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 ________________________________________________  

MC : Good  morn ing.  My  na me  is  Mho le le  C e le .  I  am do ing  th is  

inte rv iew fo r  the  Un ive rs it y o f D urban- Westvi l le  

Documenta t ion C entre ,  O ra l His to ry P ro jec t .  Today we  a re 

inte rv iew ing Mr Ronn ie  Govender .  Mr Ronn ie  Govender  is  

the  fo rmer  v ice - p res ident  o f the  Na ta l C ongress  o f S outh 

Afr ican Races ,  C OS AR.  He  is  the  co - founder  o f the  S hah  

Thea tre  Academy.  He  is  a  we ll- known p ro tes t  p la ywr ite r  

and  p roducer .  He is  a  fo rmer  journa l is t ,  he  used  to  teach. 

Yes ,  he llo  Mr Govender .   

RG: He llo .  

MC : I  am p leased  to  mee t  you.  

RG: You le ft  out  so meth ing.  I  a m a lso  a  booze  ped la r .  I  worked 

fo r  S outh Afr ican Breweries  [ laugh]  

MC : C an we  s ta r t  by this  ques t ion?  Te ll us  when and  where  were 

you bo rn?  

RG: I  was  bo rn on the  16 t h  o f May 1 934  in C a to  Manor,  tha t  is  

Durban.  
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MC : And  where  were  your  pa rents  bo rn?  

RG: My parents  were  a lso  bo rn in  –  my  fa t he r  was  bo rn in  C a to 

Manor ,  my mo ther  o f course ,  in,  I  th ink  it  was  F in la nds  in  

Durban.  

MC : And  wha t  about  your  grandparents ,  where?  

RG: My grand fa the r  and  grand mother  came  fro m P u liw ur  in  

S outh Ind ia ,  tha t  is  my pa te rna l s ide .  O n my mate rna l s ide  

my grand fa the r  came  from Ta njawur ,  wh ic h o f course ,  is  

ca l led  Tanjur .  

MC : Did  your  fa mily  ha ve  a  cho ice  as  to  where  they  wanted  to  

l ive ,  your  pa rents? 

RG: I  th ink  a t  a  ce r ta in s ta ge  w ith my grandparents ,  o f course , 

chose  to  live  in C a to  Manor  a fte r  they ga ined  the ir  freedom 

fro m indent ure .  You know,  they bought  a  s ma ll p iece  o f 

ground .  T hey hawked  the ir  l ives ,  ac tua l ly,  fo r  tha t  p iece  o f 

ground  to  deve lop  a marke t  ga rden.  Tha t  is  from my  

pa te rna l s ide .  And  my  mate rna l s ide ,  o f course ,  my  

grand fa t he r  I  t h ink  he  was  an inte rp re te r  o r  a  cour t  

inte rp re te r .  I  am no t  sure  about  tha t .  And  he  a lso ,  I  th ink ,  

chose  to live  in C a to Manor . But  a fte r  tha t  the re  was n o 

cho ice .  

MC : And  wha t  work  d id  your  parents  do?  

RG: My fa t he r  was  a  Baker’s  van man.  My mo t her  was  a  so -

ca l led  housewife .  Ja .  

MC : And  d id  you have  s ib l ings?  

RG: Ja .  I think  I  have  go t  to  count  them now,  ten ja .  
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MC : And  where  d id  you go  to  schoo l?  

RG: I  went  to  schoo l in C a to  Manor .  There  was  t he  C a to  Manor 

Government A ided  Ind ian schoo l  and  the n I  went  to  S as tr i 

C o llege  a nd  I  spent  a  yea r  a t  t he  Un ive rs ity  o f C ape  Town.  

And  then I  went  to  the  S pr ing f ie ld  Tra in ing C o llege .  

MC : C an you desc r ibe  li fe ,  o r  the  a tmosphere  in yo ur  schoo l in  

C a to Manor? 

RG: Yes ,  ce r ta in ly.  C a to  Manor  was  a  work ing c lass  a rea ,  o f 

course  -  those  who  found  work -  because  unemp loyment  

was  endemic  and  TB was  r ife ,  a t  the  t ime .  There  was  no  

rea l cure  fo r  TB,  and  peop le  were  ve ry impove r ished  but  

they were  grea t  surv ivo rs .  The y,  a s  a  commun ity,  you  

know,  they ra ll ied  and  they he lped  one  ano the r .  I t was  a 

t remendous  t ime  o f co mmun it y;  o f se lf- he lp .  The y bu ilt  

the ir  own schoo ls  and  t h ings  l ike  tha t .  B ut  fo r  us  k id s ,  I  

mean o f course  you know,  desp ite  the  pover ty we  had  some  

ve ry wonderfu l memor ies  o f C a to  Manor .  You know, and  so 

when C a to  Manor was  des troyed  in 1958  by the  Group 

Areas  Ac t , it  was  a  t raumat ic  mo ment fo r  a l l o f us .  Ja  I 

have  had  some  wonderfu l me mories  o f C a to  Manor  desp ite 

the  pover ty.  

MC : And  in schoo l -  I  mean w ha t  was  the  s tandard  o f educa tion,  

how was  it?  I  mean d id  you  rece ive  good  educa tion in  your  

h igh schoo l?  

RG: Ja  we  had  some  ve ry committed  teachers .  O f course ,  in 

those  days , ro te  lea rning was  the  o rde r o f the  day.  You 
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know you  d id n’ t  –  you ta ught  a r it hmet ic  to  Moonsamy.  

Ins tead  o f teach ing Moonsamy a r it hmet ic .  I t  was  a  good 

o ld  me t hod  o f teaching w it h the  cane ,  you see . 

N ever the less ,  I  mean the re  were  some  ve ry,  ve ry committed  

teachers . O ne o f whom was  our  p r inc ipa l  Mr Barnabas, 

whom I  reca l l in my p lays .  In my p lays : At T he  Edge ;  in  

‘1949 ’ .  He  was  way ahead  o f h is  t ime  as  an educa tion is t .  

And  in  fac t ,  it  was  t hrough  Mr Barnabas  tha t ,  you  know,  

my inte res t  in l ite ra ture  was  nur t ured .   

 The  o the r  teachers ,  o f course ,  were  ve ry committed  in t he ir  

own way.  And  I  wou ld  say tha t  t he  s tandard  o f educa tion 

was ,  you know,  if  you  had  to  make  any co mparison,  t ha t  

type  o f educa tion was  ve ry good .  

MC : And  your  inte res t  in l ite ra ture  s ta r ted  in h igh schoo l?  

RG: In p r imary schoo l.  

MC : P r imary schoo l?  

RG: Mmm.  

MC : Is  it  poss ib le  t ha t  maybe  you can  reme mber  a  few o f t he  

books  tha t  you used  to  read a t  tha t  t ime?  

RG: Well,  I  used  to  devour  any k ind  o f read ing mate r ia l,  a t  t ha t  

t ime .  I  th ink  it  was  a  k ind  o f fa mily trad it ion in t ha t  

re sp ec t .  My fa the r ,  desp ite  the  fac t  tha t  he  on ly we nt  to  

s tandard  two ,  would  read  the  newspaper  from the  f irs t  

le t te r  to  the  la s t  fu l l s top .  I  reca l l th is ,  and  in t hose  days ,  I 

mean it  was  dur ing t he  war  yea rs  and  th ings  l ike  tha t ,  and  

it  was  d iff ic u lt  to  ge t  comics  but  he  some  how -  I  think  he  
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a lso  worked a t  tha t  t ime  as  tax i d r ive r  -  and  he  would  b r ing  

us  comics  and  tha t  so r t  o f th ing and  we  would  read them.  

And  I  wou ld  read  a lmost  anyt h ing.  B ut  o f course ,  I  mean  

the re  was  the  odd  book  by C har les  Dickens  a ro und ,  apa r t 

fro m the  books  tha t  we  encounte red  a t  schoo l,  you know,  

a l l the  grea t  so r t  o f grea t  Englis h l ite ra ry works .  And  ja 

Dickens  and  … 

MC : And  a t  this  t ime  w hen you were  s t i l l in p r imar y schoo l d id  

you have  a  chance  maybe  to  go  to  Hind i c la sses  o r  Tamil  

c la sses? 

RG: Ja  Tamil,  I  am fro m a  Ta mil speak ing background .  And  I  

th ink ,  over  s ixt y pe rcent  o f the  peop le  a t  tha t  t ime  were  

Tamil speak ing.  Ja  we  went  to ,  in the  a fte rnoons  -  to  Tamil  

schoo l,  wh ich  we  cons ide red  as  a  t remendous  burden.  And  

wh ich aga in I  re f lec t  in one  o f my p lays ,  ‘1949 ’ . We were 

no t  ab le  to  app rec ia te ,  a t  tha t  t ime  you know,  the  e ffo r ts  

made  by the  e lde rs . Pa r t icu la r ly our  pa rents  and  those 

peop le  who  taught  Tamil  vo lunta r i ly,  you  know,  to  keep 

the  la nguage  a l ive .  We d id  no t  quite  app rec ia te  tha t .  I 

pa r t icu la r ly,  d id  no t  app rec ia te  tha t  and  I  regre t  tha t  to  this  

day.  But  when we  f in is hed  Eng lis h schoo l we  used  to 

t roupe  a long to  Tamil schoo l a nd  it  was  shee r  d rudgery 

because  the  Tamil schoo lteachers  genera l ly t hen were  ve ry  

autho r ita r ia n and  tha t  d isenchanted  me .  

MC : And  a t  h igh sc hoo l,  a t  S as tr i  C o llege ,  can you desc r ibe  t he  

a tmosphere  the re? 
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RG: Ja  it  was  d if f icu lt  a t  t ha t  t ime ,  to  ge t  in to  h igh schoo l  

because  the re  were  jus t  a  coup le  o f h igh sc hoo ls  a round .  I  

th ink  o ne  was  in  Wood lands  in ‘Mar it zburg,  a nd  the  o t he r  

was  S as tr i he re .  And  I  can’ t  re me mber  any o t he r  h igh  

schoo ls  a t  tha t  t ime .  And  the re  was  this  t remendous  th irs t  

fo r  educa tion in t he  communit y,  wh ich to  an  extent  was  t he  

saving  grace  o f t he  communit y.  Desp ite  t he  pover ty,  they  

built  the ir  own  schoo ls .  You know,  a lthough the y pa id  t he  

ra te s  and  taxes ,  schoo ls  were  no t  p rovided  fo r  them so  they  

built  t he ir  own schoo ls .  And  it  was  ine v itab le  t ha t  the re  

would  be  a  need  fo r  more  high schoo ls .  B ut  the  N a ta l 

p rovinc ia l admin is tra t ion,  w h ich was  la rge ly Eng lish d id  

no t  p rovide  h igh schoo ls .  S as tr i C o llege  was  bu ilt  t hrough  

the  e ffo r ts  o f S r in ivasa  S as tr i,  an agent  genera l fro m Ind ia  

who  came  a long and  saw the  need  fo r  a  high schoo l.  And  

the  communit y ra l l ied  and  w it h the  grant  in a id  S as tr i 

C o llege  was  built .   

 S o  I  guess  I  was  lucky.  You  know a lthough I  wasn’ t  a  ve ry  

good  s tudent  o r  pup il  a t  p r imar y schoo l  I  some how made  it  

into  h igh schoo l,  jus t  ba re ly.  I  reme mber  go ing to  schoo l,  I  

th ink  towards  the  end  o f F eb ruary wh ic h was  qu ite  la te ,  

go ing  into  S as tr i C o lle ge .  N ever  was  a  grea t  s tudent  a t 

S as tr i a lso  because  whe n I  went  in  I  was  con fronted  by  

these  s te rn teachers ,  you know.  And  one  o f t he m sudden ly  

confronted  me  and  sa id : “C onjuga te  po r to . ” I  d idn’ t  know 

wha t  he  was  ta lk ing  about  and  I  go t  pun ished .  T ha t  
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switched  me  o ff La t in and ,  o f  course ,  I  da re  say Maths  and  

th ings  l ike  tha t .  But  you know aga in I  j us t  managed  to  

sc rape  through S as tr i.   

 There  were  some  grea t  guys  a t  S as tr i,  one  o f who m was  MJ 

N a idoo.  The  o the r  was  my b ro the r  Gonn ie ,  w ho  was  ahead 

o f me  a t  S as tr i.  And  he  went ,  o f course,  to London la te r  on. 

He  was  one  o f the  p ioneer  journa l is ts .  He  was  a  p ioneer 

journa l is t  on the  Dr um maga z ine  and  he  went  ac ro ss  to 

London.  And  he  worked  on F lee t  S tree t .  He  worked  fo r  the  

BBC ,  a  t remendous  journa l is t  w ho  go t  d isencha nted  aga in,  

no t  only w it h the  po lit ica l s it ua t ion in t he  countr y,  but  a lso  

wit h the  lack  o f suppo rt  from h is  own community,  because 

he  wro te  a book  ca lled  ‘S hadows Grow Ta lle r’ ,  wh ich  

bemoaned  the  p l ight  o f t he  Ta mil  peop le ,  pa r t icu la r ly.  A nd  

o f course ,  ce r ta in me mbers  wit h in t he  Tamil commun ity d id  

no t  quite  l ike  h is  rad ica l v iews  on the  Tamil cu lt ure .  He 

fe lt  t ha t  Ta mil c u lture  was  one  o f t he  o ldes t  in the  world .  

And  he  had  resea rched  it  and  he  found  tha t  t hey were  

l inked  to  the  Drav id ians  who  l ived  in  t he  no r th  o f  Ind ia .  

And  w ho  had  a  c iv i l isa t ion  runn ing back  about  f ive  to  s ix  

thousand  yea rs  and  wh ich  is  on ly now coming to  t he  fo re . 

He  had  uncovered  this  you know -  this  t hrough h is  re sea rch 

and  had  writ ten a  book  ab out  it  ca lled  ‘S hadows Grow 

Ta lle r . ’  And  ja  wha t  was  the  ques t ion aga in?  

MC : You were  desc r ib ing the  a tmosphere .  
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RG: At S as tr i Co llege  ja ,  and  I went  on ta lk ing about  my  

b ro the r .  Wha t  I  meant  was  tha t  the re  were  some  tremendous  

peop le  a t  S as tr i.  I  was a lwa ys  on the  mar g ins ,  o f course  

you know,  and  I  used  to  marve l a t  some  o f t he ir  

accomplis hments ,  t he ir  academic  accomplis hments  o f ma ny  

o f t hese  guys ,  w ho  la te r  on,  l ike  RA P il lay  became  a  

lead ing  hea r t  spec ia l is t ,  Doc to r  P a te l,  P L P a te l,  was  with  

my c lass ;  a no the r  lead ing  hea r t  spec ia l is t .  Treme ndous  

achievers  in a l l  the  d if fe rent  a spec ts  o f l i fe  and  ma ny  o f  

these  peop le ,  o f course ,  came  from to ta l ly d isadvantaged  

backgrounds .  You wouldn’ t  say it  i f you look  a t them,  

where  they a re  now and  wha t  they have  achieved .  

 F o r  me ,  o f course  aga in you know,  I  cou ldn’ t  cope  with  

th is  k ind  o f  ro te  lea rn ing.  Yo u know I  used  to  seek  out 

those  aspec ts  o f educa tion where  I  would  be  exc ited  you 

know,  like  in l i te ra ture  and  tha t  so r t o f thing.  

MC : And  w ha t  k ind  o f l ite ra ture  w ere  you  read ing  a t  th is  

schoo l?  

RG: Aga in  I  used  to  devour  a l l k inds  o f wr it ing b ut  we  you  

know -  the  lib ra r ie s  then were  s tocked  with a l l the  o ld  

fa mil ia r  k inds  o f write rs ,  wh ich I  t h ink  was  an extens ion o f  

th is  who le  co lonia l thr us t .   

MC : And  your  b ro the r  d id  you so r t  o f look  up  to him as  he  

was… ?  

RG: O h yes ,  he  was  ce r ta in ly  a  marked  in f luence  on  my  l i fe .  I  

mean he  was  a  write r  o f no  mean s ta t ure ,  h imse lf.  O kay.  Ja 
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and  he  had  a  t remendous  inf luence  on my l i fe  and  aga in  

th is  fo s te red  my inte res t  in l ite r a ture .  

MC : Did  you so r t  o f wr ite  toge the r  so me  t ime  w hen  you  were  

s t i l l in schoo l do  you have  th is  hobby o f writ ing essays  o r?  

RG: N o.  O ne  o f the  things  tha t  I  fo rgo t  to  ment io n was  in  

p r imary sc hoo l was  Mr  Barnabas  was  ve r y fa r - s ighted  and  

the  schoo l had  a  magaz ine .  And  I  think ,  it  was  the  des ire  o f 

eve ry ch ild  in schoo l to  have  h is  e ssay se lec ted  fo r  the 

maga z ine  toge t he r  wit h a  pho tograph.  And  I  reca ll tha t  my  

b ro the r  was  one  o f those  peop le  whose  essays  was  chosen. 

S o  his  p ic ture  was  put  a longs ide  h is  e ssay.  And  tha t  was  a 

b ig t h ing fo r  us .  And  I  a sp ired  to  tha t  and  o f course  I  was 

fo r tuna te  to  have  had  my essay chosen twice .  And  I think  

those  things  were  so r ts  o f you know k ind  o f incent ive  fo r  

chi ld ren.  

MC : And  when d id  you fee l so r t  o f encounte r  rac ia l  opp ress ion?  

RG: You know,  while  in many wa ys  our  ch i ldhood  was  idy ll ic  

wit h in the  home s it ua t io n,  one  became  consc ious  o f t he  

t remendous  d ispa r it y o f your  fe l low c it ize ns ,  the  Whites  

and  o f course  o f A fr ican peop le  who  l ived  in Mkhumbane ,  

you know a  squa l id  sha nty  town.  A nd  then  the re  were  

Afr ican peop le  w ho  l ived  in C a to  Manor  itse lf,  a nd  as  is  

inev itab le  in a  work ing c lass  s it ua t ion we  l ived  cheek  by 

jowl w it h Afr ican fa mil ie s  and  so -ca lled  C o loured  famil ie s .  

And  I  th ink  a  k ind  o f ve r y,  ve ry c lea r  bond  w as  be ing  

es tab lished  t he re  but  fo r  po lit ica l  deve lop ments .  B ut  a s  a  
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young man  I  wou ld  look  ac ross  a t  the  Berea,  whic h was  

jus t  ac ro ss  C a to  Manor  Road  from my  house  ac ross  the  h i l l  

I  wou ld  see  these  sp lend id  homes  you know,  in pa rk - like  

surround ings .  And  t hen I  c lea r ly reca l l a t  a  ve ry ea r ly a ge  

look ing a t  the  k id s  p lay ing in the  Maris t  Bro the rs ’  C o llege ,  

wit h t he ir  ve ry we ll te nded  spo r ts  fie ld s .  A maz ing,  huge  

spo r ts  fie ld s ,  rugby,  socce r  grounds  and  things  l ike  tha t .  

