
Interv· ew : Billy r:a:.r 

A 

.G 

Let me ."ust star"': bv saving when and where ~1ou were born? 

I w a s b o rn on t ll e 2 7 t 11 r' o v en be r , 1 S' 2 S .:. n Durban • 

!n what a!'ea? 

vj ... !nham , it is a 1Jout five m.:.. les out of ;)u::-ban , .:..t is a suburb . 

Jas it a difficult process fer you ~c ~et tc the coin+ of seeing 

oecpl~ as r eo;Jle and did ~'Dll come fr m a background thtJt told y::::u 

yo • wore !ndian , not w~ite , not Afr.:..can ••• 

t:l -ell , in tile environnent .:.n w!1ich I was born In dians , this was 

actually an Indian a~ea but otherwise Af~icans lived : we in fact 

grew up witl1 Afri c ans a n d from chi l dhood , i n fact we played toget

her and a l though they were a very small conmunity , living with the 

Indians ~n t ha t narticu l ar area , still , in the very house in which 

a. I 1 i v e d A f r i cans in fact rented (;he r o O'Tl s , s i el e by s i de w i t h the 

.,.nd· ans . So we greLu up togetl1er there that way . 

And you parents , what work did they do? 

A 11y father l\Jas tc rk.:.ng for a sh· ppin~ ccmpanv . He was on the sugar 

boats , V'11 ~'Jrting sugar and otl1er co'ilncdities in and aro~'lci ••• 

(labour .,.,? ) Ja , he was en thP. boat , net a labourer actually , he 

wor 'ed · 11 ~he en gile ••• tJ.Jell tue coul c say, how th £.' y call it> donk eyman 

in the boats . He was a donkeyman . 

Q Did your noti1er worl< ? 

A Sl1e did n::::t work init · al y but .:.n the , I thin': for the last five 

or ~ix yea~s f her 1 · re s~e ac·ually ran a vegetable stall · n the 

marke· , usnta · rs . 

How many kids in your fanlly? 

A Th ere were f.:.ve , o ne died , tl1erefore twc brothers and two sisters . 

Did ycu know about your family ' s background? •iow they ca~e from 

India orininally? 

A ell ny fo hn~ r~~in~ e ... r - nd · a . i-lt? was actually an inm · gran~ . 
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Interview: nilly r'air 

A But worked all 11! s lifP. here . l ' e met my mothPr wl-:cse aren•s actually 

o r i g; n a t e d ~ r orr r au r · t · us • T h e y m a ni e d he r e i n A , so he w a s act u a 11 y 

a SA citizen ul~irrately . 

C But he wrnn 1 t brougl1t here as a labourer here :-oer se? 

A r·u . But on my 7other ' s side , yes . ller grand parenLo were brought 

here . 

Again , rather than what rli d y u do next , wi1at were ttle important flDli 

tical influences? I mean how did you , do you thin: you became what 

you did in life? Was there any particular person? Did your parents 

talk p~litics? ~ere they A~C fleople? 

A 'e 11 , IJ :u- en t s we r e a c t u a 11 y ~:; c 1 i t i c a 1 but i n t h e c ours e o f time 1 

go !: til rnJ parents into the movement . Jell , I was largely influenced 

by the mcvements which began in 1946 , that was the assive Resistance 

Campaign launched by the Indian Congress , the SA Indian ~ongress . 

So I iollowed very closely/carefully ; that tuas during rr.y school davs . 

After college I a~tended all the Meetings , took part in the march when 
('!) 

all ~he resisters went to defy the Asian ATenure Ac by occupy:ng a 

vocqnt . . unici~al ground . So they imnrisoned so th · s is wha+ really 
insflired me :nto the • •• into joining the Congre s s . 

I firsu be came a nember of the Youth Congress , ie . The Natal Indian 

Youth Conoress and then b. ec<vne a member cf the ~~atal Indian Congress , 

which is of course the se~ior body . That was in the late 40s but then 

became active f r om about , a~•:v~ nember , became an executive member of 

the r~atal Irc1:a'l Congress .:.n 1 , j1/2 . But I was also Secretary of the 

r ~ a t a 1 I n d i an Y c J t t1 C on g res s • 

f ow of course we were from a very pear f aMily , in fact we didn ' t l own 

any assets whatsoever . no landed property and so on and felu that 

througll tl1e pol:.tical eJucation and sc on that I received . not only 

at mass meetings , but attended oclitical classes and so on . found that 

the uiy way out was actually crganise resistance against op~ression and 

e~qJloitation . 

So I felt .that . I actually worked as a shan assistant first and there 

after as a clerk in a dairy and while I was a clerk in the Durban Con

b~ined Dairies . quite a big company here in Jurban . I organ.:.sed the 

Dai=y orkers Union and · ecaMe the ~cretary of the Union d was f:red 
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Inter v · e w: "illy f'l a.:. r 

,., f r om employ~en t a f ter just a rronth period . 

That was actually my initiat · on · n the trade union rnovement . This was 

in 19 51. (S1 ? ) :a . i was already a rrember of the Youth Congress at 

the time . 

L L e t m e .i us t •. s o r r ~' i f I co u 1 d .i us t i n t e r r u r:' t • 1J e f o r e Ltl e g o f u r t h e r • 

L!hat . dld you fee l you were non racial? I mean con yo•1 .iust explain 

A 

flt that stage back ~n the 4Cs , w'ly you got into the r'atal :ndian Congre s s 

Jere there any people ~c said look , I though~ this ~s supposed to be 

non racial , wi1y ere you .iust with Indians? Can you e>~plain why then 

that decision? 

