 65 (“And I will rejoice with Jerusalem,

17 Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Fenner and Joan Kadalie. 27 May 1986.
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and I will exult with My people, and a sound of weeping or a sound of
crying shall no longer be heard therein” 65:19) had been “memorable.”*

Yet she and GrofSmutter encountered a familiar tension, and Rhoda
felt that the Bertelsmanns were mocking her degree, telling her that
development studies was not a real academic field. Rhoda, not wishing to
rock the boat, stayed quiet. When she and Richard were alone together,
she demanded to know why he had not stood up for her. “If you’re such
a strong feminist,” he replied rhetorically, “why didn’t you stand up
for yourself?”

With that, Rhoda decided to return home. She took Julia to the
airport and caught a flight back to Cape Town, leaving Richard to spend
the Christmas and New Year’s holidays with his family, alone. She felt that
if she had met his relatives earlier, she never would have married him. And
she resolved to have nothing to do with them: she had give up trying to
build bridges.

In the airport, she noticed a forlorn-looking blond couple. “Is
something wrong?” she asked them. They turned out to be an Austrian
flight attendant and her husband, who had decided to visit Cape Town on
a whim, but had discovered that all of the hotels were full for the holiday
season, and that no rental cars were available.

“Well, youcanstaywithme,” she said. Shewelcomed the disbelieving
but excited couple into her home, and entertained them for several days,
regaling them with stories about Cape Town — and unburdening her
troubles. She told them about the ongoing fight with her husband, and
they provided a sympathetic ear.

Suddenly, Richard returned. He behaved toward Rhoda as if there
had never been a fight; the Austrian couple, who knew every detail, found
themselves in an awkward position.

When the Austrian couple finally returned home, the tension between
Rhoda and Richie returned. The entire winter holiday season had exposed
lingering conflicts in the marriage. (Rhoda’s diary on 23 December 1988
read: “Disaster through to January.”)

Those tensions only deepened after Richard was given a share of
a large inheritance from his parents. Just as her degree had made the
Bertelsmann family in Pretoria uncomfortable, the fact that she had
bought their first house in Observatory herself — without any inheritance
whatsoever — also made them feel resentful.

18  Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 21 Dec. 1988.
19 Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 23 Dec. 1988.
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When Richard finally had his own money, Rhoda told him she did
not want any of it. He did buy her a car — a white Toyota to replace the
Volkswagen “Fun Bug” that she had sold to cover some of their expenses
in Europe. But she did not want to feel beholden to him, or to his family.

In August 1988, Rhoda discovered that she had an ectopic pregnancy,
and had tobe hospitalized. Her diary entry for 28 August read: “Got up with
feeling of pain in left side of abdomen. Contacted doctor from 10 onwards.
Reached him by 11:30. Went to doctor, examined me — & then had scan
done. Operated immediately to remove ectopic pregnancy. Doctors kept
saying that scan showed pregnancy sacs in uterus as well.”2°

Technically, it was a heterotopic pregnancy. The embryo that
had apparently implanted in Rhoda’s uterus failed to survive. She was
hospitalized for several days, and was discharged on the first of September;
she continued to suffer pain and infection for days afterward.

That loss was, perhaps, a sign of a marriage that was quickly
approaching a crisis.

Yet the way it finally unraveled would be a shock to them both.

koK k

Life settled into a familiar pattern, amidst the chaos of the anti-apartheid
struggle and the constant turmoil on campus. There were protests,
prayers, and police raids, with courses frequently disrupted by riots, or
by boycotts. A diary entry from 18 July 1988 read: “Nelson Mandela’s 70th
birthday. Everything banned! Police encircled Langa [a black township],
UCT, UWC.”2 On 24 October, she wrote:

Cops stormed into campus. Threw teargas cannisters and grenades were
fired into student rooms so that 3 bedrooms were set alight. 6 Casspirs
[riot control vehicles] intimidatingly drove around campus — quite fed-
up that students were not provocative enough & so provoked them by
charging after them into buildings.”

Alongside the violence, there were endless debates and discussions about
the path forward, the prospects of political change, and what a post-
apartheid South Africa might look like, including a future bill of rights.
Rhoda participated in these, to the best of her ability, as she balanced
politics, academia, and family life.

20  Ibid, diary entry 28 Aug. 1988. Original emphasis.
21 Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry 18 Jul. 1988.
22 Ibid, diary entry 24 Oct. 1988.
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Through it all, Richard and Rhoda — who used her husband’s
married name, Bertelsmann, at the time — managed to secure a housing
subsidy for their home in University Estate. Julia grew quickly, and though
she often seemed to be sick with colds and fevers, she learned to speak
quickly. Rhoda spoke to her in English, and Richard in German. She loved
books and music, and was happy in the home, which had a large back yard.