And  the n we  used  to  t ry to  p lay  socce r  on our  grounds ,  

wh ich had  you know I  mean -  the re  were  no  grounds 

ac tua l ly.  I t  was  hi l ly and  we  used  to  s tub our  toes 

cons tantly on  yo u know t u ffs  o f grass  s t ick ing out  and  t ha t  

so r t  o f th ing.  And  you cou ldn’ t  rea l ly p lay a  ga me  o f  

foo tba l l in  those  k ind  o f  cond it ions .  I t  was n’ t  foo tba ll  

ac tua l ly.  I t  was  a  l it t le  tenn is  ba l l.  A nd  then you wou ld  

come  o f t h is  s itua t ion a nd  you  wou ld  look  a t  th is  

t remendous ,  you know very beaut ifu l fac i l it ie s  tha t  these  

Whites  had .  And  tha t  you no ticed  tha t ,  immed ia te ly.  

 But  one  o f my,  you  know,  ea r l ie s t  me mories  is  w hen I  

th ink  a  White  ma n ente red  our  house . He  knocked  and it  

was  someth ing to  do  I  t h ink  you k now a t  tha t  t ime  

e lec tr ic it y was  j us t  introduced .  And  when he  ca me  into  our  

d r iveway I  looked  a round  and  I  could  fee l t he  awe  in w h ich  

th is  man  was  be ing  trea ted  by everybody a round .  A W hite  

man has  ente red  the  p lace .  And  I  couldn’ t  unders tand  th is ,  

th is  k ind  o f th ing.  I  suppose  those  were  fo r  me  the  k ind  o f 
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introduc tion  in to  the  d icho tomy t ha t  e x is ted  wit h in t he  

S outh Afr ican s itua t ion.  

 But  o f course  I  was  to  have ,  muc h la te r ,  ma ny you k now 

rude  k inds  o f exper iences ;  some  ve r y aggress ive  k inds  o f  

exper iences ,  wh ich impac ted  on my l i fe  a nd  c lea r ly  

re f lec ted  tha t  rac is m was  ra mpant  in o ur  soc ie ty.  W hen I  

was  ve ry young a  fr iend  o f mine ,  myse lf and  a  fr ie nd  went  

a long to  Durban C ity Ha ll on  N ew Year’s  Eve .  We were  a ll  

ve ry n ice ly d ressed  fo r  the  occas ion a nd  tha t  was  one  

occas ion where  you know,  w it h t he  chang ing o f t he  

ca lendar  desp ite  the  ve ry c lea r  segrega tion,  where  

eve rybody ce leb ra ted  the  changing o f the  ca lendar .  I t  was 

in D urban C it y Ha ll i tse lf.  A nd  so  we  were  a l l  d ressed  up 

as  two  young teenagers  and  we  go t  onto  t h is  bus ,  and  th is  

bur ly White  man looked  a t  me  and  sa id : “Hey,  S ammy you  

a re  ve ry n ice ly  d ressed,  hey, ” a ffec t ing  the  I nd ia n accent  

and  a l l t ha t .  And  you k now,  he  went  ahead  and  everybody 

laughed  and  I was  then in the  midd le  o f the  bus ;  it  was  a 

doub le - decker ;  I  reme mber  th is  c lea r ly.  S o ,  I  cou ldn’ t  say  

much a nd  I  was  a  sk inny  yo ung ma n,  a  teenager .  And  I  

couldn’ t  reac t .  And  then we  p ressed  the  buzze r  fo r  the  bus  

to  s top ;  it  was  jus t  on Berea  s ta t ion.  I  then  go t  onto  t he  

land ing  wa it ing fo r  t he  bus  s top  and  I  looked  back  a t  th is  

bur ly E ng lis hman and  I  sa id : “You don’t  look  bad  yourse lf,  

p ig face . ” And  I  j umped  o ff,  no t  knowing tha t  t h is  b l ighte r  

would  ge t  o ff t he  ne xt  s top .  He  go t  o ff a t  the  next  s top  and  



 12 

he  ran towards  me  and  he  caught  me  on Berea  s ta t ion,  on 

the  b r idge  a nd  he  grabbed  me .  And  he  was  go ing to  t hrow 

me  over ,  you k now.  Befo re  tha t  he  s lapped  me  an d  my  

g lasses  flew onto  the  paveme nt,  and  fo r tuna te ly the re  was  a 

lady s it t ing  in  a  ca r  no t  fa r  from the re ,  wh ite  lady,  and  s he  

sc reamed .  I f she  hadn’ t  sc reamed  he  would  have  throw n me  

over .  He  would  have  throw n me  over  the ,  he  meant  to  do 

tha t .  And  she  sc r eamed  and  he  looked  a t  he r  and  he  go t 

sca red  o f course  and  he  le ft  me .  And  tha t  was  my f irs t  

exper ience .  I  have  had  many o the r  such e xper iences .  More 

so  because  I  have  a lso  had  a  b ig mo uth  in a  way a nd  I  

would n’ t  to le ra te  any nonsense  and  I  came  up  aga ins t  such  

inc idents  aga in la te r .  

 But  I  reca l l tha t  my fa t he r  was  a  Baker’s  vanma n,  who  

worked  ve ry,  ve ry ha rd  and  he  only worked  fo r  f ive  pounds  

a  week .  I  s t il l don’ t  know how he  bu ilt  a  home  and  sent  a l l  

o f us  to  schoo l.  And  we  were  among t he  few k id s  in t he  

a rea  tha t  had  shoes.  I  don’ t  know how he  d id  it  but  he  d id  

it .  And  the n I  reca l l h im lo s ing h is  job  and  he  worked the re 

fo r  th ir ty yea rs  and  gave  h is  l i fe .  And  you k now -  I  mean  

he  was  trea ted  ve ry,  ve ry shabb ily by t hese  peop le .  But  I  

d idn’ t  know tha t  he  was  one  o f the  peop le  who  he lped  to 

fo r m the  Bakers ’  Trade  Union.  I  reca l l  the  RD N aidoo ,  a 

grea t  t rade  unio n is t  and  who  a lso  worked  in t he  Bakers ’ 

Un ion l ived  in t he  d is tr ic t  he ld  a  mee t ing and  t he  mee ting  

was  he ld  in  our  ce l la r .  Because  I  mean  S pec ia l  B ranch  
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ac t iv it y was  ve r y,  ve ry intense  a t  t ha t  t ime .  S o  they he ld  

th is  mee ting  to  la unc h the  bakers ’  t rade  union.  A nd  I  then  

go t  to  unders tand  wha t  the  s tr ugg le  was  a l l  about  you  

know,  in more  ways  than one .  

MC : And  when you comp le ted  high schoo l you went  t o  C ape 

Town?  

RG: N o.  When I  f in ished  my  matr ic  the re  were  no  jobs .  I t  was  

ve ry d iff ic u lt  to  ge t  a  job  and  we  d idn’ t  have  any money  

fo r  me  to  pursue  my s tud ies  a t  un ive rs it y.  And  we  looked 

a round  despera te ly fo r  a  job .  And  my unc le  mana ged  to  ge t  

me  a  job . He  was  work ing fo r  a  packaging f ir m in C onge la .   

 And  it  was  j us t  a fte r  the  1949  r io ts ,  jus t ,  jus t  immed ia te ly  

a fte r  tha t .  And  I  go t  into  th is  t ra in to  go  to  my unc le ’s  f ir m 

and  these  two  guys  and  I  went  into  the  coach and  I  was 

a lone  and  I  sa t  in th is  coa ch.  And  these  two  guys  ca me  in  

and  you know,  I  could  fee l t ha t  the re  was  something wrong.  

And  be fo re  they cou ld  c lo se  the  doo r  I  put  my foo t  in  

be tween the  doo r  and  so  tha t  the  doo r  couldn’ t  c lo se .  And  

they d idn’ t  see  my foo t;  the y were  ins ide .  And  the  one  guy  

grabbed me .  I  think  the  inte nt ion was  aga in to  throw me  

out  o f t he  w indow.  You know t ha t  was  t he  inte nt ion.  A nd  I  

sc reamed  and  the  conduc to r  came  and  he  sa id : “Hey,  w ha t  

is  go ing o n he re?” A nd  he  qu ick ly opened  the  doo r  and  I 

sa id : “N o ,  these  guys  wer e  tr y ing to  throw me  out  o f t he  

window.” A nd  it  was  once  more  I  t h ink  -  I  was  ve ry lucky.  

I  e scaped  injur y.  Ja  I  jus t  mentio ned  tha t .   
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 I  d idn’ t  go  a long,  tha t  fr ighte ned  the  he l l  out  o f me  a nd  I  

go t  o ff and  I  went  back  home.  But  I  then go t  a  job  as 

work in g fo r  an agr icu lt ura l imp le ments  company and  I  

wro te  fo r  and  I d id  pa r t- t ime  spo r ts  writ ing.  I  s ta r ted 

writ ing  fo r  the  Graph ic ,  ea rning ten sh i l l ings  a  week . 

Writ ing a  boxing co lumn because  I  was  ve ry keen on 

boxing.  Bo th my unc les  were  S outh Afr ican boxin g  

champ ions .  The  one  was  unc le  Jack  Govender ,  who  won the 

S outh A fr ican Ba ntam Weight  t it le  the  good  o ld  days ;  and  

then h is  yo unger  b ro the r  unc le  S onny Gove nder ,  who  won 

the  S outh Afr ican F ea the rwe ight  and  L ight  Weight  boxing  

champ ion.  A nywa y,  we  were  keen  on box ing  and  we  d id  a  

l it t le  b it  o f t ra in ing ourse lves  and  so  I  used  to  fo l low 

boxing.  A nd  the n I  wro te  a  l it t le  box ing co lumn fo r  t he  

Graphic  and  I  used  to  write  o the r  s tuff a lso .  

MC : And  wha t  d id  you fee l about  rac ism in spo r ts ,  a t  tha t  t ime?  

RG: O h ja  tha t  ga ve  me  a  c lea r  ins igh t  into  how we  were  a id ing  

in our  own opp ress ion.  In t he  sense  tha t  the  B lack  spo r ts 

o rganisa t ions  were  a l l sepa ra ted.  You had  an Ind ian  

foo tba l l a ssoc ia t ion,  an A fr ican foo tba l l a ssoc ia t ion,  

C o loured  foo tba ll a ssoc ia t io n le t  a lo ne  t he  a l l W hite  

foo tba l l a ssoc ia t ion.  And  tha t  apper ta ined  to  a ll o the r  

spo r ts a lso .  And  it  was a t  tha t t ime  tha t  I  engaged  myse lf  

in th is .  Wro te  severa l a r t ic le s  a t tack ing th is  k ind  o f 

d iv is ion  w it h in  B lack  spo r t .  And  I  da re  say tha t  t he re  were  

peop le  a t tha t  t ime  and  th is  continued  over  the  yea rs but  it  
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s ta r ted  then.  There  was  a  remarkab le  man ca l led  S ira mori  

Lutchma n,  who m you w il l inte rv iew.  And  the n the re  is  

ano the r  remarkab le  man ca l led  RK  N aidoo , whose 

contr ibut ions  to  spo r t  a re  imme nse .  No t jus t  to  spo r t I 

th ink  to  S outh Afr ica .  But  tha t  came  a  lit t le  la te r  and  which  

we  wil l ta lk  about .  

 S o  jus t  to  continue  w it h w ha t  I  was  do ing a t  t ha t  t ime .  I  

wro te  about  these  th ings .  I  a t tacked  th is  k ind  o f d iv is ion  

wit h in ourse lves ;  and  I  a t tacked  rac ism in spo r t  a lso .  And  I  

th ink  a t  t ha t  ea r ly s ta ge ,  I  had  a lso  a t t rac ted  the  a t tent ion  

o f t he  S pec ia l  Branc h.  Because  my  a r t ic le s  were  qu ite  

outspoken about  th is  k ind  o f rac is m a nd  the  fac t  t ha t  I  

mean B lacks  couldn’ t  rep resent  th is  country.  Yo u know I  

had  come  ac ros s  a  remarkab le  man  ca l led  Baker  N a idoo, 

who  was  p robab ly t he  f irs t  S outh A fr ican to  p lay Eng lish  

f irs t  d iv is ion foo tba l l.  He  p layed  fo r  S ha mrocks  in t he  

Durban league ,  wh ich  was  o f  course ,  the  Ind ian  foo tba ll  

a ssoc ia t ion.  A remarkab le  p la ye r  and  the re  were  severa l 

o the r  such peop le .  So  you know, a ll these  k ind  o f th ings ,  I  

fe lt  t ha t  t h is  was  gross ly  un fa ir ,  unjus t  and  so  I  wro te  

about  them.  

MC : And  d id  maybe  the  po lice  o r  the  S pec ia l Branc h a t temp t o r 

t ry to  a rres t  you o r  d id  t hey tr y maybe  to  suc h as  t ha t  your  

a r t ic le s  had  to  be censo red  o r  someth ing?  

RG: N o  we ll they b rea the  down your  neck .  They made  tha t  

p re t ty c lea r .  I  mean I  wou ld  bump  every  now a nd  the n into  
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a  S pec ia l Branc h ma n,  an Ind ian S pec ia l Bra nch po licema n.  

And  he  wou ld  say : “Ja  we  a re  wa tching  you.  You j us t  be  

ca re fu l wha t  you wr ite , ” and  a l l t ha t  k ind  o f th ing you  

know.  And  o f course  you know I  wou ld  la ugh tha t  o ff.  

S o rry I  think  th is  was  a fte r  ma tr ic  no t  a fte r  p r imary schoo l.  

MC : Yes . 

RG: You know a fte r  I  fin ished  p r imary schoo l I  went  into  

ma tr ic  and  then a fte r  ma tr ic  th is  is  w ha t  I  am ta lk ing about .  

MC : And  d id  you a lso  write  ma ybe  a  so r t  o f ob itua r ie s  o f 

ce r ta in spo r ts  peop le?  Because  I  am no t  sure  but  I  t h ink  I  

came  ac ross  an ob itua ry t ha t  you wro te  about  a  ce r ta in  

soccer  p laye r  who  once he lped  you.  

RG: Dharam Mohan.  

MC : Yes . 

RG: Yes ,  tha t  was much la te r .  Dharam was  aga in one  o f the  

grea t  socce r  p laye rs  o f t h is  countr y and  yo u know th is  is  

someth ing t ha t  we  have  no t  ye t  re sea rched  and  reco rded. 

Because  the re  were  tremendous  spor tsmen whose  g ifts  were  

was ted  o r  des troyed  by Apar the id .  Lack o f oppo rtunit y.  

S ome o f course  e scaped  the  ne t  and  ou t  o f t he ir  own  k ind  

o f in it ia t ive  and  ente rp r ise  went  overseas and  d id  a  lo t  o f 

th ings .  T here  was  a  we ight l i fte r  ca l led  Reuben Gove nder , 

body builde r  w ho  was  a  wa ite r .  N ow you know,  w hen  you  

a re  a  wa ite r  you don’ t  have  much t ime  fo r  yourse lf.  

Because  it  is  a l l long hours  and  odd  hours  and  he  ca me  

fro m a  p lace  ca l led  Magaz ine  Barracks .  Rea l so r t  o f  
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work ing c lass ,  wha t  you wou ld  ca l l  a  loca t ion.  And  Reuben  

tra ined  ha rd  in t he  l it t le  t ime ,  spa re  t ime  t ha t  he  had  

desp ite  the  fac t  tha t  he  was  poo r.  Tra ined  ve ry,  ve ry ha rd 

and  d id  we ll wit h in the  S outh A fr ican I  th ink  it  was  non -

European we ight l i ft ing assoc ia t ion,  fede ra t ion.  I  th ink  he  

won a  coup le  o f compe t it ions  and  the n dec ided  to  go 

overseas  because  he  couldn’ t  rep resent  h is  countr y.  He  

went  overseas  and  he  pa r t ic ipa ted ,  and  I  th ink  he  became  a  

na tura l ised  Eng lishma n and  he  won  t he  Mr U n ive rse  

compe tit ion -  the  sho r t  man c lass .  And  I can name  many  

o the r  such spo r tsme n because  as  I  sa id ,  I  was  a  spo r t s 

write r  and  I  know about  these  grea t guys .  

 There  was  Milo  P il lay,  in t he  o ld  days  o f course ,  who  was 

a  we ight l i fte r  and  he  had ,  be fo re  you know Aparthe id ,  was 

ins t itut io na lized .  I  think  he  was  one  o f the  few who  was 

a l lowed  to  rep resent  the  country  in we ight l i ft ing.  A nd  he  

was  in P o r t  Elizabe th.  And  the re  was  ano the r  man ca lled  

GK  Rangasamy w ho  became  invo lved  in t he  f ight  aga ins t  

Apar the id  la te r  on.  He  was  a  c lo se  fr iend  o f  Denn is  Br ut us  

who  suppo rted  the  fo r mat ion o f S AC O S  o f wh ich  I  go t  

invo lved  in.  

MC : And  Mr Govender ,  can you a lso  te l l us  a  b it  about  t he  

inc ident  he re  in D urban,  in tow n,  where  you were  he lped  

by one  o f the  spo r tsmen t ha t  yo u ment ioned  ea r l ie r  -  you 

were  he lped  by him?  A nd  you me nt ioned  tha t…  
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RG: O h ja  okay.  Well,  wha t  happened  was  tha t  I  know I  had 

known D haram Mohan as  a  t ru ly grea t  socce r  p laye r  

toge the r  w ith  o the r  grea t  p laye rs  l ike  S tr in i Mood ley a nd  

S ewnarian La ll,  bo th o f whom were  g iven a  t r ia l w ith t he  

team,  the  E uropean team,  Rea l Madrid .  F o r  any socce r 

p laye r  to  be  g ive n a  t r ia l is  qu ite  a n ach ieve ment.  T hey  

were  spo tted  because  a t  tha t  t ime ,  whe n we  had  launched  

p ro fess iona l  foo tba ll a nd  tru ly integra ted ,  an integra ted  

fash ion ma ny yea rs  la te r  these  p laye rs  emerged .  S ome tru ly  

grea t  p laye rs  l ike  S ugar  Ray Zu lu and  B lack  Ca t  C e le , 

S ca rawanda ,  Kenne th Gama,  Hec to r  F inn,  Derek  Desp lase , 

t remendous  p laye rs ,  Benny  C rowe  and  so  these  two  p layers  

were  o ff fo r  the  t r ia l.  But  t hey cou ldn’ t  take  it  up  because 

they had  fa mily commit ments  and  w ha t  a  p ity,  wha t  a  was te 

you know o f ta lent .   