Yes . well , already in the first place .~e crganisaticns were divided 

on racial and ethn:..r 1 '.nes : yau had the r·rc . 1f ' C r o on .. J!ut it d i d 

not follow thot th v) ~ }!J~rated n~l · icollv or ..,hey Gr.. ~e div. ided !lDli -

t i c a 11 y • ( n t he a: n J_ r o r IJ • o l.r e a c1 v ~ 1 "" ~ 7 y o u h a d a c c. ::. n g !; o a e t h e r o f 

the Ar1C and the Indi an '"'Ln'lress , J.. hr:a at"'r' uas a .:a.:.nt dec1n:::''1t.:.cn 

) ( 
rd' -po c.t--:.7 '\1 

by b::-t~- 11 ""i1at was c:J. le' f, uslv ,,,., .{'k .., c ·ccrs ar , wh.i-h " a 'tJIJ , ~t.tm<:> 

and f' i£t_ .:oir.tl~ ->ti~) .. nOt ·'I ir1p0r~ant thir 'iflOUSl~! , ..tl~.<:v VCU 

. h nat ..., . , . . t th -~o t are a .... r...r J.s w yAnon rm~_ '"ganJ.sa _on a au sage. 

r·ow , ••• 

C I am thinkinQ f~om your ~cint of view • • : have read the history but to 

ysursel f . someone who grew !JP , you ') non racial , ( I see •• ) .... as there 

any thinking you had ~ode as to why you ' ~ iust be w' th Indian peonle 

rJr uas it not a debate? 

S Ja , well , it was actually convenient ferne to join the Youth Congress 

althou1Jh the;t l!Jere ethn' cally seperated , in fact they were expressive 

of a bro8~r ~A ; that they un · ted w'th the Africans in the ~ain end 

th ' s _..l.Uas t8 grow later into a broacJer non racial Congress Alliance . 

0- w at that sta1 ,..,) ,, t tuithstandinq the fact it was racial,( .... felt that 

1.. he k e 1J fa c tor tJJ a s what t i1 e ~ 'J n i sa-'; ion act u a 11 ~' s).. ' f ~ :) t stood 

f er t non racial~ demc ~' ·IJ)~ r~r conveneince an i{.Q P.cause we were 

res · "~ n t i , (j- ~cup~ A rE'< ) ; we had A f r i c J'n s 1 i v .:. n g .- n a part i c u 1 a r 

group area , : . ..!ians in another ; th;: · V ~ was convenieont for r . r ~ss 
to ~ operate under the bannr- r f '!.;'1£?) _ r d~ an ' or under th (: --

called ethnic oroani sa ti onal ti tl •);:;ug~ ~';as expressi. ve of ••• o~' 
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Un"terview : Billy f 1air 

A representative oi" Indians , it stocd for a broac' non rac · al democratic 

SA . 

~ lJ a s it a debate? ' a s son e c n e as p o 1 i t · c a 1 a s y ours e 1 f , d · d y o u .ius t 

discuss it wi-!:;h friends? Did people say what · s this, this scunds 

racial cr was it net a debate? ,, 
v ... Uell , f it was not a debate at tha, t·me . Al-though you had rumblings 

1 
~ \_:. Uni tv 
~ from the non EuropeanAmovenent , th8y too were racial in cutlock in tha~ 

tt1ey united non- Europeans , s callec', ; ntc a front . !J ut thev werE a~,)" 

v e r lj p 0 we I' f lJ 1 f 0 r c e ' ,7 t w a s a v e r v s coll an d i n s i g n i f i can t g r 0 u .) 

Q 

A 

Thev were the ones uho engagetl .:.n deba":es but otherwise Congre s s was tha 
I 

vehicle wh~h mobiJised the vast masses of the Indian people under its 

wing . And it was the wast important o-[q-~sation which attracted all 

sections of the c8wMunity across class l · nas •• 

And for vour development vou said your !larerrts ttJeren't poli-tical , but 

vou mrved them , was there anybodv who moved you? There were a lot of 

people in this country who "ever would have done all the things you ' ve 

done and I am iust wondering if there was any influence , anv experience 

that pushed you in the direc~··n ••• at that stage eve~~the 40s? 

Ja , well during that per'~ was inspi r ed by what was going ~· what 

went on~uring the passive Kesistance campaign . It was a mass movement , 
-~~y 

tens of thousands of people used to attend ~o ffi oscr rallier nd so on . 
' Uhereas/(we as) students engaged in debates at the colle1 e , di ussions , 

and in fact it was a non racial college : African , Indians , 

attended the sa~e ••• .:.t was actually a technical school . 

There •• that was actually the 

a s e q u a Js c om p 1 e t e 1 v • 

the Students Union . 

6ollege . 

equals . 

(Of what 

beginnino ••• in fact we looked on each other 

e had a student body on which I serve d. 

school?) The Emer~ l 8 ~,..s,0an) Technical . ? 

Originally it was the Natal Technical Collec~ . : beg vours , it was the 

r~atal TBchnical lnstitu:. • iUbsequently to L.econe the r•atal Tech . :allege . 

It was a nart tine institution . ~e studied frow 5 . 30 to about 7 . 00 : to 

7.3C everv eveninglfor twc hours. There the colle ge .was onen to all 

races until the introduct·on of Ban~~ Education in 1953, when the 

Africans were excludd . 

There was a nass demonstration by the other s tudents in ;.ro~est againc w111 
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I n terview : Bil l y ~'a ' r 

A the exclusion of tl1e Africans at the time . 

~ o in the s tudents Union , of course there were , .... 1.:. ~ical dehatee> and 

discussions etc . In fact the ;.Jtuclents L:n ion was also sti~matised as 

being teo political . I re~e ber the ~rincipa l at the t'we was a bit 

of a react ' onarv and he did net like :tile po l itical leanings of the union 

itself . And Deople who served on 1t were ••• trade unionists and peorle 

like mvself who was on the student ~ ody and there were others who were 

d b · t d ' 1 b t .... 1 t.:JP.J'L? 1 ::Haelv sturlentsr regare as e1ng oo ra lCB - u ~.. 1ere .·wiio we e 

apolitical , who served on the ~tudents Union. 