These years — 1987 through 1989 — would be the happiest of their
marriage, despite lingering disagreements, and occasional ups and downs.

One evening in December 1989, Rhoda was at home, waiting for
Richard to return from work. She had phoned him, asking him to buy a
tablecloth, which she intended to give as a wedding present to one of his
cousins in Germany.

She busied herself with chores. Outside, in the back yard, the
family’s heavily-pregnant cat was about to give birth, an event Richard
had anticipated with curious interest. Marianne Thamm, a journalist who
was living in the flat below the house, was in the kitchen with Rhoda.

When Richard came home, Rhodawas chattingwith Marianne. Rhoda
greeted her husband, but he walked right past her, intent on tending to the
cat and her kittens. Rhoda quipped to Marianne: “You see, the kittens get
more attention than me.” Both laughed at what Rhoda believed had been
an innocent remark; Marianne soon returned downstairs to the flat.

Richard appeared to ignore the remark, and spent some time
tending to the cat in the garden, as Rhoda tidied drawers in Julia’s room.
He returned, suddenly, and approached Rhoda — and struck her in the
face with his fist, sending her reeling to the floor. He hit her several more
times, leaving her slumped against the chest of drawers, bleeding. Then
he stormed out of the house, slamming a garbage can as he did so.

Julia, who was then two-and-a-half years old, suddenly noticed
her mother in her wounded condition, and was frightened and confused.
So, too, was Rhoda. “He smashed me up,” she would later recall. “I
was shocked.”>3

The surprise was about more than the fact that her slight, soft-
spoken and gentle husband had attacked her. Here she was, an academic
with a degree in women’s studies, who had heard countless stories from
abused women who had been beaten by their husbands — and now she,
too, was a victim.

Richard had been quietly smoldering with rage over Rhoda’s remark
as he walked in the door. Rather than express his irritation in the moment,

23 Personal conversation with the author.
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and verbally, he had let his anger fester. Ironically, as he tended delicately
to the vulnerable, fragile kittens, he was furious with his wife.

Months of distance and frustration, which had built up since their
time in Europe, and which had been exacerbated by family tensions, had
culminated in a calamitous outburst of violence, which was completely
out of character for the otherwise gentle Richard.

Rhoda called to Marianne for help. Marianne was livid to see Rhoda’s
injuries, and confronted Richard when he tried to return, swearing at him.
He would never return to the house on Fryde Street.

The shock was severe. Rhoda would recall in a draft letter to the
court years later: “In December 1989 our marriage exploded over a minor
incident (in fact) over a joke I had made. He beat me up so severely so
much so that I had to see a doctor and stay home from work for 2 weeks.
That sudden eruption was the end of my marriage.” 2

As she reeled from her injuries, Rhoda’s feminist training took
over. She knew she needed to have herself examined by a doctor — both
to assess the damage, and to document what happened. Later, Richard
would tell her that the doctor’s report had made it impossible for him to
reconcile with her: the fact that there was a record of his outburst made it
much harder for him to imagine it could be overcome.

Not that Rhoda was too interested in reconciliation — at least, in her
recollection. She decided that any man who would hit her did not deserve
her. She was also concerned for her daughter — who adored her father,
but who was so upset by what she had seen him do that she called him
names in his absence — perhaps repeating what she, or Marianne, had
said about him.

The unexpected violence meant the marriage was effectively over,
despite the happiness that Rhoda felt they had begun to enjoy.

Richard agreed that the event marked the end of their relationship,
although he remembered the cause rather differently:

The fatal event, as far as our marriage was concerned, was a telephone
conversation Rhoda had with my mother, at a time when I had already
moved out of the house. They had a difference of opinion, and I tried to
explain what I took to be my mother’s position. I was terribly conflicted,
feeling enormous pressure and moral obligation to agree with each
one of these conflicting posjtions. This angered Rhoda enormously, and
she said (or “spat out”, as “penny horrible” literature would put it) :

24  Rhoda Kadalie. Draft letter to the Supreme Court of Cape Town. Unsent.
30 Jul. 1995.
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“Then go to your mother!” Despairing at her unwillingness or inability
to understand my position, I totally lost it and hit her several times,
until she ran to her bedroom (the “conversation” had taken place at
her home’s front door). For me, that was the end of our relationship.
I don’t know myself as a violent person, and I felt I could no longer be
with someone who could drive me to such extremes. I also feared that
she could / would abuse this experience at any possible future difference
if opinion: “Watch out, you know you’re a violent man, now calm down
and accept what I say!” In a subsequent telephone conversation she did
ask me to come back, but I refused, for the reasons given above.?