 Anyway Dhara m was  a  grea t  p laye r  and  he  was  built  l ike  an 

oak , you know,  a  ve ry we ll b u ilt  guy.  A nd  I  reca ll s topp ing  

my ca r  one  day in V ic to r ia  S tree t  and  doub le - pa rked  to  run 

into  the  jewe lle r’s  s hop  o r  somewhere  to  co l lec t  a  l i t t le  

pa rce l fo r  my w ife .  And  then suddenly th is  S AP  van s tops, 

sees  me  pa rked  the re  and  he  was  qu ite  r ight ,  I  had  no  r ight  

to  do tha t .  I t  was  il le ga l.  Bu t  he  wasn’ t  a  t ra ff ic  po licema n,  

you see ,  he  was  a  cons tab le .  And  then I  ran out  a s  soon as I 

saw th is  and  he  says : “Hey C oo lie  you have  go t  no  r ight  to  

pa rk  your  ca r  he re  l ike  t h is . ” S o  I  used  some  cho ice  egg  

sp l it te rs  I  sa id : “Look  if you want  to  f ine  me ,  f ine  me ,  but  
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you have  go t  no  r ight  to  ta lk  to  me  in t ha t  fa sh ion. ”  And  it  

go t  hea ted  a b it  you see  and  I s tood  my ground .  And  he  

sa id : “I ’ l l a r res t  you. ” I  sa id : “you go  ahead  and  do  wha t 

you want  to  do . ” And  suddenly from t he  back  a  small  

c rowd  ga the red .  I hea rd aga in w ith some  cho ice  egg  

sp l it te rs  a  loud  vo ice  saying : “Moer  him Ronn ie !” [ laugh]  

and  Dharam s tepped  fo rward.  And  this  cop  looked  a t 

Dharam a nd  he  go t  into  h is  van a nd  go t  away.  But  fo r  tha t ,  

I  might  have  been in ja i l.  

MC : And  when d id  you go  to  C ape  Town to s tudy?  

RG: Afte r  I  f in ished  my matr ic  I  spent  about  a  yea r  he re  a s  I  

to ld  you I  t r ied  to  ge t  a  job.  I  go t  a  job  work ing fo r  an 

agr ic u ltura l imp le ments  company and  the n a lso  wr it ing  

spo r t . And  then the re  was  the  agr icu lt ura l f ir m had  you 

know I  was  in t he  o ff ice  and  t hey  had  a  fac to ry I  th ink  out  

in Jacobs  and  I  ove rhea rd  the  boss  ta lk ing to  t he  guy in t he  

fac to ry.  Apparently one  o f the  guys  hadn’ t  tur ned  up  fo r  

work ,  it  was  key guy,  an Ind ian guy.  And  th is  guy sa id :  

“You k now,  these  damn  C oo lie s  you know.”  S o  when I  

hea rd  this  I  was  s it t ing down and  t yp ing a nd  I  hea rd  th is  

and  it  was  ve ry ha rd  to  ge t  a  job .  I  f in is hed  my work ,  I  go t  

up ,  put  on  my  coa t  and  I  sa id :  “J us t  make  out  my  pay fo r  

the  end  o f the  week  I  am leav ing. ” And  the  guy says : “W hy  

a re  you leaving?” He  sa ys : “What is  wrong?” I  sa id : “Well  

you know obv ious ly yo u don’ t  want  C oo lie s  to  work  fo r  

you. ” A nd  he  sa id : “Look  I  was  jus t  angr y. ” And  I  to ld  
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h im: “N o ,  I  am so rry I  don’ t  want  to  work  fo r  a  rac is t  l ike  

you, ” and  I  wa lked  out .  And  o f course  I  had  no thing e lse  to  

do  bes ides  writ ing spo r t  aga in pa r t - t ime  t ha t  d idn’ t  pay  

ve ry much.   

 In the  meanw hile  an unc le  o f mine  o f course  was  in C ape 

Town and  I  dec ided  to  go  to  C ape  Town.  I  th ink  more  

because  I  wanted  to  have  an opera t ion on my eye  a nd  enro l  

a t  un ive rs ity.  

MC : What happened to  your  eye? 

RG: You know I  don’ t  want  to  make  th is  sound  l ike  I  am so me  

k ind  o f he ro .  But  t he re  was  a ,  I  t r ied  to  make  a  bomb  when  

I  was  about  th ir teen.  I  put  some  d ry  ice  into  a  bo tt le .  T he  

th ing exp loded  and  cut  me  t he re  and  o f cour se  my eye  go t  

a ffec ted .  S o I  had to  go and  have  an opera t ion.  

MC : And  wha t  th is  bomb  tha t  you were  mak ing wha t  was  the?  

RG: N o  I  had  hea rd  as  a  k id  when you p ut  some  d ry  ice  into  a  

bo tt le  and  it  w il l exp lode  you see  and  I  d id  tha t  and  I  was 

about  to throw it  and  it  exp loded  in my face .  

MC : And  then okay so? 

RG: Ja  it  is  more  because  o f t ha t  t ha t  I  went  to  C ape  Town.  My 

unc le  was  the re  because  my mo ther  wou ldn’ t  a l low me  to  

have  an opera t ion he re .  I t  was  a  se r ious  opera t ion and  she  

was  sca red o f course,  beca use you know,  in those  days  I 

don’ t  think  they were  as  advanced as  they a re now to  have 

tha t  k ind  o f opera t ion.  S o  I  went  a long to  the  U n ive rs it y o f  

C ape  Town.  My unc le  was  ve r y good  and  then  my  b ro the r  
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was a lso  ins trume nta l in he lp ing me  to  ge t  a  job with  t he  

N ew Age  as  spo r ts  co lumnis t  a nd  I  pa id  my way t hrough  

va rs it y then.  

MC : And  wha t  d id  you reg is te r  fo r?  

RG: Law.  Thank  god  I  d id n’ t  comp le te  my s tud ies .  I  might  ha ve  

been a  fa t  ca t  lawyer  today.  

MC : And  can you desc r ibe  the  a tmosphere  a t the  Unive rs it y  o f  

C ape  Town espec ia l ly towards  . .?  

RG: I  th ink  t hose  were  s t ir r ing t imes  and  res is tance  was  jus t  

growing apace .  You could  fee l it .  I t  was  in t he  a ir .  I  am 

ta lk ing 1954 now.  And  one  could  fee l th is  and  the re  were 

some  grea t  peop le  t he re .  There  was  Max  H la ba ,  fro m t he  

AN C and  o f course Alb ie  S achs  and  peop le  l ike  tha t  and  we 

fo r med  the  S tudents  De mocra t ic  Assoc ia t ion.  I  was  

treasure r  o f the  S tudents  Democra t ic  Assoc ia t ion.  I  don’ t 

know why the y made  me  treasure r  because  you know I  am 

no t  a l l  t ha t  good  w ith  money.  But  tha t  a ssoc ia t ion  was  

fo r med  to  p ro tes t  aga ins t  t he  exc lus io n,  they  jus t  passed  a 

law to  exc lude  A fr ican s tudents  fro m outs ide  S outh A fr ica  

a t tend ing un ive rs it ie s  in A fr ica .  There  was  a  fr iend  o f mine  

Mr B.  Luta  fro m K enya  I  th ink  he  was ,  I  don’ t  know wha t  

had  become o f h im,  who  was  s tud y ing a t  the  un ive rs ity a nd  

I  remember  how t h is  a lmost  sha t te red  him w hen he  rea l ised  

he  had  to  leave  unive rs it y and  go  back home.  AB Luta .  

 And  the n we  fo rmed  the  S tudents  Democra t ic  Assoc ia t ion  

to  p ro tes t  aga ins t  t h is  and  we  he ld  p laca rd  demonstra t io ns  
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and  a l l t ha t  and  once  more  tha t  we nt  into  the  S pec ia l  

Branch f i le s  aga in.  And  ja .  

MC : Befo re  you fo r med  th is  S tudent  Assoc ia t ion  were  you… ? 

[ inte rvent ion]  

RG: I  d idn’ t  fo rm it .  I t  was  fo rmed  by a  group  o f peop le .  

MC : And  be fo re  tha t  were you invo lved  in any o the r  po lit ica l  

o rganisa t ion?  

RG: N o t d irec t ly,  a lt hough I  used  to  a t tend  mee tings .  I  reca ll  

a t tend ing mee tings  add ressed  by –  my fa the r  used  to  take 

me  a long to  l is ten  to  t he  grea t  A lbe r t  L ut hu li,  peop le  l ike  

tha t  you know.  Jus t  coming out  o f the  e ra  o f Pass ive  

Res is tance  l is ten ing to  Monty Na icker , grea t  man,  s t ir r ing  

speaker  and  Doc to r  Dadoo ,  Bil ly  N a ir ,  a  young B il ly  N a ir  

a t  tha t  t ime ,  Doc to r  Goonam.  L is te n ing to  a l l these  

tremendous  peop le  be ing insp ired  by the m yo u know.  There  

was  jackboo t  opp ress ion a t  tha t  t ime ,  the  S pec ia l Branch  

gave  no  quar te r ,  they would  pounce  on you.  Desp ite  tha t 

these  peop le  emerged ,  ve ry  s trong  peop le  and  from w it h in  

the  Ind ian community t he re  were  an amaz ing a mount o f  

ac t iv is ts  w ho  c ame  a long,  e spec ia l ly a mongs t  t he  wome n,  

tha t  is  no t  reco rded  you know, sad ly.  There  was  a 

t remendous  pe rson ca lled  S is te r  P ooman ie ,  who  I  me t  la te r  

on.  And  s he  was  a  fea r le ss  wo man,  to ta l ly  se lf le ss ,  

ded ica ted to  the  s trugg le  and  she  lo s t  he r  lung in ja i l .  You 

know they trea ted he r  something aw fu l and  she  emerged  as 

a  s trong f ighte r  and  a  number  o f peop le .  I  went  a long to  –  I 
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wasn’t  d irec t ly invo lved  in t hose  k ind  o f t h ings .  A nd  I  

reca ll a lso  young Is ma il Eb rah im,  ve r y s trong Youth  

C ongress  man who  became  a  pa r t  o f Umkonto  we  S izwe  and  

o f course ,  we  know the  res t  about  him.  P eop le  l ike  tha t  I  

had  a lwa ys  so r t  o f been in touch w ith  bo th as  a  jour na l is t  

and  as  a  suppo rted o f the  s trugg le .  

MC : And  in your  a ssoc ia t ion a t  the  Un ive rs it y o f C ape  Town, 

d id  you achie ve  the  goa ls  tha t  you?  

RG: Well th is  was  a l l pa r t  o f the  p rocess  o f po lit ic isa t ion you  

know.  We might  no t  have  ach ie ved  immed ia te  ob jec t ives .  

O f course  we couldn’ t  de fea t  tha t  law; tha t  law s tayed  on 

the  s ta tute  books .  But  wha t  we  had  done  I  think  in t he  

p rocess  was  to  consc ient ise ,  po lit ic ise  peop le  and  tha t  

contr ibuted  to  tha t .  Alb ie  S achs  was  the  p res ident  o f t ha t  

a ssoc ia t ion,  S tudents  De mocra t ic .  O ne  o f  the  ma ny  

o rganisa t ions  on board  and  I  reme mber  o f  course  the  ba t t le  

to  ga in contro l o f t he  S RC .  You know a ll t he  d if fe rent  

po lit ica l o rgan isa t ions  were  the re .  The  AN C  were  no t 

banned  a t  tha t  t ime  and  the y had  an o rgan isa t ion toge t he r  

wit h N on- European Unit y Moveme nt and  I  th ink  ja  the  

N on- European Un ity  Move ment a nd  t hen you  had  t he  

Libe ra l  P a r ty,  A lan  P a ton’s  L ibe ra l P a r ty,  t he  U n ited  P ar ty 

and  the  N a tiona lis t .  The  N a tiona lis t  o f course  were  ve ry, 

ve ry s trong.  

MC :  And  wha t  happened  in C ape  Town tha t  made  you dec ide  to  

come  back  to Durban? 
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RG: Well I  was  wr it ing t he  spo r ts  co lumn fo r  the  N ew Age .  I  

had  writ ten my exams and  then in O c tober  I  think  it  was ,  

the  paper  go t  banned  and  so  I couldn’ t  ea rn any more  

mone y and  I  couldn’ t  pay my fees .  And  a lthough I  know 

tha t  I  go t  through my exa ms I  s t i l l don’ t  know my resu lts ,  I  

had  to  come  he re .  

MC : Why was  your  p aper banned? 

RG: I t  was  a po lit ica l newspaper  in many ways .  I  mean you  

know it  was ,  it  fo l lowed  the  G uard ian  N ewspaper ,  a  so -

ca l led  Communis t  newspaper . The  N ew Age  was  a so -ca lled  

C ommunis t  newspaper  a lso .  

MC : S o  you came  back to Durban?  

RG: I  came  back  to  Durban and  enro lled  a t  the  S p r ing f ie ld  

Teachers ’  Tra in ing C o llege ,  and  I  qua lif ied  as  a  teacher 

the re .  

MC : The  a t mosphere  the re  a t  t he  S p r ing f ie ld  C o llege ,  

po lit ica l ly?  

RG: Ja  I  mean everyth ing was  yo u know a t  tha t  t ime  was  

a ffec ted  by Apar the id  you k now  and  I  was  a lways  resent fu l  

o f White  autho r ita r ian is m,  wh ic h was  ve ry evident  a t  the  

co lle ge .  You had  a  p r inc ipa l ca l led  Mr Levine  and  it  was  

inev itab le  tha t  I  wou ld  fa l l fou l o f h im and  o the r  peop le 

the re .  And  I  was  hau led  up  to  t he  o ff ice  a  number  o f  t im es  

fo r  the  fac t  tha t  you know,  tha t  wit h in the  s tudent  bod ies  

tha t  ex is ted  a t  t he  S p r ing f ie ld  C o llege  I  spoke  out  aga ins t  

many th ings .  And  as  I sa id ,  this  d idn’ t  endear  me  to  the 
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autho r it ie s  the re .  In fac t  I  was  to ld  tha t  I  was  sa il ing ve ry  

c lo se  to  the  w ind  a nd  one  more  trans gress ion  and  I  wou ld  

have  to  co llec t  my books  and  leave .  

MC : S o  a t this  t ime  most  o f t he  th ings  tha t  you were  writ ing  

were  newspaper  a r t ic le s  o r  have  you writ te n the  p lays?  

RG: Ja  I  continued  do ing spo r ts  contr ibut ing,  e spec ia l ly in spo r t 

to  the  Leader .  When I  s ta r ted  teaching  I  became  spo r ts 

ed ito r  o f the  Leader ¼ (ind is t inc t)  

MC : S o  a t  this  t ime  you were  no t  writ ing p lays  o r  had  you?  

RG: N o  I d id  indu lge  in a  l it t le ,  I  wro te  a  sk it  o r  so  a t  S as tr i 

C o llege  but  wh ic h the  s tudents  put  o n.  

MC : But were  yo u so r t  o f inte res ted  in  p la ys ,  where  you  go  into  

thea tre? 

RG: S o rry? 

MC : At th is  t ime  when  you  were  a t  UC T and  a t  S p r ing f ie ld  

C o llege  were  you  go ing  to  marke t  to  thea tres  and  wa tch ing  

p lays?  

RG: N o  the re  was  abso lute ly  no  t hea tre  o f any k ind  a nd  you  

know fo r  Blacks .  And  wha tever  thea tre the re  was,  was  so r t 

o f rac is t  White  thea tre  tha t  was  heavily subs id ised  by the  

government.  Yo u know yo ur  pe rfo rming a r ts  counc il la te r  

on.  The  A lha mbra  T hea tre  was  a round  and  the re  was 

abso lute ly no  thea tre ,  and  wha tever  cultura l ac t iv it y the re  

was ,  was  la rge ly to  the  peop les’  own e ffo r ts  you know.  

With in t he  so - ca l led  Ind ia n communit y you had  some  

tremendous  peop le  l ike  Math imugam P il lay,  Be ll  
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Moonsamy,  P R S ingh,  you  know R ivers ide  S ungee th a nd  

peop le  like  t ha t ;  and  the n you  had  Mrs  Govender  fro m t he  

Umgen i Road  Temple .  T here  was  a  lady ca l led  Akka 

Va th ia r ,  a  remarkab le  lady.  Ano the r  lady ca l led  Rookman ie  

N a idoo,  who  a ll d id  the ir  bes t  to  keep  culture  a l ive  in o ne  

fo r m o r  the  o the r .  And  th is ,  more  o ften t han  no t ,  in t he  

thea tr ica l a r ts  you know. 

MC : S o rry to  inte rrup t  you Mr Govender ,  we  a re jus t  turn ing t he  

tape . 

RG: O h okay. 

EN D O F  TAP E 1  S IDE A  

RES UMP TION  ON  TAP E 1  SIDE B:  

MC : O kay we  a re  back .  So  Ronn ie  yo u were  s t i l l te l l ing us  

about  the  peop le  who  were  so r t  o f t ry ing to  o rgan ise  

func t ions  and  p lays?  

RG: Ja  wha t  I  was  say ing is  t ha t  you know I  t h ink  up  to  about  

the  f i ft ie s  the re  was  ve ry l it t le  S outh Afr ican t hea tre .  I 

mean the  races  were kep t  ve ry,  ve ry you know,  s tr ic t ly they  

were  separa ted  they were  se grega ted .  And  o f course  th is  

was  passed  in to  law w it h t he  coming o f t he  Group  Areas  

Ac t .  Befo re  tha t  you  had  the  P egg ing Ac t  in D urban,  wh ich  

o f course  was  passed  by an Eng lish  domina ted  N a ta l 

P rovinc ia l Ad min is tra t ion.  And  t he  P egg ing Ac t  o f course ,  

was  a imed  a t  the  Ind ia n communit y.  Because  wha t  was 

happening was  the  Ind ian co mmunit y had  p icked  itse lf up  

by it ’s  own boo ts traps  and were  emerg ing as  a  fo rce  in 
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more  ways  than one  po lit ica l ly a s  we ll a s  economica lly.  In 

1949  be fo re  the  1949  so- ca lled  r io ts  be fo re  then you had  a 

s ign ing o f the  Doc to rs ’  P ac t ,  which b rought  the  N a ta l 

Ind ian  C ongress  and  the  AN C  toge the r  a s  a  s trong  po lit ica l  

fo rce ,  re s is tance  fo rce .  I  mean  th is  d idn’ t  o f course  go  

down well w it h the  reg ime  and  they sought  to  separa te  the 

communit ie s .  Befo re  they passed  you know the  s ta tutes  to 

do  tha t  you k now,  they e nga ged  in va r ious  k inds  o f  

ne fe r ious  ac t iv it ie s .   

 In 1949 the re  were  some  tens ions  in C a to  Manor  and  o the r 

p laces .  Because  I  mean where  you have  had  peop le  l iv ing  

in pover ty,  commun it ie s  l iv ing in pover ty and  you know, 

ba t t l ing fo r  ex is tence  and  f ight ing fo r  the  same  sca rc ity o f  

re sources  you would  have  these  tens ions  and  the re  were 

a lso  the  c u ltura l  baggage  o f bo th  communit ie s  a nd  

bedevil led  the  s it ua t ion.  And  t he re  was  some  a  l i t t le  

v io le nce  had  occurred  in t he  Ind ian Marke t .  But  t ha t  was  

se ized  upon and  a  third  fo rce  exace rba ted  the  vio le nce  you 

know.  And  so hence  you had  the  so - ca lled  1949  r io ts .  