Cf course this was a first experience I had , ie . on the politjcal level 
"'-

in working with ~the:- racial groups . Thia is "cowpletely non racia l 

affair . this student body . 

r:ow . w, had debates because curr~nt at that time , 4~ to 4 Deriorl , was 

this P~csive Re~istance cam~aign . I was very attracted , in fact it 

attracted all sections of the comnunity ; there were larqe numbers of 

Africans who used tc also attend the l"'lass ra l lies that too~ place . 

-~t about whi~es? Were they ever • • • 

Yes , whites as well , yes . You had the fer er ~eTbers of the ~omTunist 

~arty or the Spr~ngbok Legion and so on , who after the banning of the 

CP , that was onlv in 1950 : this ,the CF, ccntinued to ex.!.st d ur.:..ng that 

per.:..od. Thev used to h old mass meeti ngs as we ll - l un ch hour r a l l ie s 

on t he Red Ei quare , here :in Durba n , appropriate l y ca ].ed the 'ied t:iql.H'e .• 

Now this was atten ded by a number of peo~le . I was one of those who 
) 

attended ; of course you can expurp..that from the records . 

I attended i .... a ~ a ••• you would say one cf the interested passers by . 

~ Did .:.t matter to you that there were whites? I mean being someone who 

believed in non racialsj...{n , l•JaS i+ a factor fer you do \j0l1 think~ '"'t here 
are ~h<!l e whites there , 0"'"' was that not a !Jig thing? as there pny 
l.!Jhite that jnfluenced 

') 

you or was that l.3 fact or? 

A( Ther LJ 3re a number of wh:ite comr8 "l ~s who were very clDE"E' ~~ the rrove-

tlen ... ,) ·hey wr:.r"' 0 rmer conmuni£>':. ) ,· there were a number ~.:t·.~~ade unionis+.:>J 

( who were activo in the novewent in th a t time . There were mem~ers of 

Springbok Legion in Dur ban as well , who played a vital role · n rcani s -
~ -""r, 232 
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Interview : Billy Na · r 

A organising and nobol"s.;ng wll " te op.i.n ') . h -1-. 1 '"'' t e ul:T'P. . 

G Andyone you could name or ••• 

A LJell , there uJere people 1 · ·~e ~1 hsn~ley, D,,..othy Sllan~l n~• , Vera 

onen and "'"here uere a nurrber cf trade uniun.:.sts in tile Tra ' _sand labour 

Council who I 'Tlet later. Tl1at was from about 52 OntLJards . 

T 11 e r e LJ a s a t r a d e u n i on c o o r d i n a t · n g b u d IJ c a 11 e d t h e ;3 A T :r a r e::S 1 d L a !lll.l r 

CoLnc ' l . I served on tl1e 1 cal r:o'Tlmittee here . That was fran 52 

onwards , until " ts demise n 1~?4. But that is ~um~.i.ng the gun . 

L + t 11 b t tl t d · ... . · .._ . ~ust e .. me e you a au 1e rae un.Lon aC .. :L.-"Vlules,..r.ow . Out to come 

back tc tile poin-'.:; s'"''1ut tl1e influence of w~-,i) 2s , r-"'- "iirectly , but trade 
I ) ~~$., uninn , welJJ you P ee;. ~.r Jlit ' c-•1 classes we~o actual':_, 'eld , conducted by 

scrne of t:1 .... uhite ru,racJ£'r -:}in ••• ". gether wi+h others ; Indians and 

A f r i can s LtJ h o h a rl :; - i n e d p o ( i; · ca c 1 a s s e s an d o f t en y o u h a d so ncz.. o t: the 

cn·o-t w 11 i t e trade u n i n n i J t s ' :: e qll e 1 . I E.! ·H a ~l-d s h t:l n ~ 1 e lj ' act u a 11 y c 0 n duct e d 

lecLures . 

~u there was nc ant~goni sm as such, alth ough when I was) r.retty( yc J!-;:r; 
at college) for eg . (there uJas some hcsl..ility to t l1e Luh ' ~s.~ut) tllis ( 1' ch-
. h t I · 1 ~ t a 0 1 1 n de r- d · ~ 1 · t · ~ ;;\11 ) · (~ '\ ~ 1 · .._ · 

n ~so~ w1 e: ar erA . st~n .1.ng or..,~ 1 1 ~"'/ . '"' . ""J,; -- po.1~.1cs , 
I sn~J or f tile l:a t of rae_ S'Tl tnst I had1 o' antJ:- wh t1 s • ) ~ htJJ fe & 

ti1at all wll.:.tes we:re op~ressors and that had ~o he deal t wi l .~ 

~n/~ ypical of st••don cs-\ • also exp" pse' a "eeling tha , ( suppose -~ / \cr~~~ 
th~s runs thrnugh all '1aJ,_c k s _enerall ~,-A tl- at all wr' s w re opp ressOT'S 

therefore they had to be dealt with as a grou~ ~ a'ld •• (: was unable to 
7 

differentia Le a.._ t'lat tirne becaL'Se of my uwn r J i tical weaknesses ~lack 
" of understandir!] .) 

n ~ what moved you from that posltionc ) 

A Jlel1 , ~1oser contact with the white peop1 ~ · e . (meeting tl1em as equals) 

now( nJ having discussions . It was a reve ~lation in those a a r ly days 
~ ) tha"""' ;-e"Jple should trPat you as an equal , visiting their home"' , having 

poli~ ical discussions . ( 'ngaging in political discussion ) thr~..Jgh classes 

0 nd sc on i ~ 
w~ 1of·'o 

( This is what help ed to mitic~.. sane of tv.'j :racist attitudes) tr.at I 
~ /: . 

earlier had . One of the thin \...!_tln at really moved m' ~ s , that is who...t 275 
.II. f· 1-
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Interview : Billy f'air 

~A e~;de me become a trade unionist~ C ~a§ the fil!.lt- hand exnloi taticn 

\ that I experienced , not only personally but of my fellow uorkers par-

& ticularly c) in the sl1ap "tl1at I workedr in as shop assistant/clerk and 
') • '}: vJ ""~ \ 

A doing some bookl~eeping and so on an "1-Jeing paid o oittance ., 1 That was •• 

I worked there for a short while . then left-the Dairy . 

r~ow there elsa, in fact 1 it was 8 LtJr,_9,fe than at the shan . V lthcugh I 

was paid !.Jetter than -~-·, r.fricans. but in the union tt1at we ormmised . 

l t w a s ) b a t h a u n i an c "" ( 1 r i can s a s- w ~ 11 a s I n d l an w c r k e r s ~ - " 
/ 

l!..hict1 union was it called? 