Richard felt that Rhoda had pushed him to extremes of behavior that he
did not recognize in himself. Precisely because he regretted his violent
outburst, he felt could not return.

Apartheid’s absurd racial legislation had not kept them apart. They
had defied the regime, with all its might, despite the fact that it had spied
on them and threatened them with arrest. They had stood up — for a
time, at least — to the opposition of their respective families. They had
made it through two years of a long-distance relationship in Europe,
seeing each other only on weekends and holidays. They had survived the
suspicion and surveillance of the ANC underground. In in the end, it was
one unpredictable moment that irrevocably ended a marriage that had
endured so many challenges.

The event left deep scars on Julia. Over time, as Rhoda and
Richard finalized their divorce, Julia began suffering emotional trauma.
Eventually, she would be seen by a child psychologist for several months.
She would later repair her relationship with her father — with Rhoda’s
encouragement. Though she could not forget what she had seen, father
and daughter did develop a bond that extended through her teenage years.

koK k

The divorce was, at times, a bitter one, and was finalized in May 1992.
They quarreled throughout: Rhoda noted in her diary in February 1991
that when she and Richard were both evacuated from Cape Town to the
eastern suburb of Somerset West during one of the periodic brush fires that
threatened residential neighborhoods on the slopes of Table Mountain,
they had a “big fight” at a restaurant that “spoilt” the camaraderie of

25  Richard Bertelsmann. Personal communication with the author. 2 Sep.
2022.
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the evening.?® Every family event provided a flashpoint, including Julia’s
birthday parties.

They tried marital counseling at first, and attended a few sessions
together, until the marriage counselor did something that struck Rhoda as
unusual. She called Rhoda one night, after a session, and advised her that
the best thing for her to do would be to leave the relationship.

That did it for Rhoda. She decided to make the separation permanent
— and fought long and hard for custody of Julia, for the house, and for
the car.

Richard wanted to recover his share of the value of the house, if
Rhoda were to live in it. Prior to the settlement of the divorce, he stopped
paying the mortgage, meaning that unless Rhoda could obtain a housing
subsidy from UWC, the bank could repossess the property. She ultimately
agreed to take over the mortgage and to buy him out of his share. In the
divorce agreement, approved by the provincial court, they also agreed
that Rhoda would have custody of Julia, with Richard hosting Julia on
designated weekends.

Richard informed Rhoda abruptly in July 1992 that he had decided
to remarry. Rhoda came to believe that he had planned his new marriage
long before the divorce had been settled.

Two years later, in 1994, Rhoda was surprised to receive a summons
that she received from Richard’s brother, Eberhard, an attorney in Pretoria
who would later go on to become a judge. Eberhard notified Rhoda that
she owed Richard tens of thousands of rands to make up the difference
between what she had actually paid him (almost R30,000) and what she
had agreed to pay him (R43,000) for his share of the house — plus interest.

Rhoda believed that Richard had borrowed money from Eberhard to
buy a home with his new wife, and wanted to repay him with funds from
Rhoda. The argument escalated to the point where Eberhard threatened to
have the home seized by the local sheriff and to have Rhoda evicted from it.
Rhoda noted in a diary entry in September 1992: “Put a poster on the front
door — Judge Bertelsmann se moer (“Judge Bertelsmann’s mother,” an
insult in Afrikaans slang).?” Ultimately, a court decided in Rhoda’s favor,
and the matter was dropped, though Eberhard successfully appealed a
court order to pay Rhoda’s costs.

Rhoda would later explain the collapse of her marriage as the result
of tensions with Richard’s family — either because of racism, or simple
personality conflicts:

26  Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 8 Feb. 1991
27  Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry 26 Sep. 1992.
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Well, I was married to a white German man. And I never met his parents
before because they opposed the marriage. But we loved each other, and
we left the country, we went to Namibia and got married. And it was
only after my marriage that I met the family. And I was never sure that
it was racism or in-law problems. I was always uncomfortable with that
family. ’'m a very easy person and I get on very well with people, and I
have a huge circle of friends from all colours. And so that, for me, was
the dilemma. 28

Rhoda concluded: “And I think if I had met him, with his family, before we
got married, I would never have married him.”2

Richard would later recall:

I believe we were indeed very different: she outgoing and enterprising, I
morereservedandreflective.IbelievethatIwasalsomoreaccommodating
and prepared to compromise, though (of course) opinions may differ on
that. I do believe that opposites attract one another, at least initially,
but after a while such a constellation causes tensions. ... [ sometimes
wondered if her attitude had been formed by her having been the only
girl among six or seven brothers.>°

Despite the lingering harsh feelings between them after the acrimonious
divorce, and subsequent legal fights, Richard remained closely involved
in Rhoda’s and Julia’s lives, with Rhoda’s approval. They developed a
routine: he would pick Julia up from school and drop her off every day.
That allowed Julia to continue developing a close emotional bond with her
father, which lasted through her school days.