 And  a ltho ugh I  mean many Ind ians  d ied  and  were  raped and 

houses  were  burned  and  th ings  l ike  tha t ,  more  A fr icans  

d ied  and  I  mean this  is  no t  one  o f those  things  tha t  was  

made  c lea r .  Many,  many A fr icans  d ied .  More  Afr icans  d ied  

than I nd ians  a nd  many A fr icans  gave  the ir  l ives  sav ing  

Ind ians .  Because  as  I sa id , a  c lo se  bond  had  deve loped. 

And  if it  hadn’ t  been fo r  these  fac to rs  I  know I  be lieve  t ha t  
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the  Ind ian  and  A fr ican co mmunit ie s ,  pa r t icu la r ly,  wou ld  

have  grown c lo se r  toge the r .  However  I  mean po lit ica l  

inte rvent io n o f one  so r t  o r the  o the r  saw to  it  tha t  th is  

d idn’ t  happen.  The  races  were  k ep t  apa r t .  S o  you d id  no t  

have  a  growing S outh A fr ican cu lture  in t ha t  sense .  

 And  the  ind igenous  cu lt ures  were  ve ry bad ly ne g lec ted ,  you 

know.  O nly  recently have  you had  S ka timiya  coming to  t he  

fo re  where  languages  a re  be ing now g ive n room to  deve lop , 

e tc ,  e tc.  Amongs t  a l l t hose  communit ie s  yo u d id n’ t  ha ve  

tha t  yo u see .  S o  you d idn’ t  have  a  S out h A fr ican  cu lt ure  

deve lop ing w here  the re  was  a  mee ting o f a l l t hese  d if fe rent  

cult ures .  Whic h has  happened  over  the  yea rs in a l l o the r  

countr ie s  in the  wor ld .  And  t he re  is  no  suc h th ing as  a  pure  

race  o r  a  pure  cult ure .  And  in S outh  A fr ica  a s  in  Braz i l i f  

we  had  tha t  oppo rtunit y we  wou ld  ha ve  had  a  k ind  o f  

na t io na l c u lture  but  the  reg ime  saw to  it  t ha t  th is  d idn’ t  

happen and  they put  in a  lo t  o f money beh ind  White  

cult ure ,  E urocentr ic  c u lture  a nd  yo u had  pe rfo rming  a r ts  

counc ils .   

 And  a l l t h is  s truck  me  as  a  young ma n,  and  I  sa id  no  it  is  

t ime  we  fo r med  our  own thea tre  groups  and  t h ings  l ike  

tha t .  And  be fo re  I  le ft  fo r  C ape  Town I  fo r med  a  Durban 

Thea tre  Assoc ia t io n I  t h ink  it  was  ca l led  w it h t he  peop le  

l ike  S l im,  the  la te  S l im Mod ley,  Mutha l N a idoo  and  P rem 

S ingh.  A nd  t hen we  p roduced  Ant igone ,  t he  S outh A fr ican  

ve rs ion o f A nt igo ne .  Tha t  was  in t he  f i f t ie s .  And  aga in th is  
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a t trac ted  the  a t tent ion o f t he  S pec ia l Branch  because  I  

mean it  re f lec ted  the  S outh A fr ican  po lit ica l  s itua t ion.  A nd  

then o f course  I  went  awa y to  C ape  Town to  go  and  s tudy  

law a t  t he  U n ive rs it y o f C ape  Town.  And  I  th ink  D urban 

Thea tre  Assoc ia t ion the n fo lded  up .  So  when I  go t  back and 

s ta r ted  teaching a  group  o f  ent hus ias ts ,  a  group  o f  

po lit ica l ly consc ious  peop le  l ike  F a t ima  Meer  and  Ismail  

Meer ,  and  o the rs  backed  an in it ia t ive  by t he  Un ion Art is t  

who  a re  based in Johannesburg and  do ing work  a t  Dorkay 

House ,  wh ich was  about  t he  on ly ins t it ut ion  wher e  free  

cult ura l ac t iv it y was  tak ing p lace  in te rms  o f a  S outh 

Afr ican e thos .  And  they b rought  out  an eminent  A merican  

d irec to r  ca lled  K rishna  S hah.  A nd  he  came  down and  he  

was  o s tens ib ly b rought  out  I  t h ink ,  to  d irec t  and  to  put  on 

h is  p lay ‘K ing O f T he  Da rk  C hamber’  writ ten by 

Rab ind rana th Ta go re .  I t  was a grea t  p lay.  And  then a lso  to 

d irec t  ‘S ponono’  by Alan P a ton.  But  he  was  pe rsuaded  to 

run a  t hree - week  c lin ic  on d if fe rent  a spec ts  o f thea tre .  And  

I  had  wr it ten  a  s to ry t hen,  a s  a  spo r ts  wri te r ,  on one  o f  t he  

peop le  who  had taken pa r t in “K ing O f The  Dark 

C hamber”,  remarkab le  dancer  ca lled  Bashkar  who  was  a lso 

a  boxer ,  and  I  had  writ ten a  s to ry about  him.  A nd  K rishna  

l iked  the  s to ry  ve r y much  and  he  pe rsuaded  me  to  jo in  th is  

c l in ic .  Because  a t  tha t  t ime  I  jus t  fe l t  a t  tha t  c l in ic  aga in  

you know they had  on ly se lec ted  peop le  from t he  upper 

midd le  c la sses .  I t  was  ve ry bourgeo is  you k now.  And  I  was  
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re luc tant  a t  f irs t  to  jo in t h is  th ing because  they had  a lready 

been handp icked .  And  K rishna  S hah pe rsuaded  me  and  

sa id : “L is ten you know,  “ because  I had  made it  ve ry c lea r  

to  him.  I  sa id : “You know w ha t ,  th is  th ing won’t  have  any  

mean ing if it  is  no t  rea l ly re leva nt  to  the  peop le  a t 

grass roo ts . ” And  K rishna  S ha h sa id :  “Look  I  am in t he  

hands  o f d if fe rent  peop le  and  I  rea lly can’ t  ta lk  about  those 

th ings  and  you k now and  I  wan t  to  work  w ith the  peop le  

and  I  would  l ike  you to  jo in. ” S o  I  jo ined .  And  I  go t  you 

know some  ve ry c lea r  ins igh ts  on the  s truc tures  o f the  

thea tre ,  the  technica l a spec ts  o f thea tre  and  he  l iked  v e ry 

much the  work  tha t  I  had  done . I  had  writ ten a  p lay,  he  

se lec ted  three  p lays  one  o f wh ic h was  ‘  Beyond  C a lva r y’  a t  

the  end  o f t h is  t hree - week  course .  And  he  s taged  ‘Be yond  

C a lva ry’  was  s taged .  

MC : C an you so r t  o f te l l us  more  about  the  ‘Beyond  C a lva ry’ ?  

RG: Ja  it  was  ac tua l ly based  on the  s to ry o f -  we ll t he re  was  a 

co lleague  o f  mine  w h ile  I  was  teach ing w ho  was  Hindu a nd  

the re  was  a  gir l who  was  Roman C a tho lic ,  and  I  think  they  

were  a t t rac ted to each o the r  and  the re were some 

complica t ions .  And  th is  fo r med  the  bas is  fo r  my p la y.  And  

o f course  I  took  a  lo t  o f l icense  with it  you know,  and  wha t  

happens  in t he  p lay because  o f the  lo ve  fo r  each but  

because  o f the  fac t  tha t  the y come  fro m two  ve ry d if fe rent  

re l ig io us  backgrounds  the re  is  a  comp lica t ion.  T her e  is  

conf l ic t  and  t he re  is  a  c r is is  in the  p lay,  w h ich d r ives  t hem 
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eventua l ly to  seek  fo r  the  meaning o f l i fe  beyond  the  

symbo ls  o f  re l ig ion.  T ha t  is  w hy the  p lay  was  ca l led  

‘Beyond  C a lva ry. ’  

MC : O kay and  can you a lso  te l l  us  about  -  I  mean t he  reason I  

mean w hy a t  a  ce r ta in s tage  in your  l i fe  d id  you dec ided  to 

be  an a the is t  and  t hen fro m t hen  becoming a  H indu a nd  

then?  

RG: I  d idn’ t  dec ide  to  become a the is t .  I  was  you  know -  I  come  

fro m a  ve r y o r thodox H ind u background  and  yo u know,  

wh ile  I  was  o f course ,  ha ve  some  deep  me mor ies  o f  my  

mo ther’s  sp ir it ua l ity  and  so  my grand mother’s  a lso  t he re ,  a 

t remendous  sp ir it ua l it y o f bo th peop le .  I  guess  I  was 

d isenchanted  by t he  r itua l,  wh ic h I  found  mean ing less ,  in  

many ways ,  you know.  And  fo r  me  re l ig ion d id  no t  have  

any answers  to  the  su ffe r ing o f t he  peop le  quite  c lea r ly,  

you know.  I  mean you  cou ld  b reak  a ll  t he  coconuts  in t he  

world  if a  group  o f peop le  don’ t  ge t  toge the r  and  say: “You  

know wha t  th is  is  wrong peop le  a re  be ing pa id  ve r y l i t t le  

fo r  the  work . ” N o  boss  would  say yes  le t’s  g ive  t hem 

because  god  to ld  me  to  g ive .  I  guess  t ha t  is  a  b it  c yn ica l,  

but  fo r  me  it  d idn’ t  ho ld  a ny  answers .  And  aga in I  th ink  

many young  B lack  peop le ,  a t  the  t ime ,  sens it ive  to  t he  

ravages  o f Apar the id  a nd  the  tre mendous  pover ty  t ha t  w as  

a round ,  would  have  fe lt  the  sa me  way.  A nd  so  I  couldn’ t  

rea lly now,  you k now,  subsc r ibe  to  someth ing t ha t  to  me  a t  

tha t  t ime  d idn’ t  seem mean ing less .  Mind  yo u,  over  the  
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years  wit h t he  exper ience  and  w it h h inds ight ,  I  t h ink  w ith  

fa r  more  exper ience ,  I  am no t  so  cyn ica l about  these  th ings  

any more .  I  ha ve  had  so me  exper ie nces  myse lf,  w h ich  ha ve  

emphas ized  the  fac t  t ha t  we  a re  a l l sp ir itua l be ings .  T ha t  

wh ile  the  outward  symbo ls  o f re l ig ion don’ t  sa t is fy t ha t  

the re  is  no  deny ing t he  fac t  tha t  we  a re  sp ir it u a l be ings  and  

the re  is  a  grea te r  t rut h o ut  t he re ,  pe rhaps  whic h we  a re  no t  

ab le  to  see  r ight  now and  a r t icu la te  o r  desc r ibe .  I  th ink  if  

you look  a t  the  manner  in w h ich lo ve  has  so  a lte red  the 

course  o f l i fe  in many ins tances .  And  if you look  a t  the 

k ind  o f leadership  you have  had  in t h is  countr y in recent  

yea rs  throughout  the  s trugg le  and  you ha ve  th is  t reme ndous  

k ind  o f love  s hown by somebody l ike  Mad iba ,  who  a fte r  

hav ing spent  twen ty- f ive  yea rs  in p r ison a nd  comes  out  and  

s t i l l lo ves  the  peop le  tha t  d id  t h is  te r r ib le  t h ings  to  h im,  

ind ica te  tha t  we  a re  sp ir it ua l  be ings ,  you know.  We ha ve  

seen this  a l l ove r  the  world .  

MC : And  can you so r t  o f  te l l  us  about  go ing back  to  ‘Beyond  

C a lva ry’  I  mean how d id  peop le  rece ive  it?  

RG: Ja  it  was  inte res t ing because  you  know t h is  was  aga in put  

on in it ia l ly fo r  t he  g l it te ra t i,  you know t he  top  peop le  were 

the re  and  wit h t reme ndous  recep tion.  O ne  o f the  peop le 

tha t  was  the re  was  Alan P a ton.  He  was  ve ry,  ve ry 

impressed  with  it .  S o  was  F a tima  Meer .  But  t he  papers 

igno red  us ,  the  newspapers ,  the  White  domina ted  

newspapers igno red  us  and I  think  the re  was  jus t  one  line  
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in E ight  P o int  P r int  about  th is  p lay,  wh ich was  a  confl ic t  o f  

re l ig io n t ha t  was  be ing s taged  a t  t h is  p lace .  Tha t  is  a l l a nd  

it  wasn’ t  a  conf l ic t  o f re l ig ion.  Beca use  I  mean the  p lay  

was  a  conf l ic t  o f someth ing deeper  you know.  

MC : And  can you te l l us  about  your  second  p lay?  

RG: N ow which  was  my  second  p lay?  I  had  wr it ten  qu ite  a  few.  

Ja  I  th ink  one  o f t he  p lays  t ha t  I  wro te  a t  tha t  t ime  was  a  

p lay ca l led  ‘H is  Bro the r’s  K eeper . ’  I t  was  based  on the  l i fe  

o f a  s inger  ca l led  Edd ie  Gra t ino ,  who  -  my b ro the r  

introduced  me  to  him.  He  b r ought  h im a long and  sa id :  

“Look  this  guy is  out  on the  s tree ts  and  he is  a  nice  guy.  

C an’ t  we  keep  him a t  ho me?” I  sa id :  “Ja  the re  is  a  spa re 

room.  Le t  him come and  l ive  the re . ” And  Edd ie  was  

ac tua l ly a n A fr ican guy who  was  p re tend ing to  be  an 

Amer ican.  Yo u reme mber  Edd ie  Gra t ino ,  who  was 

p re tend ing  to  be  an  A merican  s inger?  I  mean  l i fe  was  so  

te rr ib le  tha t  peop le  were  r unn ing awa y fro m t he ir  

ident it ie s ,  you see .  O ne  could  ha rd ly b la me  h im.  I  knew 

th is  yo u know and  o f course  the  ma n was  ea rn ing a  l iv ing  

as  a  s inger  a t  the  n ightc lub .  He  wasn’ t  a  pa r t icu la r ly good 

s inger  but  I  mean you k now a t  leas t  he  was  l iv ing b y it ,  he  

was  ea rning.  And  I  found  th is  to  be you know an 

inte res t ing s to ry,  used  some  l icense  and  then the  p la y ‘H is  

Bro the r’s  Keeper’  emerged .  

MC : S o  it  was  about  the  identit y c r is is?  

RG: Ja . 
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MC : And  can you te l l us  … [inte rvent io n]  

RG: Then  o f course  t he  ne xt  one  was  –  I  don’ t  k now w hy t hey  

were  a ll so r t  o f b ib l ica l,  a t  the  t ime .  The  next  one  was 

“T he  F irs t  S tone”.  “The  F irs t  S tone” was  about ,  I  thin k  in a  

sense ,  ma le  chauv in is m in  a  way.  W here  th is  wo man  was  

accused  o f adulte r y w it h no  rea l  so r t  o f  ev idence ,  and  t he  

chi ld  tha t  ca me  fro m th is  marr ia ge  su ffe red  because  the 

pa rents  sepa ra ted and  the  p lay was  about  tha t .  

MC : And  can you te l l us  about  the  Larney’s  P leasure?  

RG: Ja  be fo re  the  Larney’s  P leasure  I  d id  -  a  S wami,  wh ic h was  

based  on the  l i fe  o f S wami N is hka la nandha ,  who  was  a  

s to rehand  and  he  went  to  Ind ia  to  pursue  Hind u is m and  

became  a  S wami.  You ha ve  to  be  init ia ted  to  be  S wami,  to  

be ing a  S wami,  to  a  RamaK rishna  C entre ,  tha t  is  wha t  he  

c la imed  when he  came  back .  And he  revo lut ion ised  

Hindu is m here ,  took it  away fro m its  r it ua l and  showed  tha t  

Hindu is m was  fa r  more  than j us t  r it ua l.  I t  is  jus t  t he  un ity  

o f a l l l i fe  a nd  tha t  the  d iv ine  re s ts  i n eve ry l iv ing c rea ture .  

And  he  go t  t remendous  suppo rt  because he  was  a 

cha r is mat ic  speaker ,  this  guy.  And  one  th ing tha t  s truck  me  

about  him,  was  t he  fac t  tha t  un like  o the r  re l ig ious  peop le ,  

he  appeared on N a ta l Ind ian C ongress  p la tfo r ms  and  tha t  

appea led  to  me  as  a  young ma n.  What a lso  appea led  to  me 

as  a  young man was  he  was  a lso  a  d r ive r ;  he  could  d r ive  a  

ca r .  You know he  wasn’ t  a  rec luse ,  a  S wami w ho  was  r ight  

on top  o f some  mounta in cave  o r  someth ing l ike  tha t .  He  
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par t ic ipa ted  in l i fe .  And  sudden ly a f te r  he  –  and  t he  o the r  

th ing tha t  he  d id  was  he  ga ined  the  suppo rt o f the  worker 

sec t ion o f the  Ind ia n communit y.  P a r t icula r ly the  Guja ra t i  

bus iness  commun ity,  w ho  had  s tayed  a loo f fro m t he  H indu  

community  and  t he  re s t  o f  t he  work ing  c lass  H indu  

community  but  he  b rought  t hem a l l on  board ,  go t  the ir  

suppo rt . And  he  bought  th is  cha le t  in Avoca ,  turned  it  into  

a  re trea t  where  they p rac t ised  yoga  and  tha t  so r t  o f thing  

you know a t  the  RamaK rishna  C entre  and  then the re  were 

accusa t ions  tha t  sudden ly he  was  woman is ing a nd  a l l t ha t  

k ind  o f th ing and  he  was  abus ing funds .  And  the re  was 

newspaper  tha t  ca rr ied  out  a ,  I  think  it  was  a  vende tta ,  they 

a t tacked  him and  they exposed  him as  be ing a  fake .  Tha t  he  

wasn’ t  rea l ly in it ia ted  as  a  S wami and  one  t h ing a nd  

ano the r .  And  suddenly one  day,  I  saw th is  s trong man  

b roken and  c rushed  and  this  s truck  me ,  you know.  And  then 

I  was  ed ito r  o f  a  newspaper  ca l led  the  Hera ld  and  I  fe lt  a l l  

th is  wash ing d ir t y l inen in pub lic  was  no t  good ;  it  was  a  

ve ry e xc it ing ed ito r ia l.  B ut  the  c hange  in  t he  man  s truck  

me  and  so  I wro te  this  p lay ca l led  ‘S wami’ .  

MC : And  a fte r  tha t  you?  