(_"ata! Dairy ~orl<ers Union . (r r:eca.,e the first oecretar y af ~ 
uni_ ( d for that I was firer. ) .i_ust wor1(ed there fer six manths . 

I uf' ~ 'ha~ pe:2.:.od to crranise .. he workers . This was in 1951. 

r'otJ(~~, · s l.!Jas ) actually ( a bupti< · ~ fire for r1e and soon thereafter T 
bee a full time functionar~r , ) Tool~ ;'art in thr. Defiance Cn aiqn in 

1952. F.,., -1 onwards: becane a full time functionary . j ( , tra de 

u nionis' ) 

( ··ow th.:..s was after having expPrienced exploitation at ,first hand : Th e 

norri'le cond.:.tions i visited the comncunds . In fact ( stayed witl1 the 

wor!<ers in ~,: c mpo unds~ and so on . f.,.. · rc, workers wer J.t e worst 

exploited . ~· ey lived in s.:.ngle quarte.,.. '7) ·mc! ~ust simrlv 1G n filthy and 

horrible conditions ~ 

( •o tl1e ehiect in •orM'n:J the union was~ } "r.t,olly , ( , t cnlv ameliorate '\ 

' h e wages and working con d i t · on s but a Ln... tile i r 1 · '! i n g c n d i t i on "' ) ...:; o 

(.:_ n / r3 ti1erP uere a nul'lber - ·.,..,de un · C'nists bannej : there was Csw-? ~ 
eddy . liassim A~nTa . GeoriJr Po n rand onP. ~";h .hev were all banned r 

( de r the ...: !...! e~ f1 res s ion of ..... u , 111 i Sl'l Act • ;::J o : / .... .:: t.fiE • ~ o o k over 1 ~ u n:!. on s :) 

et the ti r ~ [ f wll.:..ch there were funct~ onaries : l1ad to take them nver . 

[\nd it wos .:ust sin!'JlV ~·here was no one tn assi..., ) . In 

iuc ~ we n ad vo untary wor~ers but en 

volunteers to assist. 

rannot rely on students . well , 

(:" : had t" actuallv ·•o the tyoing ,cc=resnondence and "D crnan · sationa! 

~.:..~rl-'-j run tl1e off.:.c., •) '"leeo .:.n the cffice . ~ell. actually(- wur 1~ed 
a:2ound the clock for '}ears un · 1 •Je were able to get fulJ 1.~ ne function-

ar.:. • " r.fainlv .O.frican LtJsrker..., ~"k zt1. ~ "> I _ ~~1~P-' 
"'>( /.1vu.l h._..v ~J '-~ovv w,~{e_ v•e.w ~~,- t..~l'fi'INitrn.~ ~JotAif'Wuy/c.,~~V 'f'lts.;.'t:J' 
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Interview : Dilly Nair 

Q This was which organisat ' on? 

A There were a number of trade unions , rdividual tra~e unions . They 

were not ITajcr ones bu' the ~n~ instance>there wa~ h~ Tea and Coffee 

o r k e r s U n j n , T h e r' a t a 1 B o .:v > B •' H rr an d EJ r u s h J.. or k e .... , t h e T u i n e an d 

Jog workers) · in worl<ers and ••• 

But it wasn ' t under any umbrella organisotion? Y 11 were just at an 

off ' ce dealing with all of thew? 

A Yes. Then of course, they uere all •• • 6 ost of them were aff.i.l ' ated 

to the SA lrade a;;c Labour ":ounc ' l1 a+ that ~·me . (It was a) coordinating 

body , ' ati on a] coordi nat in g body wh · ch ew braced In di ar, fr · can , Coloured 

and white wor:.ers ,7 In one I·,., _. Tt w<:l"' ( 'le IT'ost represemtative body 

of t r a de u n i on s a t t h a t '· i M ' .r P e\ UK to f '} 

:ust ~urn this over and say oga · n : dcn ' t meon to interv ene su Much , 

because I am sure you can tell it better . But what I am trying • • •• 

End of tape

Side .... 

A 

(j) 

3onecne who has bea n involved w' th the working class , you arc: undeniably 

a non rac ' st, so I guess ui1at ... wculd like to try; rather as I say whal; 

I can get frcr.1 bocl<s , ~his hiotc:"y , but to asl< questions ·s along this 

area. f'oLJ I don ' t know if j' ' m ver' d at asking questiono hut just 

from interviewin!] some the r·eople f y - FQSAT 11 , ~he Minority of people 

I hove ~~~grviewed ~hem ; C an yc 1 Lal~ abbut why you oct :nvolved in 

trade un · ns and how that coincided with yo•Jr views of the need for 

non racialism . ~ + 
.L u gets into a lot of ques~ions of p rple saying the 

lessons of the 50s were that SACTU was sma shed and what is going to 

happen to the unions now? They are getting teo pclitical an~ ~~qL sort 

or th · 1 So that is kind of the area I wa nt to deaJ with . It 

is a h~yc area and I would like to deal with it historicalJv . I an 

.iust in terrupJ.;ing it at this .iunctL're to say can we talk about this 

with <m understandin~ of vou mixing the rolit.i..cal and tile union issues . 