At first, Rhoda enrolled Julia in St. Joseph’s, a nearby Catholic school.
Julia was miserable there, and made to feel unwelcome, since she had not
been baptized. According to Rhoda, Julia was also subjected to teasing
because of her skin color — and her mother’s. She recalled “with anger
and distress” that Julia, who was oblivious to racial distinctions, was
mocked by other children for having a “black mummy.”>

Rhoda searched for an alternative and found St. Cyprian’s school for
girls, an elite private Anglican school in the City Bowl area that began at
the early grade level and continued through high school.

28  Rhoda Kadalie, “Woman Today,” ibid.

29 Ibid.
30  Richard Bertelsmann. Personal communication with the author. 2 Sep.
2022.

31  Institute of Democracy in South Africa. “A necessary irritant?”.
Democracy in Action, Vol. 9 No. 7, 15 Dec. 1995. p. 10.

150



Chapter Seven: Divorce

Richard objected: the tuition was expensive, and public schools
were opening up to all races. But Rhoda insisted that Julia have the best
education she possibly could. Somehow, she scraped together the money
to pay — not just for school, but for cello lessons, and even for a horse in
the countryside, which Julia insisted on learning to ride. Ironically, years
later, once Rhoda could afford Julia’s tuition, her daughter won a music
scholarship that covered most of the costs.

Julia and Rhoda at home, preparing for the St. Cyprian’s School
matriculation ball, 2004 (Courtesy Rhoda Kadalie)

Richard’s new wife, Jessica, was a nurse by training, and the sister of
Franklin Sonn, one of the more intriguing personalities on the South
African political landscape. A teacher by training, Franklin had been
known as a moderate within the Coloured community before becoming
more active in the anti-apartheid movement. He supported the ANC in
the historic 1994 elections, which cost him a post on the board of South
Africa’s state broadcaster, but helped deliver the Coloured vote for the
ANC in the Cape, thus earning himself a post as the first post-apartheid
ambassador to the U.S.3>

32  Staff reporter. “Who’s tipped for payback postings.” Mail & Guardian
2 Dec. 1994. URL: https://mg.co.za/article/1994-12-02-whos-tipped-
for-payback-postings/. Accessed on 6 Oct. 2021.

151



Rhoda: ‘Comrade Kadalie, You Are Out of Order!’

Rhoda and Franklin had been friends for years. He would later
become chair of the board of Impumelelo, the organization she founded to
recognize excellence in social development programs (see Chapter 11). But
she did not have much of a relationship with Jessica. Ironically, despite the
difficult circumstances of the divorce, Rhoda and her family stepped in to
care for Richard when he survived a near-fatal car accident in December
1999 on a trip to the wedding of his domestic worker’s son in the rural
Eastern Cape — an unusual journey for a white South African to take, and
a risky proposition for anyone daring to board the long-distance minibus
taxis, driven by overworked drivers on little to no sleep.

On returning from the wedding, the taxi in which Richard was riding
suffered burst tires and skidded off the road.ss The carnage was so severe
that it made the national news. Six passengers were killed; Richard was
among three survivors, and suffered a broken nose, injuries to his eyes,
and acute memory loss. Rhoda’s brother, who happened to be in the
Eastern Cape, took it upon himself to find Richard in a public hospital and
helped bring him back to Cape Town to recover.

The horror of his injuries and the precarious state of his health, as
well as the miraculous fact of his survival, moved her to intervene. Rhoda
noted in her diary on December 13, 1999: “Richie survived an accident in
which 6 people died upon return from the wedding in Transkei. ... Asked
[brother] Reuben to go — said the hospital was disgusting, smelly, &
Richie was lying exposed.”

koK k

Vignette: “Rescuing an Ex-husband”,
by Rhoda Kadalie

In December 1999, Richie came to see me to tell me that he was leaving for
the Eastern Cape to attend his domestic worker’s son’s wedding. I asked
him how he would be travelling and he told me that he would fly there and
they would collect him in a combi.

My spontaneous response was: “Jy soek kak” (you are looking for
shit, or trouble).