RG: ‘Larney’s  P leasure ’ ,  ja .  I  o f course,  I  could  see  tha t  in  

teaching the  fo rces  I  mean o r  the  regime  was  c lo s ing in on 

me  because  I  was  no t  teaching acco rd ing the  p resc r ibed 

text  you know.  At t ra in ing co llege  I  d id  a  l i t t le  p lay on  

Dingaan,  where  yo u know I  cha l lenged  the  no tio n t ha t  
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Dingaan was  a  savage  and  hea then as  po r trayed  in t he  

h is to ry books .  I  sa id  tha t  he  was  a  grea t  k ing  who  s tood  by 

h is  peop le  and so  I  t aught  th is  to  the  k id s  a lso  you see.  And 

o f course  the  sys tem d idn’ t  qu ite  l ike  tha t .  They d idn’ t  l ike  

many o the r  th ings  a lso  tha t  I  s tood up  aga ins t .  And  my  

days  were numbered  as  a teacher .   

 S o  I  go t  a  job  with the  S outh A fr ican Breweries  a s  a  

rep resenta t ive  fo r  the  b reweries .  S o  it  was  dur ing my job  as 

a  rep resenta t ive  tha t  I  went  a long  to  t h is  I nd ian  ba r  in  a  

White  ho te l,  t he  Whitehouse  Ho te l  in Mount Ed gcombe  and  

a l l the  ba rs  a t  tha t  t ime  were  o f course  White ,  a l l the  ho te ls  

were  White .  And  they jus t  had  on the  s ide a  lit t le  gr imy  

l it t le  pub ,  wh ich was  fo r  Ind ians  and  C o loureds .  Afr icans  

were  no t  a l lowed  on the  p remises  a t  a ll to  d r ink  o r  

anyt h ing l ike  tha t .  S o  I  went  into  t he  Ind ian and  C o loured  

sec t ion o f  the  ba r ,  ca l led  the  ba rma n and  sa id :  “Broe , 

where  is  the  la rney he re .  I  want  to  introduce  myse lf?”  

Larney,  mean ing the  White  boss ,  hey.  Now the  ba rman 

se rved  two  ba rs,  the re  was pa r t it ion,  he  se rved  the  Ind ian  

ba r  and  on the  o the r  s ide  he  se rved  the  White  ba r .  S o  he 

ca l led  Mr S ouso ,  he  was  an a rche typ ica l Eng lishma n,  

hand lebar  mous tache ,  tweed  jacke t  and  pe rmanent  scowl on  

h is  face  and  he  sa id  to  me  a nd  he  looked  a t  me  thro ugh t he  

pa r t it io n,  through t he  doo r  the re in t he  pa r t it ion.  And  I  

sa id : “My na me  in Ronn ie  Govender  from t he  S outh 

Afr ican Brewerie s .  T h is  is  my f irs t  v is it  he re  and  I  wou ld  
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l ike  to  introduce  myse lf. ”  And  I  put  out  my  ha nd .  My ha nd  

hung  in l imbo ; he  d id n’ t  take  my  ha nd .  He  looked  a t  me  

and  he  wa lked  o ff.  Befo re  he  cou ld  wa lk  o ff I  tur ned  to  the  

ba rman and  I  sa id :  “Broe ,  where  is  t he  t ap  he re ,  ma ybe  if I  

wash my hand  he  w il l shake  it . ” You  know,  and  he  jus t  

looked  a t  me  and  he  wa lked  away.  I  a lmost  lo s t  my job  

because  tha t  was  my f irs t  v is it  t he re .  And  I  wro te  a  p lay  

and  tha t  insp ired  me  to  write  the  ‘Larney’s  P leasure ’ .  

MC : And  can you so r t  o f te l l us  a  b it  about  the  p lay?  I  mean t he  

p lay i tse lf how d id  you so r t  o f te l l  the  s to ry  about  th is  

inc ident?  

RG: Ja  you see I  had  gone  the re aga in and  the re  was  ano the r 

inc ident  coup led  w it h t h is  o ne  tha t  fo r med  the  bas is  fo r  

th is  p la y.  There  was  a  worker  in overa l ls  wo u ld  come  and  I  

had  gone  in t he re  jus t  dur ing lunc ht ime  and  the re  was  

nobody in  the  ba r ,  jus t  myse lf.  I  wa lked  in and  I  d id  my  

usua l th ings  wit h the  ba rma n and  a l l tha t ,  checked  on the 

bee r  s tocks  and  wha tever .  And  then I  o rde red  a  br a ised 

chop .  Tha t  ho te l had  a  spec ia l it y fo r  b ra ised  chop ,  and  a  

p int  o f  bee r .  And  I  was  j us t  about  to  tuck  into  it  w hen  th is  

fo r lo rn f igure  j us t  wa lked  in  wear ing  overa l ls .  F rom t he  

mo ment he  came  in he  was  look ing a t  me .  You know he  

looked  a t  me  fro m t he  co rne r  o f h is  eyes  and  he  was  

count ing a  few penn ies .  And  I  d idn’ t  look  a t  him but  I  

no ticed  h is  p resence  the re  and  then  he  kep t  on count ing  

these  penn ies  you see .  And  the  ba r man wasn’ t  t he re  a t  t ha t  
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mo ment a nd  the n he  looked  a t  me  aga in.  A nd  fo r  a  mo ment  

I  looked  a t  him and  I  fe lt  a  b it  consc io us  o f  tha t  a nd  I  

ca rr ied  on ea t ing.  T hen the  ba rma n came  and  then he  sa id :  

“G ive  me  a  g lass  o f w ine . ” A nd  w h ile  t he  ba rman  was  

pour ing it  o ut  he  looked  a t  me  aga in and  a t  tha t  mo ment I  

looked  a t  him.  A nd  the  look  to ld  me  t ha t  he  re sented  my  

look ing a t  h im.  As  if to  say : “I f I  wa nt  to  d r ink  w ine  i t  is  

my bus iness . ” And  tha t  is  a  l ine  fro m the  p lay.  “You th ink  

you a re  b ig sho t  because  you d r ink ing bee r  o r  cane  o r 

wha tever , ” t ha t  was  the  look .  And  tha t  is  ano the r  l ine  fr om 

the  p lay.  

MC : And  then I  have  seen in severa l newspapers  when they 

desc r ibe  … [inte rve nt ion]  

RG: S o rry be fo re  I  f in ish  o ff  w it h t he  ‘Larne y’s  P leasure ’ ,  a re 

you s t i l l ca rry ing on w ith t he  ‘Larney’s  P leasure ’?  

MC : N o,  go  ahead . 

RG: O ne  o f the  l ines ,  the  la s t  few l ines  o f t he  p lay is ;  “O ne  day 

White  man,  one  day. ” Tha t  was  writ ten in 1972 .  

MC : C an you te ll us  the  la s t  l ine  aga in?  

RG: Ja  the  s tranger  comes  in to  th is  ba r  and  this  f igure  Moth i,  

whose  daughte r  has  run away fro m ho me,  he  is  a  w idower . 

His  daughte r  has  r un  away  from ho me os tens ib ly w ith  a  

young man w ho  is  a  ne ' e r- do- we ll a nd  he  comes  to  the  ba r 

to  d rown h is  so rrows  and  d r ink .  Because  the  po lice  haven’ t  

been ve ry he lp fu l and  as  he  grows inc reas ing ly d runk  t he  

conversa t ion e l ic its  laughte r  fro m the  White  s ide  you see , 
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because  they could  hea r  thro ugh the  pa r t it ion.  T hen t he  

la rne y is  ca l led  in.  T he  la rney co mes  in,  in  h is  s uper io r  

fa sh ion a nd  o f course  warns  th is  guy no t  to  speak so  loud ly  

and  then  o f course ,  is  d rawn into  t h is  who le  t h ing.  A nd  

the re  is  a  k ind  o f  mock ing o f t h is  man’s  mise r ie s  w h ile  

o s tens ib ly tr y ing to  g ive  h im some  k ind  o f he lp .  And  aga in  

it  was  th is ,  the  p leasure  tha t  the  opp resso rs take  from the  

mise ry o f t he  opp ressed  while  seeming to  so r t  o f pa tronise  

them you know -  the  la rney’s  p leasure .   

 The  s tranger ,  the  guy w ho  comes  in no tices  a l l t h is  and  he  

is  a  muc h more  consc ious  k ind  o f B lack  man and  eventua l ly  

someth ing happens  and  the re  is  an e rup t ion.  And  t he  

s tranger  warns  the  la r ney as  he  leaves  t he  ba r :  “O ne  day 

White  man,  one  da y. ” 

MC : N ow you have  answered  the  ques t ion tha t  I  was  about  to 

a sk  you.  And  can you te ll us  about  the  p lay tha t  you wro te 

a fte r  the  ‘Larney’s  P leasure ’?  

RG: Ja  I  wro te , then in I  th ink  in about  I  wro te  some  o the r 

s tuff.  I  am no t  q u ite  ce r ta in w ha t  I  had  wr it ten b ut  in 1984 

the  go vernment  sought  to  make  a  bu ffe r  o f  the  I nd ian a nd  

C o loured  communit ie s  because  o f t he  grow ing  k ind  o f  

re s is tance  tha t  was  happening  and  growing un it y o f t he  

opp ressed  masses .  And  so  they sought  to  make  a  buffe r  o f  

the  Ind ian  and  C o loured  communit ie s  by g iv ing t he m an  

in fe r io r  pa r l ia ment.  A nd  they  thought  tha t  t h is  k ind  o f  

pa tronage  would  ga in t he  suppo rt  o f these  communit ie s .  
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And  a longs ide  th is  wh ile  t he  med ia ,  the  e s tab lis hed  med ia ,  

p layed  its  ro le  in suppo rt ing in a  ve ry,  ve ry  sub t le  way  

more  o ften t han no t  in a  sub t le  way.  In o the r  ins tances  they  

were  quite  b la tant  in suppo rt ing the  introduc t ion o f t he  

Tr ica mera l pa r l ia me nt.  The  go vernment ac ted  swift ly and  

banned  leadership  wit h in the  Ind ia n communit y.  They  

d idn’ t  ban the  N IC  a t  tha t  t ime ,  but  they banned  the  

leaders .  So  tha t  the re  would  be  ve ry l it t le  consc ie nt is ing o f  

the  peop le  okay, if any.  But  o f course ,  they reckoned 

wit hout ,  I  th ink ,  tha t  the  s trong consc iousness  w ith in th is  

commun ity.  A nd  I  fe lt  t ha t  the  t hea tre  would  p lay  a  v ita l  

ro le  in  be ing pa r t  o f t h is  consc ie nt is ing o f t he  

po lit ic isa t ion o f the  masses .  The  s tudents  ra ll ied ,  

pa r t icu la r ly wome n in the  trade  unions  ra l l ied  you know,  

they we nt  out  into  the  co mmunit ie s .  And  I  wro te  th is  p lay  

ca l led  ‘O ffs ide ’  because  Ra jbans i was  a  socce r  re fe ree .  In 

wh ich I  la mpooned  Ra jbans i and  P a t  P oova lingam and  a l l  

those  who  suppo rted  the  Tr icamera l pa r l ia me nt.  The  p lay  

p roved  to  be  ve ry,  ve ry popula r .  I t  was mus ica l comedy.  I t  

made  them look  l ike  a  bunch o f joke rs.  And 

. . . [ inte rvent io n]  

MC : S o rry,  can you te l l us  t he  na mes  t ha t  yo u used ,  the  na mes  

o f the  cha rac te rs? 

RG: Bun trasy and  P ookad inkum.  P ookad inkum is  no t  a  ve ry  

n ice  word  in Te lagu.  [ la ughte r]  And  so  is  Bantrasy,  in  

Hind i.   
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MC : S o  o r  tha t  was t it  fo r  ta t  Pookad inkum?  

RG: Ja  and  Buntrasy.  A nd  o f course ,  eve rybody knew who  these  

cha rac te rs  were  and  thousands  saw this .  Thousands ,  lite ra ry  

thousands ,  it  became  pa r t o f the  C ampaign.  And  you know I  

mean one  o f the  th ings  t ha t  is  unreco rded a lso  doesn’ t  seem 

to  be  taken into  cons ide ra t ion as  a re o the r  fac to rs.  Is  tha t 

fac t  tha t  I  think  the  po ll was  a  mere  four  pe rcent  which was  

the  lowes t  fo r  any e lec t ion  o f i ts  k ind .  N o t only he re  

compared  to  Buntus tan e lec t ions ,  fo r  any e lec t ion o f i ts  

k ind  in the  wor ld ,  remarkab le .  And  th is  is  ano t h e r  th ing  

tha t  makes  me  a  l it t le  upse t  w ith  Mbongen i  N gema  whe n it  

is  no t  unders tood tha t  this  commun it y ra l l ied  l ike  th is  when  

the  ca l l was  made .  I t  ra ll ied  a lso  dur ing t he  P ass ive  

Res is tance  C ampaign.  T h is  is  no t  to  d is miss  any k ind  o f  

rac ism t ha t  the re  is  in t he  communit y and  th is  is  rac is m 

tha t  we  with in the  communit y have  fought  ourse lves .  But  I  

mean these  th ings  a re  ob fusca ted  in the  genera l r un o f  

th ings .  

MC : And  then you d id  a  seque l to  ‘O ffs ide ’?  

RG: Ja  I  d id  ‘ Ins ide ’  ‘O ffs ide ’  and  t hen I  d id  ‘ I ns id e . ’  And  I  

tack led  JN  Reddy and  o the r  s tooges  a lso  toge the r  with  

Ra jbans i.  T h is  t ime  by na me  o f  course  you  know q u ite  

c lea r ly.  I t  showed  how,  the re  was one  scene  the re  where 

P .W.Bo tha  is  ushe red  in.  He  mee ts  the  I nd ia n community  

and  he  is  put  on a  tab le  and  he  is  ga r landed  and  so on and 
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we have  th is  two  c lowns  bowing to  h im on t he  f loo r ,  you 

know shin ing h is  shoes ,  and  a ll tha t .  

MC : And  when you were  do ing t hese  two  p lays  yo u were  no t  

ha rassed  o r? 

RG: O h yes ,  I  mean on the  opening n ight  I  was  ha rassed  by a 

ve ry famil ia r  vo ice  who  threa tened  me  t ha t  the re  wou ld  be 

–  and  I  know this  vo ice  was  behind  the  murder  o f two  o the r 

peop le .  O ne  o f who m wo u ld  ha ve  been some  k ind  o f  

oppos it io n to  th is  guy.  I  th ink  you k now who  I  a m ta lk ing  

about .  And  he  threa tened  me  some thing aw fu l you know.  

And  I  to ld  h im: “Be fo re  you do  a l l those  th ings  come  a long  

le t’s  have  a  beer  toge the r  and then you can do wha t  you 

want  to  do . ” A nd  o f  course ,  they grabbed  my  sc r ip t  a nd  a l l  

tha t  k ind  o f th ing.  

MC : And  the y a lso  lo s t  so me  o f t he  ac to r s  they s uddenly qu it?  I  

am no t  sure  but  acco rd ing to  a  cer ta in newspaper  one  o f the  

lead  ac to rs  and  ac tress  she  had  to ,  she  dec ided  to  quit .  Was 

it  because  o f  ha rassme nt?  Acco rd ing to  t he  newspaper  she 

quit  because  she  had  to  write  an examina t ion o r?  

RG: Ja  I  would  ra the r  no t  go  into  tha t .  I  mean t ha t  is  in t he  pas t 

now ja . 

MC : O kay,  so were  the re any peop le  who  were so r t o f t rying to  I  

mean d id  the  po lice  t ry to  maybe  a rres t  you o r  so r t  o f b r ing  

up  some  charges ,  fa lse  cha rges?  

RG: N o  I think  I  turned  the  t h ing the  o the r  way a round .  What 

happened  was  tha t  I was  threa tened  tha t  I would  never  
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ente r  C ha tsworth aga in.  T he  vo ice  on  the  pho ne  sa id : “You  

th ink  the  o the r  peop le  a re  your  leaders hey.  Bil ly N a ir  and  

George  S ewpersadh a re  your  leaders .  You don’t  know w ho  

your  leaders  a re.  You no  put  your  foo t  in C ha tsworth. ” S o  

mean ing  tha t  o f course  –  yo u know w ha t  had  happened  was 

tha t  a  lo t  o f  peop le  go t  bea ten up  in  C ha tsworth fo r  

re s is t ing t h is  man,  you  know.  S o  obvious ly t h is  was  o n t he  

ca rd s.  S o  wha t  I  d id  was  I  knew a  po lice man he re  a t  

S ydenham,  who  was  a  po liceman  and  I  don’ t  th ink  he  was  

wit h the  sys tem.  But  he  was  a po liceman jus t  do ing h is  

duty.  I  t h ink  he  was  co lo ne l; ,  he  was  a  sen io r  po lice man  a t  

the  t ime .  S o  I  sa id : “You know w ha t ,  I  am go ing to  do  my  

p lay in  C ha tsworth.  I  a m do ing it  in  an  a rea  tha t  you k now 

is  p re t ty  rough.  T he  co mmunit y centre  and  I  jus t  want  my  

ac to rs to  be  p ro tec ted.  C an you contac t  the  C ha tsworth 

po lice  and  te l l t hem p lease ,  you know,  pa tro l t he  a rea?” S o 

they se nt  a  ca r load  o f po lice men.  A nd  t hese  guys  came ,  

they came  ins ide ,  they saw the  p lay,  they ended  up 

enjoy ing t he  p lay,  t hey la ughed  and  laughed  the ir  guts  out .  

And  they were  the re  eve ry night .  

MC : There  is  so meth ing t ha t  you j us t  d id  a  few minutes  ago ,  the  

way yo u were  imita t ing a nd  it  re minds  me  o f so meth ing  

tha t  I  a lso  read  about  some  o f your  p lays .  T he  wa y yo u a re  

so  good  in so r t  o f d irec t ing your  ac to rs  to  po r tray ce r ta in 

manner is ms  and  speech o f South Afr icans  o f Ind ian o r ig in.  

I  mean how d id  you lea rn tha t?  



 44 

RG: O kay I  think  tha t  is  a  ve ry inte res t ing ques t ion a nd  tha t  has  

s t ir red  up  a  lo t  o f contro versy a lso .  You see  one  o f t he  

th ings  is  tha t  we  had  to  te l l the  s to r ie s  about  ourse lves ,  our  

own l ives .  And  one  had  to  t ransc r ibe  on s tage  t he  way  

peop le ,  the  speech pa t te rns  tha t  were  used  by the  peop le , 

e tc .  I mean th is  is  done  throughout .  I  mean JM S ingh has  

writ te n ‘R ide rs  to  the  S ea ’,  which is  wr it ten in ve ry heavy  

I r ish b rogue  and  ye t  it  is  ve ry lyr ica l on s tage  and  it  is  

unders tood ,  desp ite  the  fac t  tha t  it  is  cu lt ura l ly spe c if ic .  

And  you  a lso  have  va r io us  p la ys  wr it ten  by Tennessee 

Will ia ms  and  Arthur  M il le r ,  wh ich re f lec t  those  k ind  o f  

rhyt hms and  speech pa t te rns  o f d if fe rent  d ia lec ts .  