Jo , 

and 

the 

no u u ~ ~ 3 k e a s a) v e r IJ g or ' ( J. a r tin g fJ o in -L the case of the 5 A Trade< 

Lab 11 " C r unci 1 . I J.; was or t 1 11 1 • a n c n "7 · a 1 h:::: d \1 ~,... ~ l "' ~ 1 ~ s e 

dcninont ,m · on~ t1.1ere "th ) illite u~ions , c ~ ( J~ ite- C[l~trclll 1 )(J~1·r~.s , 
and the L·Jh::.te leadersioip . ~, uti"'UQhf the ma.ior.:.ty Of the mel'lbTS 1 for 

eg . the Garnent orkers ' 1nion , &IH~ ··--... ma.iortiy of +lle membership was 

blac 1 ~ colcured or In. dian or A ric ')~Jvf.~ 4 b 
=> J 
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lnterv(~uJ : :-:lillv r ""i"' 

A ~t the leacle~ ) ' n a way . r nvariablv uhi t ) o •• ( lly -• liS? ) 
Yes , vou tal"e the garment Workers Union , · atal or in the .... ansvaal 

or the Cape , they were lead by the wh "tes . ~o 

;,) (LJ h en t 11 e r J a t s carr e t o . owe r t he d P. c 1 n r e d p :: 1 i c y w a s to d i vi de t h e 

trod ,, · ons on r~ c' •1 lines) to institute iob reservation , and they 

;ass ~) ·v::ccrding l v ~ ~ '2 Indust~ial Concil:ation Act in 1C1?3t.:h:C'h} !n fact 

i.Jecar1e law in 19rL . And -th " r ( t about a d " vision on racial l ! .oLS in @ the trade union movenenL 

( - ' instead o" ~utting u~ a fight aga<nst this en broad non c:a l lines 

he white lcadershin in the Traces and Lab ur Council dec · _, _ _, tc succ:.mb 

to the dictates of tt1e rovernment anJ agreed "to exclude m woi'ke:rs 

fro'T' the new bod'! thev set U!l ~J ie . ( TLLS .. , HeTrade Uniun Council of :A) 

t~ 'lis lea:/cr course {t 1 the forll'at:on of oACi" in 19!'' ~New what has be

corle clear since tf"' "'a"ts cane to rower was they wer., r "lkinc inroads 

into the rights C!f the wC'r 1'ers to decide fer themse l ves pol " cies and 

sc on and they were actuallv c~ vidlnq the workers on racial l;nes . 

And the :ob 1eserva"tion clause in the Industrial 6onciliation Act was 

a glaring eg . of cateaci' i es of er1plovr1ent to be rese~ved fer narticular 

racial gro u;--s and the white wcrkers were to be actually ~iv~ the peroga

t "ve of all s~ille( labour etc . 

( ~w th .. ~ ~'1turally was a clear de cnstratir ) .... · ••• ( hat the w rkers 

ruggl / t.ns interlin'-ed ,(~{he economic strugqle was interl'nkerl :a the 

J:Olitical. Then of/ ourse in the case of the . . fr ' can worl-ors , lfc •1 ad 

the f.l,P ass Laws) and ( th J works , you cbv .:.. ouc l v krru that : ~ass Lawf' , ( and 

Act , !nflL!x .... ontr.ol ) etc . r1 ou these> Clfffect the uJOrke:rs and the w r!~ers 

cannot bv any stretch of the imaqinaticn sav th t) ~at is not , that 

shou J d not concern therr .) The ' r l iving con d · tio!l s are interlinked . bus 

fares and earnings and so on arc interlinked to the economic strugg l e . 

So the workers cannot therefore , be puri sts and regard the~selves as 

being •• oLuell , TUCSA for eg • .:.s regarded to[Jay as being a glorifi8d social 

club rather than a fiohtinn fcrc~ for the workers . 

( · lu this was the reason l•Jhlj l'.C TUwas f ::rmed 'r 1 iecide~l to align .:..tse l f 

closel ~' to "the ':ongress rr.ovPns r"'" .) 1 .,liiJ ratelv . ( rn i"act the nar1 ... , the 

guse of thP word CongresP , was n ' del ' beratelv chosPn to " dentify 

closely witl1 I.Jroad _j.ati,...nal l " beration stru£gle . nd in the declar~0? 
120 f . lc7 
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A 

('T'View : Billv r' 'xa ' r 

C :,en SACTU w~s launched we rrade · t quite clear that the st r ugnl 

economic anr' :c l i"..:lcal righ ts were ... .. .. cannOit be dj s"t ! n gu i she 

f 

.) 

You mP.ntioned he f ore that "there were some unity movement rumblings 

about non racialism , dirl vnu have any kind of critiques froM the left 

wh o said no , the union . ov Ment must ~ust stay in the work place? It 

must work for the wor'<ers ~...r Lllas that given t h e conditions f f the 50s 

.iust not even a critique': I •1ean rlid you t-ale an~' crit ' que? 

ell , & ·.,e unions that were affil ' ated to TUCSA.;- or at any rate , the 

whit 1 c demhip of t h ose unions,.;- were ada'Tlent that the unions 9loul ~ ccn

fi n e t ll errs e 1 v e s to the !1 u r e lv ErrJ nom · c i s sues an d n o t the p o 1 i t i c a 1 :'). : 
·~ ,.gp 

~.tv 
But were those progreEive wh;tes? f ) 

No , on the contrarv ••• 

Q No . I a~ wondering was there any criticisM as you have now with FGSATU 

was there any criticism from the left? Dr was that non existent? 

A ~o . no , there was none . 

So tlut t:Jas not an issue . 