He reassured me that the combi was fully serviced, had new tires,
etc etc. A few days after he left, I was driving to the university and heard

33 Rhoda Kadalie. Letter to Jurgen and Catherine Girgensohn. 4 Jan. 2000.
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on the news that a combi had crashed in the Eastern Cape, perhaps near
Cradock. Immediately, I switched off the radio, muttering to myself “I
hope it’s not Richie.”

After work I went to a UCT Council meeting, and when I returned
home, all the lights were on, and the front door was open. Knowing that
Julia was alone at home, I panicked. It was Margot, Julia’s cousin, who had
come to tell her that Richie had been in a serious accident.

When I phoned Jessica, she didn’t seem to know much, nor where
Richie was hospitalized. I called a UCT professor, R. Kirsch, to help me find
Richie. His friend was Minister Jay Naidoo’s brother, who was in charge of
the hospitals in the Eastern Cape, and immediately the brother snapped
into action and traced Richie to a hospital in the Eastern Cape. He told me
that Richie was in a serious condition, but would recover.

I suddenly remembered that my brother Reuben was working
in the Eastern Cape for a stint for his company and called him. Reuben
found Richie in some disgusting hospital in the province, in a ward with
20 others, lying half naked, his face smashed up and bandaged, with
hardened blood under his fingernails. He said the ward was humid, with
no air conditioning, and it reeked of blood and urine.

I called Jessica and gave her the news. Her response was that “now
he would know the state of SA hospitals.”

I was gobsmacked. Reuben was horrified to see the conditions under
which Richie was being held, given that he had superior medical insurance.
He said, “Rhoda if you were still married to him, you would instruct me
to put him in the medical centre nearby.” The point was, I was no longer
married and could do nothing about it.

Jessica flew down three days later to see him. Richie’s arm and nose
were broken, and he had facial injuries. Moreover, he had severe amnesia.
All he spoke about was the traditional ritual slaughter of an ox at the
wedding, which clearly made an impression on him: he loved animals and
had found the spectacle unbearable.

Richie could not be transferred to Cape Town by plane as he needed
to be stabilized, so the ambulance drove them for several hours to Vincent
Pallotti hospital in Pinelands.

He was immediately put on a drip in a private ward. Upon our first
visit, we found Richie lying half-naked, having ripped out the drip because
he needed the toilet and the nurses did not hear him scream. He was too
brain-damaged to know to use the call button.
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Julia was traumatized to see him like that when again we found him
half-naked the next day. I promptly went and bought him two pairs of
pyjamas and a nail clipper, and cut his nails.

koK k

Richard recovered slowly from his injuries; he had acute memory loss and
suffered hallucinations. Julia was distraught to see her father suffering.
As Rhoda noted after Julia visited him in the hospital: “When I fetched
her, she sobbed & sobbed telling me how she hated seeing her dad in his
confused state. Hewas hungry, starving for hamburgers. Went to the phone
& thought he was ordering hamburgers. So I went to Steers & bought him 2
big hamburgers. His face lit up when he saw them.”3

Though their divorce had been bitter, Rhoda did her best to help him
return, slowly, to his normal life. For years thereafter, she would keep
track in her diary of the annual holiday season health toll on the country’s
roads, which became a topic of national concern.

After the divorce, Rhoda lost interest in marriage. For the first
several years after Richard left, she virtually barred men from her home.
She rented the apartment below her house to a series of women, including
lesbian couples, and became one of the most vocal advocates for gay and
lesbian rights in South Africa. At a lecture on feminist thought that she
delivered to UCT’s “Summer School” program, she received a standing
ovation for arguing for the recognition of gay rights in South Africa’s
emerging new political order.

In later life, Rhoda would return to dating, though she developed
few enduring love interests. Jakes Gerwel would occasionally send her
flirtatious notes, though their relationship apparently never developed
beyond a close friendship. The closest they came to something more was
in the late 1980s and early 1990s, when Gerwel would send notes such as:
“You’ll never get remarried the way you manage to keep avoiding your
main potential suitor. I’ve phoned, I've called personally...” .35

On one occasion, Gerwel sent Rhoda a humorous placard, evidently
purchased as a novelty, that read: “Notice of What Counts: Small-
breasted women have big hearts.” He attached a sticky note: “A heart as
big as yours should have a place in it for me as well.”3¢ More typical was
an email he sent her after missing a lunch date in January 2004: “You are

34  Rhoda Kadalie. Diary entry, 1 Jan. 2000.

35  Jakes Gerwel. Note to Rhoda Kadalie. 23 Mar 1990.

36  Jakes Gerwel. Note to Rhoda Kadalie. Undated (circa late 1980s early
19908).
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very special in my life; I am one of your most unapologetic fans; you are
one of my oldest friends and most continuous and consistent friendships