 N ow I  fe lt  tha t  we  sho u ld  ta lk  a s  we  ta lk  on s tage ,  you  

know.  O f course  I  mean you know the re  a re  ways  in wh ich  

th is  is  done .  You don’t  take  it  l ite ra l ly do ing tha t ,  you  

know trans - lite ra l k ind  o f th ing.  And  tha t  is  a  cha lle nge .  S o 

we  had  worked  on this  be fo re  then a nd  so  the  f irs t  p la y to  

do  this  was  ‘Larney’s  P leasure ’ ,  where  I  t ra nsc r ibed  pa to r 

o r  the  speech pa t te rns  o f the  so-ca lled  Ind ian community  

onto  the  s tage . Now the re is  the  laughte r  o f ident if ica t ion  

and  peop le  come  a long,  they ident ify immed ia te ly and  you  

ge t  la ughte r ,  laughte r  in the  k ind  o f the  th ings  tha t  they  

recognize  eas i ly and  t he  way  they  speak ,  e tc,  e tc.  Now th is  

is  d if fe rent  fro m e thn ic  r id icu le .  N ow wha t  has  happened 

subsequently because  o f the  success  o f the  t h ing,  t h is  is  

why  I  re s is ted  wr it ing a ga in a fte r  tha t  you k now 
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t ransc r ib ing t h is  because  I  jus t  wa nted  th is  to  s e t t le  a  b it .  

And  then  you  ha ve  peop le  who  saw tha t  th is  cou ld  be  a  

commerc ia l success  and  they jus t  went  out  and  abused  this  

wha t  I  th ink  is  a  ve r y powerfu l ins trume nt on s ta ge .  And  

they appea led  to  the  lowes t  common  denomina to r ,  where  

you don’ t  have  the  a c tua l speech pa t te rns  and  t he  r hymes ,  

wh ich a re  ve ry beautifu l.  I  mean if you go  into  an Ind ian  

home and  an  o ld  lady te l ls  you “I  am on ly  say ing fo r  a  

word . ” I  mean and  tha t  is  ve r y beautifu l.  S he  is  say ing it  in  

a  way tha t  no t  to  o ffend  you.  I t  sp r ings  fr om t he  ge neros ity  

o f he r  cu lt ure  and  he r  be ing and  she  says : “Have  tea  and  

go . ” You know and  they mean it .  You go  to  an Ind ian ho me 

as  I  suppose  you go  into  a n A fr ican  k raa l and  peop le  w il l  

te l l you pa r take  o f wha t  is  the re  and  this  is  the  beauty o f 

so- ca lled  tr iba l l i fe .  You know,  where peop le  a re c lo se  to 

the  hea r t  and  c lo se  to  peop le ,  you know ubunt u and  tha t  

so r t  o f thing and  trad it ions  o f peop le .  Which o f course , 

have  been impac ted  on by  the  a l iena ted  k ind  o f wes te rn 

cult ure  in a  way,  you know.  

 S o  wha t  has  happened  is  when th ings  a re  taken out  o f 

context  and  used  jus t  mere ly as  the  lowes t  common  

denomina to r  jus t  to  ge t  laughs ,  then it  is  vu lga r  you see .   

MC : Thank  you,  and  Ronn ie  in 1987 , you were inv ited  to 

pa r t ic ipa te  in a  cu l ture ,  in a no the r  S outh A fr ica  confe rence  

in A mste rdam a nd  you wro te  a  p lay fo r  t ha t .  C an you so r t  

o f te l l us  about  it ,  ‘Blossoms from … ’?  
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RG: ‘Blossoms from t he  Bough’ .  I  had  writ ten t he  p lay be fo re  

tha t .  ‘B lossoms from t he  Bo ugh’  was  based  on the  l i fe  o f  a  

young lady ca l led  L ily F e l ito ,  who  was  an honours  s tudent  

in S peech and  Drama  a t  N a ta l Un ive rs it y,  and  she  was  t he  

commo n law w ife  o f a  f i fth yea r  med ica l  s tudent .  A nd  bo th 

o f t hem were  from Wentworth.  A nd  he  was  ve ry  po lit ica l ly  

invo lved  and  po lice  had  a rres ted  him.  A nd  she  wa s  in  a  

pa r lous  s ta te ,  I mean she  couldn’ t  pay he r  rent .  S he  was 

l iv ing in a  f la t  in O verpo r t ,  and  this  was  b rought  to  my  

no tice  and  I  he lped  he r  out  you  know,  by pay ing a  coup le  

o f mo nth’s  rent  and  a l l t ha t .  And  she  was  inte res ted  in t he  

thea tre  and  I  sa id : “A ll  r ight  le t  us  ta lk  about  your  l i fe  and  

your  inte res t  in thea tre . ” And  she  ta lked  and  I  saw a p lay 

the re ,  you see .  And  I  based  the  s to ry on he r  l i fe  –  

‘Blossoms fro m the  Bough. ’  I t  was  a  one -pe rson p lay.  S he  

d id  remarkab ly we ll and  she  go t  ve ry good  r eviews  fo r  the  

p lay.  And  t hen I  went  o verseas  to  rep resent  C OS ATU in  

‘C ult ure  in A no the r  S outh A fr ica ’ ,  amaz ing con fe rence  in  

Amste rdam,  wh ic h was  then the  ant i- Apar the id  cap ita l o f  

the  world .  And  th is  p lay was ,  you know -  un fo r tuna te ly I  

couldn’ t  take  L ily F e l i to  a long,  but  I  th ink  it  was  the  

ambassado r  to  Brita in,  I  jus t  fo rge t  he r  na me .  N o  Mbusu, 

no  I  fo rge t  he r  na me .  S he  d id  a  read ing from t he  p lay,  a t  

the  confe rence .   

MC : And  can you te l l us  more  about  the  confe rence ,  and  the  way 

peop le  rece ived  the  p lay?  
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RG: O h ja . N o , the  confe rence  went  into  a l l a spec ts  o f cult ure  

tha t  ex is ted  w it h in  t he  S outh  A fr ican s it ua t ion a nd  a l l  t he  

cond it ions  t ha t  pe r ta ined  to  it  you know.  A nd  it  was  a  k ind  

o f a sp ira t iona l t h ing;  w here  do  we  go  from here?  Tha t  is  

why  it  was  ‘C u lture  in A no the r  S outh A fr ica ’ .  And  o f  

course ,  a ll o f us  w ho  were  cu ltura l workers  a t  tha t  t ime  

pa r t ic ipa ted  in t h is .  I  th ink  it  was  a  land mark  k ind  o f  

confe rence  inte rna t iona lly to  focus  on wha t  was  happening  

in te r ms  o f c u lture  in S outh  A fr ica  and  how in fac t  it  was  

be ing ma n ipu la ted  to  se rve  the  regime  and  to  se rve  an 

ideo logy.  And  wha t  cou ld  be  done  to  in fac t  fo s te r  a  t rue 

S outh Afr ican k ind  o f cu lt ure  and  in it ia t ives  were  launched  

the re  and  the  cult ura l boyco tt  was  s trengthened .  And  o f 

course  tha t  was  the  fo rum to  w h ich inte rna t iona lly t he  

cult ura l boyco tt  ga ined  the  k ind  o f suppo rt  tha t  it  dese rved.  

MC : And  can you te l l us  about  t he  inte r na t iona lly acc la imed ,  

‘At the  Edge’?  

RG: Ja  one  o f t he  th ings  about  the  con fe rence  o f course ,  a lso  

was  to  dec la im works  tha t  sought  to  rep resent  e it he r  

ind igenous  cu lt ures  o r  so-ca lled  S outh Afr ican B lack  

cult ure  you know.  And  we  were  p re t ty s trong on those 

peop le .  Even if t hey were  from w it h in t he  B lack  

communit ie s  who  went  o ut  in  de f iance  o f t he  cu lt ura l  

boyco tt  and  we  b rought  th is  to  the  no tice  o f t he  world  to  

say tha t  these  peop le  d idn’ t  rea l ly rep resent  us .  And  one  o f  

the  reasons ,  I  mean one  o f the  gangp lanks  o f t he  cu lt ura l  
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boyco tt  was tha t  we  d id  no t  ourse lves  re spond  to 

inv ita t ions  from ou ts ide  in o rde r  to  de fea t  this  co -op tion 

and  pa tronage  and  tha t  so r t  o f th ing.  A nd  t h is  is  one  o f t he  

reasons  why I  was  so  upse t  with Welcome Msomi ma ny  

yea rs  ago ,  when we  s ta r ted  the  cultura l boyco tt .  And 

Welcome o f course  was  fro m t he  group  tha t  I  s ta r ted  he re  

the  S hah  T hea tr e  Academy and  t hen  Mbatha  was  a  

pa r t icu la r ly good  p lay and  he  had  rece ived  grea t  no t ice  

when it  went  to  E ng la nd .  Because  it  was  fo r  the  f irs t  t ime  

it  showed  some  aspec ts  o f Zu lu cu lt ure ,  it  was  a  t rans la t ion  

o f Macbe th into  Zu lu.  And  the  p lay was  acc la imed  in  

London.  But  Welcome  made  the  mis take  o f accep ting an  

inv ita t ion  by S outh  A fr ica  House ,  wh ich now sought  to  te l l  

the  wor ld  tha t  t h is  is  wha t  we  a re  do ing fo r  t he  B lacks  in  

the  countr y.  And  he  b roke  the  cu ltura l boyco tt  a t  tha t  t ime .  

And  I  made  my v iews  ve ry c lea r  to  him w hen he  came  

back.  I  sa id : “You so ld  out  on us . ” A nd  o f course  tha t  

d idn’ t  endear  h im to  me ,  and  so  whe n he  he ld  a  N e lson 

Mande la  concer t  I  wasn’ t  inv ited ,  unders tandab ly,  ja .  He  

inv ited  K ess ie  Govender .  

MC : And  when d id  you wr ite  th is  p la y ca l led  ‘At the  Edge’? 

RG: Look  I  had writ ten s to r ie s  a fte r  1958  about  C a to Manor . I t 

was  des troyed  and  as  I  sa id  it  had  a  t raumatic  impac t  on us  

and  I  remembered  a  wonderful d is tr ic t ,  wonderfu l peop le  

and  then I  wro te  these  s to r ie s  and  put  them away.  An d  in  

the  e ight ie s  I  co l lec ted  them and  t hen I  looked  a t  those 
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s to r ie s  aga in and  I  sa id  th is  wou ld  make  I  th ink  a  good 

p lay if I  took  four  o f t he  s to r ie s  and  d ramat ise  the m,  wh ich  

I  d id .  And  the re  was  young P a t  P i l lay,  w ho  was  a t  the  

un ive rs it y a nd  I  had  no t iced  in o ne  o r  two  s tudent  

p roduc tions ,  and  I  o ffe red  h im the  pa r t .  I  had gone  to 

K ess ie  o f course , firs t  and  o ffe red  him the  oppo rtun ity.  He  

was  busy a t  the  t ime  o r  fo r  some  reason he  d idn’ t  do  it . 

And  I  then go t  ho ld  o f P a t  P i l lay and  he  ba lked  a t  it  

b ecause  he  fe lt  t ha t  it  was  too  muc h o f  a  cha l lenge  fo r  h im 

a t  tha t  t ime ,  but  eventua l ly he  accep ted .  

 And  the  four  s to r ie s  were  d ramatised .  The  la s t  s to ry was 

‘O ver  my Dead  Body. ’  I t  was  a  t rue  s to ry o f  a  man who  

re fused  to  leave  h is  ho me  and  he  sa id : “Th e y wou ld  have  to  

bulldoze  my ho use  over  my dead  body. ” And  tha t  p lay was 

based ,  o r  in fac t  a l l the  s to r ie s  the re  were  based  on rea l l i fe  

events ,  rea l l i fe  peop le ,  a ltho ugh I  d id  take  some  l icense  in  

writ ing  tha t  p lay.  And  t hen t he  p lay  was  put  on a t  the  ML  

S ulta n C anegrowers’  Ha ll.  The n o f course  I  mean,  you  

know,  in  te rms  o f t he  boyco tt  I  had  re fused  an inv ita t ion  

fo r  ‘Larney’s  P leasure ’  to  be  put  on a t  the  A lha mbra  

Thea tre ,  a ltho ugh I  was  o ffe red  a  lo t  o f money  the n.  

Because  I  mean I  re fused  to  p lay under  pe rmit  you see .   

 S o  in pursua nce  o f tha t  we  kep t  away fro m these  o the r  

ins t itut io ns ,  whic h were  now seek ing to  co -op t us  and 

mak ing a t trac t ive  over tures  fo r  us  to  come  and  p lay the re  

to  give  the m some  k ind  o f re spec tab il it y,  you see .  But  I  
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sa id ,  ‘N o,  we  wil l cont inue  p la y ing in t hose  makeshift  

thea tres  and  p laces  like  tha t ,  even p lay ing in the  open e tc . 

And  then  we  p layed  a t  ML S u lta n and  the n John S le min  

fro m the  Baxte r  Thea tre  came  over  and  saw the  p lay,  liked  

it  ve r y much a nd  he  inv ited  us  to  Baxte r .  A nd  I  turned  the  

inv ita t ion down because  I  sa id : “ Look ,  Baxte r  is  a s  fa r  a s I 

am concerned  s t i l l pa r t  o f the  e s tab lis hment. ” And  he  tr ied ;  

he  was  a t  pa ins  to  te l l  me  no  it  wasn’ t .  And  the n o f course  

the  P eop les’  C ultura l C ongress  from the  C ape  were  putt ing  

on a  fe s t iva l and  it  was  I  th ink ,  in the  ea r ly n ine t ie s  when  

the re  was  a  thawing o f t he  boyco tt  itse lf.  O r  a  lo t  o f  

grass roo ts  o rganisa t io ns  to  ge t  into  so me  o f these  

ins t itut io ns  and  t hen to  c hange  the m fro m w ith in and  t hey  

dec la red  Baxte r  a s  a  k ind  o f k osher  venue .  And  t hen I  

accep ted  the  inv ita t ion a nd  went  a lo ng.  And  t hen I  was  

inv ited  to  the  –  because  the  p lay  d id  ve ry we ll t he re .  I t  go t  

exce l lent  rev iews  and  it  is  qu ite  iro n ic  because  up to  this  

po int  he re  in D urban c r it ic s  he re ,  the  White  c r it ic s  we re  

no t  ve ry k ind  to  me  fo r  obvious  reasons .  They e it he r  

igno red  me  o r  t hey d idn’ t  ha ve  ve ry  comp limenta ry  th ings  

to  say.   

 Then I  went ,  the n in C ape  Town I  go t  these  treme ndous  

reviews  a nd  I  go t  an inv ita t ion fro m t he  Graha mstown  

F es t iva l,  wh ic h h it he r to  I  had  boyco tted . 

MC : We wil l take  a  break .  

RG: O kay.  
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EN D TAP E 1  S IDE B 

RES UMP TION  ON  TAP E 2  SIDE A:  

MC : We a re  back .  Ronnie  can  you  te l l us  about  th is  p la y t ha t  

you wro te ,  the  t it le  o f t he  p la y is  ‘Your  O wn Dog Won’t  

Bite  You’?  

RG: Ja .  No ,  be fo re  we  ge t  to  tha t ,  I  t h ink  ‘At T he  Ed ge’  you  

know -  so  it  w il l lead  you to  t he  o the r  k ind  o f q ues t io ns  

tha t  yo u ask .  What happened  was  tha t  I  f ina l ly  accep ted  an 

inv ita t ion  to  Graha mstown  F es t iva l  and  once  more  the  p lay  

d id  ve ry we ll a nd  we  go t  outs tand ing re v iews  and  then we  

go t  inv ited  to  the  Ed inb urgh F es t iva l,  w h ich is  l ike  the  

d ream fo r  e ve ry  so r t  o f t hea tre  pe rson.  But  be fo re  we  went  

the re ,  while  s t i l l a t  Grahamstown,  the  S ABC  asked  fo r  an 

inte rv iew and  I  agreed  to  an inte rv iew on cond it ion t ha t  it  

was  l ive .  Hit he r to  I  had  boyco tted  the  S ATV and  S ABC .  I 

threw the m out  o f t he  H ima laya  Ho te l w hen t hey  wanted  to  

come  and  take  a  snippe t  from ‘I ns ide ’  o r  ‘O ffs ide ’ ,  one  o f 

the  two  p lays .  And  t hey came  in the re  a ssuming t hey were  

do ing me  a  grea t  k ind  o f b ig fa vour ,  tha t  so r t  o f th ing.  A nd  

I  sa id : “I  won’t  appear  on an Apar the id  box, ” and  threw 

them o ut .  But  t h is  is  the  f irs t  t ime  I  was  appear ing on  

S ABC  so  I  sa id  it  mus t  be  l ive .  S o  I  went  on live  and  then I  

to ld  the m wha t  I  t hought  o f the m and  t hen I  to ld  t hem 

about  my s to r ie s .  And  t h is  is  a  wo nderfu l  th ing about  th is  

country.  There  was  an Afr ikaner  woma n in he r  ca r  in  

P re to r ia  who  hea rd  this  inte r v iew and  she  immed ia te ly  
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dec ided  tha t  -  she  was  small t ime  pub lishe r  dec ided  tha t  

she  was  go ing to  pub lish my s to r ie s .  S he  was  trying to  ge t  

ho ld  o f me  fo r  two  yea rs .  Eventua l ly,  she  go t  ho ld  o f me  

through Don Mate ra ,  because  I  was  mov ing a round  a l l  t he  

t ime .  I  had  g ive n up  my job  by then and  were  do ing a  

number  o f t h ings .  A nd  she  go t  ho ld  o f me  and  she  sa id  s he  

wants  to  pub lish my  s to r ie s  and  I  sa id : “Read  the m f irs t . ”  

S o  I  sent  it  ac ro ss  and  she  pub lished  it  and  then she  to ld  

me  tha t  she  is  sub mitt ing it  to  the  C ommonwea lth.  I  

thought  she  was  -  I  sa id  it  is  a  b it  o f a  joke .  And  a  month  

la te r  I  go t  no tif ica t ion t ha t  I  had  won a p r ize .  

MC : How many o f your  s to r ie s  d id  she  pub lish?  

RG: I  th ink  it  was  about  twe lve .  I  am no t  ce r ta in  and  t ha t  was  

‘At the  Edge’ .  And  then we  went  to  Ed inbur gh,  where  we  

go t  ve ry good  reviews ,  a lso .  

MC : Yes ,  and  when was  t h is  w hen  you  w hen t he  C ommonwea lth  

Write r ' s  P r ize?  

RG: N o tha t  was  much la te r  a fte r  the  book go t  pub lished .  

MC : Afte r  t he  book  was  pub lished ,  okay.  S o  about  your  p lay  

‘Your  Dog Won’t  Bite  You’?  