A It was clear cut : You either sunr!"'lrted aparrnid or on "the other hand 

~nined issues with them on those issues . 

v f ~ )J . (~/ll ... /~S') ' 
~) , fmcl('!;:la" there anv criticism fro" anv) earle ) of pe ple ( s'lying what ary 

L!7 thes~ (wf-J i tes doing in our union ) ._ 9117 Any kin r t h wav v~u hav.fv; n.::: 

now ? ) 

1 ( · , not at all . In fact neople like iet C»fe\TdJ 3nd Le.pn Levv· and 

[ 

'1er trade unionists were accented witilout a .. v '"iualrns wha ever by tile 

blac'~ wcrkers ~a11d for instance (f>ll~w , a n Indian was accepted by the vast 

na.: Dll t v cf :h'"' SACTU men!Jership here in Durban ; i here were Afr.:. can 

workers and thev accepted Me with ut anv prob l e r and there was no ques-

tion or racism . Thev see me as an Afr ican n ow ,) ao this · s 'his fact 

now , as v cu probably kn DUJ from hi storv ? :e . 'I ou •• G f-Je 1 eft and 

particularlv the members of the :~ d:d veomans service n the working 

class struogle over the vears , ./r rn the 20s onwards . ) 

~1 
d to none in tt1e countrv as mil.i.tanJ 16 11 thev have a re~cord s u~ 
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)fj {ri. qhters . , 

~ c ~ r--t'}~ wu) 
So here it is actuallv a question of the wo r~~egarded) ? this 

( on merit and meriJ. al_one . Uas he witRrtR~ffl~gR ~ ~asmhe actually espou-

sing the cause or nat ? ihat was it .) 

G Jhat about something that again came up in the 7Ds t I don ' t think it 

A 

is a big issua , but it had been an issue with ac peoole . the idea of 
IJp criv blacks can . workers . I mean vou can see thel lets not take Piet 

ep-e..Q"~JJ )but some of tl1e ones who remained stalwarts . Ray Simons is 
7 there was no doubt . but at the same time there weren ' t c. n f"' Dnc 

any white wo erker~ . You couldn ' t say that the whites could identify 

with the worl:ing class in this country unless it was through a kind 

of class suicide or movef'lent or shif-!:. : t•Jas that a factor at all? The 

way it has been hotly debated? I f'lean do w~rkers ever bring that up 

or is that even in theoretical debates . with oecr,lP. like yourselr. . 

a vis the working class? / '.:.hat hrw Jo the whi+ps fit in vis 
~A~J. .f(Ae ~-es·t\'tM of d.a-$~/?) 

11 th t . . (~~- h ' t ' ~'II -1-f ... e , -~~·was an ~ssue _e . you s1 • .,. e w ~ es can oe"' 1n ule same way 

....f-~ a rt sol'le of tile blacks ~oda'' can JE. cu .;egc:rised as aristocrats of la~~ r, 
( ' ':10"'~A~ ) 

You have of cours~~th ' n he class struc~ure ftcategor:es of worker : 

:e . you h<Jve 6 ile aristocr a(J r/;f lab~ur . white and blue col ,.. worker J 
and then you havP • • 'JwU take .t'the shifts tha-: have taken plac ) "~., 'mo n__, 

the black we rk er,.,_~~ t cnl y . ~ot n ece ssari 1 v:f h e Africans , bu-'-) - re fer 

t- ( Indians arr~ coloureds as welJ) ; wl1ere you g , { 1-Jroucr , 9'1our mobility 

and !Jrof'lcti en} a structu:re is bei 1r "'stabli ::I whe,.. (v ~u get the so ... 

called aristwcracy beinc establis~l ~ ~ut not a formldcll ~ force . 

\._The are net a force as IJEt. ) utI m =1 G · ~s m~re oronouncedcn _r-[' the 

w:1ite workers nnd no d8ubt there we:r ) 7" 3tes . ( hat debates:')thr'c ( :'lE:!re 

were feel:ngs expressed cfuen that th~ white workers cannct be re~arded 
e veri .. ~(1:1" 

as worl~e J ~ ,-..-:: as a::-~strocrats cf labour> thev ident.:.fied thcnse:!.v~s 
_,JO ~~ ..( • HII,t., /1 • 

with the l:n~ class <md/\ be "!e' r ~~~ ~ defenderc of tl1e syste- .) 

r1cw vou take the t.fr· ~'aner worker for ins~ance ! he l8oks at hifTlself as 

a r: a t firs ~ and n c t as a w ~ rk2 r an d h B o i v e s sup o or t not on 1" t c the 

1 
~ational:'..st f-artv l1ut to the ccnservat~ve elements) llko th~ 
~and the Jaap ; ar~lS ... c • • 

~ c r. en e r a ll y • ~' '- c h ~ 11 e u h '.. t e w o rIa~ r , ) an d (-!Jl i s c an be t r a c e d b a c l( (J) t J \!. cr"~o· 
to the deal -t-h- _,_ +h .- L' t ) 112-~· o ~ ~ e.,. ncr zog1 lab_ur governl'lent actual_, \t d · \ . rra ~"" , ~e-r: ·~ 

).;?..2_ 
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\.._!;) ·. ~ecognlsing the white worker a 0~ Lose positi n ha d to be reserveri 

~in terns of the Industrial Conc·l.:.ation Act that was passed in 192' ) 

~\ This was the deal that was made. And a whi~e worker who fought ~ili-

tant battles , culminating ln the ~ine orkers Strike in 1922 , he did 

/_ ./l_ not , u. '1ack 1~~9..S:~ ' he shifted; there was progressive shifts and a 
~~Gl--u•tt'\1'\ ~. 1{. w~ ~ fl.v~,ej 

Pn ~~ eloser identitv ~o the rulin~ class , raner than identifying the~selves 
with the struggles) cr rath~ ~~he black worker) struggles . 

So this was .expressed in the divisions that took place in the 50s , 

in the earlv 50s when the leadership of the trade union movement , white 

leadership , that is , although t the l eading black workers actually de

cided to accept the racist policies of the r'at government ; in terms of 

the I . C. Act . the division of the trade unions is a question of ••• now 

ironically it was the minister . at that tine . said •• there were 24 trade 

unionists who were called responsible for assisting the minister in 

dr a rting that very law . including the ~ob reservation and so on ; 

is . trade unionists mainly fran the white sector . 
that 

( ) 
~utly )( 

So actually j;hey were reallJ "Xf1ressing the r!;!nands of the white work2 d 

( I (~/.~-lhe!') 
generally for protectio'l) 11d c,_ 1CLJ vou can see \ ::.rcreasing encroachment 

by black workers into the sk.:.ll~ reserve whic' _he white 

garded as their em .) 
workers re-

r 0?~ N a t i on a 1 i s t go v e r n ~ en t m a de i t t he c em e r stan e o f i t s D o 1 · v 
th.J: the white worker's pas · tion is not going to be inteferred with ) 

1 here will be no encroachment and this was of course translated into 
law . 