RG; Ja  the re  was  a  fr iend  o f mine ,  Ramesh Hassen,  who  I  used  

h im in ‘ Ins ide ’ .  He  was  a  ve ry  good  mus ic ian a nd  s inger  

and  this  ca l led  fo r  K hawali t ype  s ing ing.  Which is  a  type  

o f re l ig ious  Mus lim s ing ing but  I  used  Eng lish words  you 

see  to  give  it  t ha t  k ind  o f he ro ic  t rad it io n tha t  you have ,  

th is  ep ic  p ropo r t ion tha t  you have  fo r  genera l ly Ind ian  
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f i lms  and  tha t  so r t  o f thing.  A nd  he  o f course ,  was  the 

na rra to r  in t he  p lay.  A nd  I  knew tha t  th is  young man has  

go t  a  lo t  o f ta lent .  And  then he  had  some  p rob lems in h is  

own l i fe  and  he  wen t  away  to  Leso tho  and  he  took  up  

bus iness  the re .  And  every now and  the n he  wou ld  contac t  

me  and  he  says :  “P lease  come  over” and  I  wou ld  say :  “Ja ,  

one  day I  wil l come  over . ”  

 And  then o ne  day he  phoned  me  and  he  sa id : “There  is  a  

t icke t  wa it ing fo r  you a t  the  a irpo r t .  P ick  it  up .  I f you  

don’ t  want  to  use  it ,  leave  it . ”  S o  I  had  to go .  He was  a 

good  fr iend  o f mine ,  so  I went .  And  then we  go t  to  ta lk ing  

about  things  and  dur ing our  conversa t ion he  sa id : “You  

know wha t ,  Ron, ’  he  says : “You know,  it  is  a l l ve r y we ll  

be ing a r t is ts  and  I  a m a  s inger  a nd  mus ic ian  and  a l l t ha t  

and  yo u be ing  a  write r  and  a l l t ha t . ” He  says : “But  you  

know mo ney makes  the  wor ld  go  round . ” He  says :  “I f  you  

haven’ t  go t  mo ney, ”  he  is  now q uo ting a  Urdu  say ing :  “If  

you ha ven’ t  go t  money,  your  own dog won’t  b ite  you. ” A nd  

I  thought  tha t  was  cha rming,  you know .   

 And  it  s tayed  in my mind  and  t hen  I  wro te  a  p lay  w ith  th is  

k ind  o f idea  in  mind ,  ca l led  it  ‘Your  own  dog won’t  b ite  

you. ’  I t  was  loose ly a  mus ica l co medy so r t  o f th ing.  I  mean  

in our  s i tua t ion  we  cou ld  ne ver  rea l ly do  mus ica l comed ies  

because  it  co s t  a  lo t  o f mo ney.  S o  it  was  ve ry bas ic  you  

know but  I  was  s urp r ised  a t  t he  reac t ion.  I t  was  ve ry  

successfu l.  N ow I  have  jus t  been approached  to do  a fi lm.   
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 Whic h took  me  back  to  1974  when ‘Larney’s  P leasure ’  was  

a  h it  a nd  I  t urned  down an  inv ita t ion  to  Londo n  because  o f 

the  cu ltura l boyco tt .  I  be lie ve  had  I  gone  to  London t he  

p lay might  have  been made  into  a  f i lm.  And  it  wou ld  ha ve  

p receded ‘Eas t  is  Eas t’ by three  decades.  I t was p re t ty 

much the  same  k ind  o f th ing.  

MC : And  ‘Your  O wn Dog Won’t  Bite  You’ ,  can you so r t  o f te ll  

us  about  the  s to ry? 

RG; Ja  the  s to ry is  about  a  wea lthy tra nspo r t  tycoon who  l ives  

in t h is  b ig  posh,  obscene ly posh  house  in  Rese rvo ir  H il ls ,  

wit h a l l the  t rapp ings  o f t he  nouveau r iche ,  you know; red  

ca rpe ts  and  maroon cur ta ins  a nd  green  lounge  s u ite  o r  

wha tever .  You could  see  tha t  th is  man is  –  and  o f course  

h is  w ife  is  a  hypochondriac .  And  the ir  son is  one  o f  those  

guys  who  has  an independent  fra me  o f mind  and  his  pa rents  

have  somet h ing in s to re  fo r  h im but  he  wa nts  to  lead  h is  

l i fe  a t  un ive rs ity a nd  he  mee ts  th is  White  g ir l.  And  t h is  is  

about  the  t ime  whe n aga in,  the re  was  change  in the  a ir  in  

the  country.  And  I  th ink  the  laws  were  be ing -  a ll t he  rac ia l  

laws  were  be ing  sc rapped .  And  he  mee ts  th is  W hite  g ir l  

who  is  P o r tuguese .  And  o f cour se ,  the re  is  th is  con f l ic t  and  

tha t  fo r ms  the  bas is  o f t he  p la y.  The  mo ther  is  no t  ve ry  

happy about  it  and  he  wants  to pursue  his  own th ing.  

MC : And  how d id  the  pub lic  rece ive  the  p lay?  

RG: Ja  it  was  p re t ty successfu l I  mean you know it  enjoyed  

huge  suppo r t ,  box o ff ice  s uppo rt  from the  peop le .  I  d idn’ t  
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expec t  tha t .  Ja  I  d id  it  more  as  a  tongue - in- cheek  thing.  

Jus t  because  o f wha t  Ra mesh to ld  me  and  a t  t ha t  t ime  the re  

was  a  lit t le  b it  o f change  and  things  l ike  tha t ,  so .  

MC : S o  you d idn’ t  exper ience  p rob lems?  Maybe  ce r ta in peop le 

saying t ha t  it  has  rac ia l conno ta t ions  o r?  

RG: Ja .  N o  you know I  had  my de trac to rs  no t  only w ith in t he  

White  c r it ica l t rad it ion but  a lso  w it h in t he  Ind ian c r it ica l  

t rad it io n.  And  it  is  inte res t ing to  no te  tha t  it  comes  from 

ano the r  p laywr ite ,  who  was  a lso  a  thea tre  c r it ic  a t  the  t ime ,  

ve ry inte res t ing.  And  the n he  fe lt  tha t  I  was  be ing rac is t  by  

po r traying the  White  g ir l in un f la t te r ing te r ms .  I  had 

a lways  be l ie ved  tha t  I  think  to  d isabuse  peop les’  minds  and  

I  d id  th is  in t he  ‘Larne y’s  P leasure ’ .  When I  ta lked  about , 

you know,  White  peop le  a lso  sme ll i f t hey don’ t  go  and  

ba th,  you know.  I f  you  don’ t  have  ab lut ion  fac i l it ie s  a nd  

you don’ t  ba th and  you  don’ t  ba the  White  g ir ls  w il l a lso  

sme ll.  And  one  o f the  cha rac te rs  in my p lay says : “O u r  

g ir ls  don’ t  sme ll l ike  the  White  g ir ls  because  our  g ir ls  ba th 

in runn ing wa te r . ” O ne  o f  the  cha rac te rs  say tha t .  N ow th is  

is  no t  rac is t  in tha t  sense  but  I  mean it  jus t  goes  to  show 

tha t  i f yo u don’ t  ba the  and  you don’ t  fo l low t he  ru les  o f  

hyg iene  it  doe sn’ t  ma tte r  w he the r  you  a re  wh ite ,  b rown,  

p ink  o r  wha tever .  N a tura lly you won’t  be  hyg ien ic  and  I  

d id  the  same  w ith  th is  g ir l.  N o t  because  she  was  White  but  

a s  a  pe rson.  I  mean I  don’ t  be lieve  –  one  o f he r  f laws  was  

tha t  she  wasn’ t  ve ry  hyg ien ic .  And  so  th a t  was  i t  and  t ha t  
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caused  a  b it  o f a  tens ion  be tween the  two  lovers ,  you  see , 

wh ich I  t h ink  might  have  been co rrec ted  la te r  on.  S o  this  

was  taken as a  huge  b ig th ing and  suddenly Ronn ie  

Govender  is  a  rac is t .  

MC : And  how d id  you use  t h is  l ine  in the  p lay ‘Y our  O wn Dog  

Won’t  Bite  You’?  How d id  you use  it  in the  p lay?  

RG: F o r  god ’s  sake I  can’ t  even remember  r ight  now.  

MC : O kay and  can you te l l us  about  th is  p la y tha t  is  he re  in  

Durban even up  to  now peop le  a re s t il l ta lk ing about  it?  

RG: 1949? 

MC : 1949 . 

RG: Ja  it  was  a  fur the r  d ramat isa t ion o f four  more  s to r ie s  from 

the  book .  O ne  o f t he  s to r ie s  is  ‘1949 ’  and  it  dea ls  w it h t he  

so- ca lled  r io ts .  You know o f course ,  it  was  ant i - Ind ian;  t he  

v io le nce  was  anti- Ind ian.  And  as  I  had  ind ica ted  ea r lie r ,  it  

was  s t ir red  up  by o the r  fo rces  fo r  obvious  reasons .  But  the 

centre  p iece  o f t he  s to ry o f course ,  the  centra l c ha rac te r  o f 

the  s to ry o f course , Dumisan i w ho  l ived  w ith th is  Ind ian  

fa mily  and  t h is  is  based  on a  t rue  s to ry  and  he  event ua l ly  

gave  h is  l i fe  in an a t te mp t to  s ave  th is  fa mily.  And  I  

be lie ve  quite  s ince re ly tha t  t he re  were  lo ts  o f Afr ican  

peop le  who  s tood  by the ir  I nd ia n fr ie nds  and  ne ighbours  

dur ing  the  v io lence  and  so me  o f  the m gave  t he ir  l ives .  O f 

course  in a l l types  o f mob  v io le nce  reason doesn’ t  ho ld  

sway but  I  think  the  human sp ir i t  r ises  to  the  fo re  in ma ny  
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ins tances .  I t  may be  iso la ted  but  it  r ises  to  the  fo re  and  it  

d id  so  in th is  ins tance  when D umisan i gave  h is  l i fe .  

MC : S o  I  mean  how do  peop le  I  mean  rece ive  th is  p la y up  to  

now?  

RG: Aga in I  a m ver y happ y w ith the  fac t  tha t  we  rece ived  

excep tiona l  rev iews  bo th he re  and  in C ape  Town.  And  I  

mus t  say t ha t  t he  young lady  who  p lays  the  ro le  w ho  is  t he  

one -pe rson p resente r  o f t he  p la y,  Jay lo sh i N a idoo  is  

excep tiona lly ta lented  as  was P a t P il lay and  C har les  P i l l ay  

and  Leander  Reddy.  Many peop le  wondered  a t  why I  used  a 

fe male  to  rep lace  a  ma le  in t h is  ro le .  A nd  in fac t  tha t  th is  

fe male  had  to  p lay a  range  o f cha rac te rs  bo th ma le  and  

fe male  and  where  peop le  were scep tica l about  he r  s tepp ing  

into  w ha t  was  seen as  a  ma le  k ind  o f  th ing.  And  I  had  no  

qua lms  about  it  because  I  d idn’ t  app roach it  fro m a  gender -

based  app roach.  And  she  l ived  up  to  it  a nd  she  is  an  

amaz ing ac tress ,  ve ry ta lented .  

MC : And  back in the  sevent ie s ,  the re  was  a t ime  w hen you  

s topped  writ ing p lays  fo r  about  two  yea rs  be fo re  your  o the r 

twe lve  yea r  b reak.  Can you te l l us  about  the  two  yea rs  

b reak?  I  mean acco rd ing to  ce r ta in peop le  you s topped 

because  you were  d isappo inted  o f ce r ta in th ings  I  mean  

fro m your  co l leagues .  

RG: [ laugh]  Ja .  I  don’ t  know whe the r  we  should  go  into  t ha t  but  

anyway you know,  wha t  happened was  I was  d isenchanted  

because  we  were  invo lved  in fo r ming a  group  t ha t  wou ld  



 58 

ta lk  about  our  l ives ,  would  p ropaga te  thea tre  tha t  ta lked  

about  our  l ives ,  tha t  was  S outh  A fr ican.  And  our  e thos  was  

p ro found ,  the re fo re .  You know we  were  up  aga ins t  t he  

regime ,  a  powerfu l,  yo u know,  opp resso r  who  had 

in f i lt ra ted  into  a l l  a spec ts  o f our  l i fe  a nd  so  thea tre  was  an 

important  a spec t tha t  we  had to fo s te r  and nur ture .  And  

r ight  in the  mids t  o f tha t  yo u know,  you had  pe rsona lity  

conf l ic ts  c reep ing in,  pe rsona l amb it ions ,  ca ree r ism.  A nd  it  

was  ruth less  too ,  in t he  sense  t ha t  some  o f my work  was  

p lag ia r ised  by the  ve ry peop le  tha t  I  had  tra ined .  And  when  

I  saw this  a nd  I  saw conf l ic t  looming on pe rsona l le v e l I  

sa id  no  I  am no t  go ing to  a l low my ener g ies  to  be 

d iss ipa ted  in  pe rsona l con f l ic ts .  A nd  I  j us t  w it hd rew from 

th is  k ind  o f loo ming con f l ic t  to  engage  in issues  tha t  were  

I  think  fa r  more  important .  And  I  fe lt  tha t  I  jus t  had  to  s tay 

out  o f thea tre .  I  was  persona lly d is i l lus ioned  a lso .  I  mus t  

admit  t ha t .  

MC : Will you desc r ibe  yourse lf a s  a p ro tes t  p laywr ite .  I  mean a 

write r  o f p ro tes t  thea tre?  

RG: Very much so ,  but  no t  in the  way the  word  ‘p ro tes t’ is  

pe rce ived .  No t in  the  way –  I  a m a  po lit ica l  wr ite r ,  but  no t  

in t he  way t he  word  the  po lit ic s  is  pe rce ived  in th is  

country.  And  these  te rms  were  de fined  by a regime  tha t  

wanted  to  give  it  ce r ta in conve n ient  conno ta t ions ,  you  

know.  I  mean the re  have  been p ro tes t  and  po lit ica l p la ys  

fro m t ime  imme moria l.  I  mea n if you go  back  and  you look 
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a t  the  works  o f Tu ls idas  and  coming r ight  down to  

S hakespeare  they were  a l l  po l it ica l ly  based ,  and  they dea l  

wit h con f l ic ts .  They dea l w it h t h ings  tha t  sens it ive  minds  

pe rce ived  as  be ing wrong,  even if the y a re  r ight ,  you know ,  

these  things  a re  p ro found  issues  genera l ly.  I  mean some  

c lass ic  exa mples  I  mean R ichard  I I I  was  po lit ica l,  Henry  

IV by S hakespeare  was po lit ica l a nd  then o f course  the  

‘C ruc ib le ’  by Art hur  M il le r  was  po lit ica l.  Gunt he r  Grasse 

in E urope  a  po lit ica l p lay,  nea r ly eve ry wr ite r  he  is  

in fo rmed  by the  ent ire  a spec t  o f li fe ,  and  po lit ic s  p lays  a  

ve ry important  pa r t  in l i fe .  I  mean i t  se ts  the  p r ice  o f  

b read,  the  p r ice  o f b read  is  se t  in pa r l iame nt yo u know.  

And  educa tiona lly,  the  k ind  o f educa t ion t ha t  you rece iv e  

is  dec ided  in pa r l ia me nt,  tha t  so r t  o f t h ing.  S o  you k now 

our  l ives  a re  po lit ica l in tha t  pe rspec t ive .  S o it  is  no t  

po lit ica l in a  na rrow,  pa rochia l sense  where  it  is  l ike  a 

l it t le  power  s trugg le .  And  I  wou ld  be  unhappy if peop le  

d idn’ t  ca l l me  a  po lit ic a l wr ite r  in  tha t  sense  o f t he  word . 

But  no t  in t he  sense  o f t he  word  tha t  it  is  na rrow and  

pa rochia l and  it  is  one - d imens iona l.  Tha t  means  tha t  you  

ge t  your  cha rac te rs  to  be  ca rdboard  cha rac te rs  who  a re 

the re  jus t  mere ly  as  f igures  o f p ropaganda .  Whethe r  your  

cause  is  r ight  o r  wrong.  I  th ink  t he  a r t is t  has  a  

re spons ib i l it y to  see tha t  his  p lay l ives  in a l l t he  

d imens ions .  T ha t  once  you  c rea te  a  cha rac te r  on s tage  tha t ,  

tha t  cha rac te r  is  t hree -d imens iona l.  You put  h im t he re  w ith  
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a l l h is  fra i lt ie s ,  w it h a l l h is  fau lts  and  e veryth ing,  even if  

he  is  say ing  the  most  p ro found  tr ut h.  L ike  in  my  p lay ‘At  

the  Edge’ ,  in the  one  s to ry ‘O ver  My Dead  Body’ ,  the  chie f  

p ro tagonis t  the re ,  Thunga  P adayachee  is  no t  a  sa int .  I  mean  

he  is  the  man w ho  has  d idd led  the  books o f t he  foo tba ll  

a ssoc ia t ion wh ile  he  was  a  t reasure r ,  and  he  d id  tha t  so r t  o f 

odd  lit t le  th ing to  sur v ive .  But  w hen t he  ca l l came ,  a t  a 

ce r ta in t ime ,  the  nob il i ty in h im a rose  and  he  s tood  up 

aga ins t  the  s ys tem.  S o  he  wasn’ t  a  one - d ime ns io na l  

cha rac te r  who  was a ll good  and  a ll l i ly- wh ite  you know and  

then t he re fo re  a  ca rdboard  cha rac te r .  He  was  three -

d imens iona l.  S o  I  am a  po lit ica l wr ite r  from t ha t  

pe rspec t ive  ja .  

MC : And  be fo re  1990,  how wil l  yo u desc r ibe ,  I  mean a lt hough -  

maybe  w it h some  o f t hese  peop le  tha t  I  am go ing to  

ment io n you d idn’ t  work  wit h,  but  they were  wri t ing p la ys  

tha t  were  sor t  o f about  l ife?  

RG: The  po lit ica l s itua t ion in S outh Afr ica?  

MC : Ja  about  the  po lit ica l s itua t io n.  S o  how would  you desc r ibe  

l iv ing a t  the  same  t ime  as  those  peop le?  Pe op le  like  

Mbongen i N gema,  W ins ton N tshona ,  John  K ani,  At ho l  

F ugard  and  maybe… ? 

RG: Ja  okay,  Mbongen i N gema came  a  l it t le  la te r ,  but  be fo re 

then o f course  the re  was  Atho l F ugard  and  the n o f course ,  

the re  was  K ente , Gibson K ente  in the  townsh ips .  

MC : And  K essy Govender? 
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RG: K ess ie  Govender  came  la te r ,  much la te r .  He  emerged  from 

the  thea tre  group  tha t  I  had,  you know.  

MC : Yes . 