~r(Jhat you therefore have is an L) recessarlily a class . nc~ G nlv a 

cl division . but alE ~ ~ace divisioJ . or the class cateccr~sation 
( · .:hin the working clas ) ut G.tJi til the result the wtli te workers con-

1. i t u t i n g t h e a r i s t ~ c r a c ~· I m e an ( n t h e m a i n .) 

NouJ vou have th~"~~cr posit5c..n today . after t) l1e r;ecognition of the 

trade unions a ~he ~ronation of blacks into the l...sl! 11 " 3nd to!J mana

gemen'- rositions~ ':lnd so on . the black worker by vlrtu 0jc·"'1(he black ari 

stocr ~:r;"' • by v.:. ,;rtue of his nosition as a ••• the OP!lressed and down trod-
~t- ~ .. •s .still; . ) 

den en ~ub~~ct to all the racial laws ~nd so on . he cannot extricate 

himsel~ , :.e cannot iden-:if'y himself ra1:;'ler . from •• with the white aristo

crat . (! ! is still dealt w· '1 raciallv . irrespective cf -:ile !10siticn 

that he cccupies in the labour categ:::::.2y > cf<J f· 1? 278 
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C) . ( 1-hvo.v_s YJ 1 :s s...ffPr--1) 
~ A so ( j!herefore he invariably) during his work, ~ehind the broader 

strugglft, this ~ black professional: the doctor, the lawyer and 

~'V so on. (.,. J Jots •"' ;J.,...•ij " .n.. -tl.. "~.k I ••• r ,,.. '"""'*) 

0 

A 

So you hae therefore ••• or on the other hand, what we have been stri

ving for, what we strove for in SACTU was irrespective of the contra

dictions that may exist among the workers themselves, there has to be 

a striving for a non racial democratic SA and this was reflected in 
SACTU I own constitction. It sought to unite African, Indian, Colour-

ed and white workers. 

(Ht4v•11j S"vt~ J ,fl.t,d-) 
And you took it to a point and then at that point is where unity with; 

in a BC or whatever would ~~J~ but you see ~he black profession~~ 
or labour aristocrat will) always ( throw his weight) in ( ta the black~~ t,tw.JJ!e.) 
the white can never support· the blacks, finished. Why should we trust 

these blacks. Now ( how do yau) get over that final step to say no we ~ 
t h · t ? ( ..f.V,ea~~ c..ovtd .,.de.. ~a.f wh.-r-¢5 ...... he -ft..rz.j I ~bo ... v a".sto....ro.AJ .,...-#.t ·~ 

can accep w l ~s. ~0 mPi ' 'ftt' lSi) of ..fh(. r""t.-:_j b'"''jeo.sie- ~a-VI .(..,...the...- e <.4 .. .., -

~r t-i i9'""""j:J e ') 

Ja, now what happens you see, alright, (~ f we pursue a racialif exdusivist ~ 
philosophy it will mean that we are not recognising ) th ( reali ty) 1e7> ~{_, .. ) 
you take capitalism as such has actually broken down racial and tribal 

values, even ethnic values, for the state to actually set up institu- ~~ J 

tions li ke the Bantu authorities and all seperate and ethnic compart- ~~ 
ments for Africans- ten different compartments for Africans and Indian~, 
and coloured and so an. He has not taken into account the reality, ~~ 
that is you find the f~es of production, in other words, actually 

speeded away, in fact broken down the racial and tribal values and the 
<!t 
'1.~ Nationalist government has not been abl~ to address this reality and ~~ 

hence the contradiction that is between the policies, apartheid policies ' 

that they are formulating or have formulated in SA and the reality. 

So ~ur approach is more scientific.J; The very shifts that are taking 

place in ruling class circles) is ••• ar the cumbersome manner in which 

they are coming to terms with this reality i ~indicative of the correct

ness of our line ;) ie. (the non- racial policies) that ( we are ~;~'J'd!.1 ng .~7"¥ 
It is not withstanding the contradictions we have to take a long term 

view, bearing in mind that the reality is black white wdkers work in 

the ••• under the same roof. They are working •• at any rate is fantastic 

in the early days, from the late 40s or earlv 50s, workers, African, 

Indian, Coloured workers plaving soccer together long before non racial 

soccer was introduced. This was a reality; that is not withstanding 

331 
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A the prejudices, you know, that they displayed as foreman and ••• to 

his workers, white foreman to his workers on the factory floor level. 

But come the l~h break you found them all in that field outside or 

in the factory premises getting together and playing soccer together. 

Q That was African, Asian and Coloured, now was ••• 

A No, that was also whites. Oh, yes, in fact in central town here, 

ie. in Warwick Avenue opposite the place where I live now there was 

a little testing ground for testing drivers etc. motor vehicles, now 

this was of course cleared by about 11o'clock, at 12, between 12 and 

2.00 daily we had groups of workers from municipal and all workers 

in that surrounding area, getting togther and playing soccer for every

Qone to see. Soccer and games, together as brothers; that was a fan

tastic scene. 

Now this is the reality which is missed by our colleagues, the 

and so on ie. while they are in fact, emotionally they are actually 

appealing to the people emotionally without taking into account the 

reality that actually exists; even the Nat s could not come to terms 

with that. You cannot imagine you see, that through the struggles 

of the workers over the years the impact that these struggles have act- 1 

ually had on the black and white workers. 

You found this in areas w~e although racism may be the predominant > 

may predominate ) in the minds of both ••• of the white workers, this hos

tility between black and white workers is gradually dwindling and it 

is largely through the impact of the struggle, extra parliamentary strug

gles over the years. 

Now the shifts, just to give you an eg. the shifts that actually took 

place~fter the defiance campaign} (you had the formation of the Jiberal 

3 amv 0 ostensibly to break the gap between black and whi~. ~fter the 

Congress of the People in ij55 you had the Progressive Party being formed .) 
) 

- again another shift you see. A parliamentary, although the Liberal 

party was not a parliamentary party, the Progressive Party was a wider 

one, actually takhg up the issue of a non racial SA with all its quali

fications and so on. But still ••• and then you found after this emer

gency in 1960, or the stay aways, protest strikes, we had massive boy

cottsmovement and even the ••• sabotage movement, with the MK formation 

in 1961 rnward: although there was a tentative move into the laager, but 

380 
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A you found the white SA, I wouldn't say radically changing of course, 

but the vote, the referendum for eg. in 1961or rather in 19B3,of 

whites only, was expressive of this. They wanted change, now this 

chCQe, the expreRsions for change did not come about through the 

will of the Nationalist government or the parliamentary parties, it 

was throuqh the impact of the extra parliamentarv forces. 

Q 0~, let me iust say that I'm not, don't think I have a han~ up ••• 

also move on time wise, coz we still haven' 't got over the 50s, so 

iust you were involved with the various unions ~nd then just tell me 

again I 1 11 get the back ground, but was there anytnng you could tell 

me about the 50s that inforced your non racialism? Dr were there any 

disputes about it or any/things about non racialism, the formation of 

SACTU and that kind of thing? 

~flO 
\ 

A Well, SACTU itself adopted a non racial policy, belief that no group 

of workers could be excluded; this was contrary of the policy of TUCSA 

, which was ~med in 1954, where they excluded the African workers. 

~~ And congresses. ~~~" SACTU ~ecame a member of the Congress Alliance 

l:!J there were misgivings) that •• :·b~ our cri ti cs1 that you take for eg. the 

(~~ I CFTu( I nternati anal Conf~derati on of (Trade Oni ons(!c..~;;~~ some of the 
7 

delegates, Minada~nga 1959 I think, where they ( offered to give u~ · 

(assistance, providing we broke from the Congress Alliance ~ and U,h ey 

alleged that SACTU was actually domin/ted by the other four members of 

this §lliance because we were) fifth, l just onefifth of the partnership J 

The other four actually dominated. 

( so we made it quite clear to them that we were in the Alliance as 

equals and were not to dominate each other a~ the day that the other 

congresses forced their will on us ~ on SACTU( we would simply pull out) 

Q Did they at all try to tell you that it was whites, or white communists, 

did they ever ~ull that one? 

A Yes, yes. In fact we realised that the Millard and Dejonga, who were 

the fellows who we interviewed; Moses Mcb~da and I interviewed them 

here in Durban and subsequently they met the management committee of 

SACTU in J oberg. Bu t( .they were trying to r~ - bait us~ •• (suggesting 

that the communists a~a ~were dominant) and that •• or that the Alliance 

itself was by virtue of the fact that we were all political, actually 

waul d naturally be dominating SACTU as ~11 in policy making and so 
..~-o r (6 

l.t:..2J.J .. 
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A on. 

To come back the Congress Alliance itself, now SACTU found then and 

(
"' ~eN 

with this of course ~e ·expressed to these chaps of the ICFTU that ~ 

P p was the ma.ior lib era tory force embracing African, Indian, Coloured 

and white~t that stage the SA Congress of Democrats was already esta

blished and you had the Coloured counterparts as well. So the partner

;1 ship originally of Indian and African Congresses together was expanEd 

to include other groups as well: Coloured and white democrats. 

~And SACTU, by virtue of its ncn racial character, includ~ whites as 

well, although the whites did not play a prominent part,) they were 

not dominant; ( the African workers were dominant in SACTu.) But \~ .. ~ ... ~~·~. 
espoi.Lsed a non racial policy: ie. a non racial democratic SA and ...R't!tf'l- ~ 

I ~ 
n~n~acial solutions ) only \ could pave the way for real freedom in tas coun-

trv.{j> ~ 
So SACTU therefore found in the Congress Alliance a vehicle for libe

ration in ttis country and our policy was, rather our viewpoint was 

shown to be corre~t in that the NUM or the PAC which broke away from 

the ANC or any other political organisation that may have existed 

were driven into obscurity. They were .iust a noise, and in fact they 
I 

were an insignificant group. They th emselves were d~vided into var-

ious fragments over the years. And the NUM, you will find there is 
- uni tv ••• a non EuropeanAmovement ••• there has never been unity. 

So we disregarded them altog~ether as a force. Their criticisms we 

.iust threw out of the window becal.fE they did not actually relate to 

the reality that •• which is SA ••• (Now tell me •• ) I don't know if I am 

drifting, you must put me on track. 

Q Ja, I don't even know if I'm on the right track or not. (You must 

discipline •• ) We must think about •• (I know you want ) No, but 

that ? n~ws. I think we are doing fine. It is just that I think there 

will be a lot to talk about with getting to the late 50s, 60s. 

So then what happened •• you ~nt to prison in 65? 

A Yes, in 1964. (So can you just ••• ) But prior to that of course the re 

was th e Treason Trial in 1956, I was involved in that trial. This was 

soon after the Congress of the People. Some of us spoke at the Congress 

467 
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of the People . ( Ben Turo~ and I ) who ~ctually motivated the clause ~ ...-t.(\..~.4 
in the Freedom Charter~~he wealth of the country shall belong to 

the people: This was cited in the) speeches that were made , they 

were cipted in the <__Treason Trial against us in 1955,) ard other things 

that we were supposed to have done that were held to be treasonable . 

Q Now can you talk a bit about that whol~ clause because that is the 

one that causes a lot of people t~q~~~~~b~tlples' reading . I mean may

be the government because it indicate~ • • • 

End of tap e . 