RG: At tha t  t ime  o f course  you k now thea tre  a s  I  sa id  was  

app rop r ia ted  by the  reg ime .  I t  se rved  t he  purpose  o f 

suppo rt ing  the  s ys tem,  Euro - centr ic  thea tre .  I  mea n even  

S hakespeare  was  app rop r ia ted  in t he  cause  o f thea tre  a t  

tha t  t ime .  A nd  we  fe lt  tha t  t he re  was  no  S outh Afr ican  

thea tre  and  Atho l F ugard  I  think  had  a t  about  the  same  t ime  

had  s ta r ted his  S e rpent  P layers  p lays  a t  P o r t  Eliza be th and  

we  had  s ta r ted  our  S hah Thea tre  Academy here .  And  we  

were  work ing separa te ly but  I  t h ink  the  fee l ing was  

commo n and  in C ape  Town you had  the  S pace  Thea tre  and 

in Johannesburg you had  Dorkay House .  And  we  were  a ll  

work ing separa te ly b ut  t he  fee l ing  was  a lmost  the  sa me .  

Tha t  we  had  to  now ta lk  about ,  we  had  to now c rea te 

thea tre  tha t  re f lec ted  our  l ives .  And  whe n I  say  tha t  we  

must  unders tand  tha t  a t  t ha t  t ime  wha t  was  happening  was  

tha t  the  po lit ica l rea l it ie s  a s  were  a ll o the r  S outh Afr ican  

rea lit ie s  were  to ta l ly igno res  by wr it ing a nd  by t hea tre  and  

by cu lt ure  a t  tha t  t ime .  Because  it  was  a l l so r t  o f  

man ip u la ted  you see .  And  we  fe lt  t ha t  we  had  to  then 

re f lec t  our  l ives  ho nes t ly a nd  s ince re ly a nd  tha t  mean t  t ha t  

we  had  to  re f lec t  po lit ica l rea l it ie s  o f l i fe .  Whe t he r  you  

were  white ,  b rown o r  wha tever  you know.  A nd  the  po lit ica l  

rea lit ie s  were  such tha t  it  a ffec ted  eve ry aspec t  o f our  l ives  
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of th is  country.  Eve n if yo u wro te  about  those  things  tha t  

seemed  to  be  non-po lit ica l,  so- ca lled  non- po lit ica l.  In so me  

way o r  the  o the r  because  l ife  was  so  extens ive ly a ffec ted 

by Apar the id  it  was  inev itab le  tha t  you wo u ld  re f lec t  on 

tha t .  And  so  we wro te from tha t  pe rspec t ive .  And  as  I sa id 

we  d idn’ t  wr ite  one - d imens iona l p ropaganda  s tuff.  We 

wro te  about  peop le  ca ught  up  in  t h is  v ic ious  sys te m and  I  

know it  a ffec ted  the ir  l ives  fro m day o ne .  And  o f course  

F ugard  was  writ ing h is  work ,  a t  tha t  t ime ,  and  he  

app roached  it  fro m the  sa me  pe rspec t ive ;  and  o the r  peop le 

a lso .  And  then John K an i and  Wins ton N tshona ,  o f cours e , 

co llabo ra ted  with F ugard  in I  th ink  ‘S izwe  Banz i is  Dead . ’ 

And  then  the re  was  a  B lack  Un ion T hea tre  F es t iva l in  

Durban,  wh ich was  s taged  by the  Biko  group ,  BC ,  Black 

C onsc iousness  Group  with S a ths  C ooper  and  S tr ini  

Mood ley and  S teve  Biko  and  o the r  grea t  f igures .  And  they  

he ld  t he  S outh A fr ican B lack  Thea tre  F es t iva l,  and  I  

p resented a  one- ac t  ve rs ion o f  ‘Larney’s  P leasure ’ 

a longs ide  ‘S izwe  Ba nz i is  Dead ’  a t  tha t  t ime .  I t  is  a  p ity  

tha t ,  tha t  fe s t iva l has  d ied  because  I  think  it  was  an  

important  fe s t iva l and  it  sho u ld  have  continued .  

MC : Te ll me  S ir ,  were  you ever  a rres ted?  

RG: Ja ,  no  I  was  –  wha t  had  happened  was  tha t  I  was  ce r ta in ly  

ha rassed .  They had  v is ited  my  ho me a  number  o f t imes  and  

they had  threa tened  me  and  took  away s tu ff  from my p lace , 

e tc .  I  suppose  I  e scaped  a rres t  and  a ll tha t  because  I  was 
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no t  d irec t ly po lit ica l ly invo lved ,  you know,  as  were  say my  

o the r  co lleagues ,  a t  the  t ime .  

MC : And  I  mean,  w ha t  do  you t h ink ,  a t  t ha t  t ime  o r  now,  w ha t  

do  you think  about  cap ita l is m o r  soc ia lis m?  

RG: Ja  I  think  wha t  in fo rms my work  is  the  p light  o f o rd ina ry  

peop le  and  when you wr ite  about  o rd ina ry peop le  it  is  

inev itab le  you take  into  cogn isance  the  po lit ica l rea l it ie s  

tha t  impac t  on the  l ives  o f those  peop le .  And  you know I 

th ink ,  e ssentia l ly,  I  subsc r ibe  to  the  fundamenta ls  o f  

soc ia l is m.  I  mean it  is  no t  tha t  soc ia l ism has  fa i led ,  no t  a t 

a l l.  I  mean cap ita l is m has  fa i led  us  a l l these  yea rs .  I  mean 

the re  is  mass  pover ty out  the re ,  g loba lisa t ion is  grow ing  

apace  and  it  is  se rving t he  conven ience  o f aga in,  a  few 

peop le ,  a  few wea lthy peop le .  And  so  -  but  it  is  inev itab le  

tha t  soc ia l is m w il l I  th ink  event ua l ly  extend  a l l ove r  the  

world .  I  think  it  wil l co me  in to  p lace  because  cap ita lis m 

has  a lready fa i led  us .  I  mean if  you  look  a t  -  throughout  

the  world  the  grea t  amo unt o f pover ty.  I  th ink  about  four  

f i ft hs  o f th is  world  is  l iv ing in pover ty.  

MC : And  w hen we  go  back  maybe  a  b it  to  re l ig io n.  T here  was  a  

t ime  w hen yo u were  a  Gandhia n,  the  re l ig ion t ha t  you so r t  

o f fo l lowed?  

RG: Ja  you know,  I  ha te  these  k ind  o f ca tego r ies  and  th ings  l ike  

tha t ,  and  th is  cu lt  k ind  o f t h ings .  You know,  the re  were  

many wonderfu l th ings  tha t  Gandh i gave  to  us .  There  were 

a lso  some  o f the  th ings  tha t  I  am c r it ica l o f.  I  mean,  I  th ink  



 64 

i f you  look  a t  the  mess  tha t  is  in I nd ia  now as  a  re su lt  o f  

the  pa r t it ion,  and  th is  was  a  mis take .  And  as  grea t  a  man as 

Gandh i was ,  in ma ny ways  I  mean,  I  think  you know,  one 

can be c r it ica l o f h im in tha t  rega rd .  And  a lso  I mean h is  

ea r ly yea rs  in S outh A fr ica ,  he  was no t  a sa int .  I  mean 

the re  a re  peop le  in t he  Trans vaa l,  Ta mil peop le  in t he  

Transvaa l,  who  don’t  want  to  hea r  the  na me  o f Gand h i a t  

a l l.  Because  they fee l tha t  he  used  them as  a  young  

Guja ra t i lawyer  who  had  come  into  the  country.  T ha t  

doesn’ t  mean tha t ,  la te r  on in l i fe ,  he  d idn’ t  become a  gr ea t 

man.  He  became  a  ve r y grea t  man.  I  mean  w ho  says  t ha t  

grea t  peop le  a re no t  human be ings .  

MC : Thank  you.  S ir ,  can you te l l  me ,  I  mean  do  you so r t  o f  

cons ide r  yourse lf a s  an ac t iv is t  o r  was  the re  a  t ime  when  

you so r t  o f cons ide red  yourse lf a s  a n ac t iv is t  o r  w here  

peop le  desc r ibed you as  an ac t iv is t?  

RG: Ja  I  guess  so ,  in a  sense . I  mean aga in,  I  wasn’ t  so r t  o f 

d irec t ly po lit ica l ly invo lved  and  I  admire  those  treme ndous  

peop le  who  had done  so , give n the ir  l ives ,  e tc . You know 

the re fo re ,  when l it t le  t h ings  l ike  the  fac t  t ha t  I  am no t  

known outs ide  o f S outh A fr ica ,  a s  a re sult  o f the  cu lt ura l  

boyco tt ,  tha t  does  no t  t roub le  me  a t  a l l.  Tha t  is  a  s mall  

sac r if ice  compared  to  the  fac t  t ha t  peop le  have  lo s t  t he ir  

l ives  in t he  s trugg le .  

MC : You were  a lso  invo lved  in  spo r ts  in  such  a  way  tha t  you  

so r t  o f encouraged  peop le?  
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RG: As  a  result  o f my so r t  o f writ ing about  the  d iv is ion t ha t  

exis ted  in B lack  spo r t,  and  then in the  ea r ly yea rs ,  and  then 

encourag ing those  peop le .  You know, I  was sued  once ,  sued 

by iron ica l ly,  b y somebody with in the  s trugg le .  Because  in 

my e ffo r ts  to  b r ing about  inte gra ted  foo tba ll I  had  l ibe l led  

somebody who  had  been obs truc t ion is t ,  you see .  Tha t  is  

h is to ry now.  I  a lmost  lo s t  my job  as a teacher and 

everyth ing a t  t ha t  t ime ,  a s  a  young ma n.  And  t hen I  go t  

invo lved  in spo r t  itse lf.  I  was  d ra fted  into  it  whe n peop le 

ins is ted  tha t  I  jo in t hem a nd  I  became  an executive  me mber  

o f t he  S outh  A fr ican S occer  F edera t ion.  And  t hen we  

ass is ted  in the  fo rmat ion o f the  S outh A fr ican C ounc il on  

S po rt  o r  became  o ne  o f t he  founda t ion me mbers  o f S outh  

Afr ican  C ounc il  on  S po rt .  And  then  we  introduced 

p ro fess iona l foo tba l l,  wh ic h inte gra ted  fo r  the  f irs t  t ime  a l l  

the  d if fe rent  B lack  groups  and  a lso  had  some  White  p laye rs  

invo lved  in t h is ,  you know.  And  tha t  pa r t  o f ou r  h is to ry is  

un fo r tuna te ly,  no t  docume nted .  There  were  some  he roes  o f 

the  s trugg le  peop le  l ike  Dan Twala  from t he  Transvaa l,  a s  I 

sa id  Ramor i L utchman who  was  the  found ing fa t he r  o f non -

rac ia l spo r t ;  and  RK  N aidoo ,  many,  ma ny grea t  peop le .  S L 

S ingh  in the  o ld  days ,  Geo rge  S ingh,  C har les  P i l la y,  grea t  

peop le . 

MC : Were  you invo lved  in the  boyco tts  in spo r ts?  
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RG: Very much.  In  t he  cu lt ura l boyco tt  we  were  pa r t  o f  it ;  we  

imp le mented  it .  We  s ta r ted  the  who le  cultura l boyco tt  he re 

I  think ;  C urr ie s  F ounta in was  where  it  s ta r ted  from.  

MC : O kay,  and  who  were your  ro le  mode ls  in t he  s trugg le  

aga ins t  Apar the id?  

RG: Aga in t h is  word  ‘ ro le  mode l’  doesn’ t  s it  too  eas ily w it h me  

but  the re  were  grea t  peop le ,  t remendous  peop le .  Because 

the re  were  many peop le  who  were  na me less  you know -  I 

mean,  who  a re  no t  even thought  o f,  a t  th is  t ime .  I  

ment io ned  to  you this  man who  was  no  sa int  h imse lf,  

Thunga  P adayachee who  s tood  up to  the  sys tem.  There  were 

peop le  like  S oob iah;  who  was  a  t rade  union is t ;  whose  na me  

I  think ,  wil l no t  be  the re  in the  books,  but  a  grea t man.  

P eop le  l ike  tha t  who  insp ired  me .  And  I  am no t  saying o f  

course  tha t  the re  a ren’ t  o the r  grea t  peop le .  I  mean C hie f  

Albe r t  L uthu li.  I  used  to  s tand  the re  I  remember  in Red  

S quare  and l is ten to  th is  ma n,  l is ten to  the  deep  s ince r ity  

and  p ro found  w isdom o f a  t r u ly grea t  S outh A fr ican leader . 

A man o f t re mendous  compass ion and ,  I  th ink ,  tha t  we  have  

been fo r tuna te  to  have  had  leaders  l ike  tha t  in t h is  countr y.  

And  then the re  was  young B il ly N a ir ,  a  rea l f ireb rand , 

t rade  union is t  w ho  was  fea r le ss ,  ab so lute ly fea r le ss .  

N o thing he ld  h im desp ite  the  fac t  tha t  t he re  was  jackboo t 

rep ress ion;  Monty N a icker ; Doc to r  Goonam,  grea t  peop le .  

MC : And  S ir ,  can you te l l us  about  the  t ime  whe n you packed 

your  bags  and  took your  fa mily w it h yo u t o  C ape  Town, 
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and  when you go t  a  job  a t the  Baxte r  Thea tre  as  the 

marke ting mana ger?  C an you te l l us  about  tha t  t ime?  What 

happened? 

RG: Ja ,  I  was  p romoted  to  sa les  ma nager  o f  S outh A fr ican  

Breweries ,  and  then I  sa id  l i fe  is  becoming a  b it  o f a  dead 

end  now.  Although the re  weres  p romotions  in t he  o ff ing,  

and  as  a  write r  you know,  the re  was  this  k ind  o f  

re s t le ssness  wit h in myse lf.  A nd  a lso  you  know,  I  fe lt  I  

wasn’ t  pa r t ic ipa t ing enough in l i fe  a round  me .  And  I  quit  

and  I  bought  a  l it t le  run- down res taurant  ca lled  ‘Aquar ius  

Res taurant’ ,  fo r med  a  l it t le  thea tre  the re ,  wh ich I  le t  out  to  

townsh ip  groups  pa r t icu la r ly,  and  I  used to  go and  work  in 

K wa Mashu.  At tha t  t ime ,  the  B lack  on B lack  v io lence  was  

a t  its  he ight .  A nd  I  used  to  work  wit h k id s  in c hurc hes  and  

th ings  l ike  tha t  do ing res is tance  t hea tre .  And  tha t  was  a  

t ime  in my l i fe  w hen t h is  v io lence  rea l ly upse t  me .  I  wou ld  

work  with about  ten k id s  and  suddenly one  k id  wou ldn’ t  

p itch up  and  I  wo u ld  ask  where  is  t he  k id  and  nobody 

knew.  And  because  she  wore  a  Mande la  shir t  o r  a  T-shir t  o r  

someth ing -  and  tha t  was  it  in a  p lace  l ike  K wa Mashu.  

 And  o f course ,  my thea tre  then was  used  by the  Unive rs ity  

o f Durban- Westvi l le  a lso ,  a s  a  commun it y outreach t h ing.  

And  once  more  t he  re s taurant  was  do ing  we ll  f ina nc ia l ly,  

and  I  fe lt  tha t  it  was  a  k ind  o f encumbrance  and  I  needed  to 

ge t  away from t ha t ,  jus t  no t  mak ing mo ney,  and  when my  

p lay we nt  to  C ape  Town I  was  o ffe red  a  pos it ion  as  
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marke ting mana ger .  And  I  found  it  a t t rac t ive  because I 

would  be  assoc ia ted  wit h t he  thea tr e ,  you know.  I  took  on 

the  job  and worked  the re unt i l I  was  o ffe red  this  job  he re  a t 

P layho use  Thea tre ,  a s d irec to r.  

MC : And  can yo u desc r ibe ,  maybe ,  the  a t mosphere  he re  a t  the  

P layho use  a t  t ha t  t ime  and  t he  a t mosphere  a t  Baxte r  w hen  

you were  the  marke ting ma nager  a t  Baxte r  and  the  d irec to r 

he re?  What a tmosphere I  mean… ? 

RG: Ja ,  you see  the  Baxte r  was  quite  anx io us  to  do  work  tha t 

would  inc lude  a l l S out h A fr icans  because  I  mean h it he r to  

la rge  sec to rs  o f S outh Afr ican communit ie s  were  exc luded , 

they were  anx ious  to  do  tha t .  B ut  I  mean  peop le  were  so 

d isadvantaged ,  a t  this  t ime  t ha t  I  couldn’ t  j us t  s tep  into  t he  

b reach,  so  you had  to  be  pa r t  o f a  deve lopment p rocess, 

you know.  And  tha t  has  been the  prob lem because  I mean 

you have n’ t  rea lly had  capac ity fo r  tha t  k ind  o f th ing and  

you know  thea tre  and  c u lture  pa r t icu la r ly  you cou ldn’ t  

have  a  k ind  o f c rash course  in t h is  so r t  o f th ing,  you ha ve  

to  nur t ure  it .  A nd  the y p la yed  a  pa r t  in t ha t  and  we  se t  

ce r ta in in it ia t ives  in mo t ion  a t  Ba xte r  T hea tre ,  and  I  fe lt  

tha t ,  tha t  was  important .  B ut  it  was  a t  t he  end  o f t he  day,  

thea tre  must  a lso  surv ive  and  you had  to  do  tha t  with  

ca re fu l ly measured  k ind  o f work  tha t  you were  do ing.  You  

know,  commerc ia l work  to  subs id ise  tha t  k ind  o f e ffo r t ,  

and  we  b rought  tha t .  We  introduce d  those  so r t  o f th ings .  

And  whe n we  go t  he re  to  P layhouse  T hea tre ,  P layho use  has  
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a lready se t  tha t  in mo tio n.  And  the  irony was  when I  came  

to  the  P layhouse  Thea tre  I  remember  hav ing enga ged  those 

ve ry peop le  in t hose  yea rs ,  when we  boyco tted  the 

P layho use ,  we  fo rmed  t he  N a ta l C u lt ure  C ounc il and  we  

boyco tted  the  P layhouse .  A nd  I  had  engaged  w it h so me  o f  

those  peop le ,  some  o f whom rema ined  on the  board and 

tha t  so r t  o f t h ing,  a nd  tha t  is  a  grea t  th ing about  S outh  

Afr ica ,  you know,  dur ing the  change  we  were  inc lus ive .  

And  a lt hough peop le  came  from d if fe rent  k inds  o f 

mindse ts ,  they weren’ t  exc luded ;  they were  inc luded .  They 

were  inc luded  and  a l lowed  the  room to  cha nge .  A nd  I  was  

ve ry happy tha t  I  was  pa r t  o f this  who le  p rocess  now to 

b r ing about  this  k ind  o f th ing.  Espec ia l ly the  

deve lopmenta l a spec ts  o f th ings  and  to  change  the  

demographics  you  know,  and  tha t  grew apace .  And  a lso ,  

one  o f the  cha l le nges  in t he  P layhouse  was  tha t  you know,  

fund ing now t he re  were  o the r  p r io r it ie s  a nd  tha t  is  o f  

course  unders tandab le .  Because  you had  immense  p r io r ,  

you know immense  d isadvanta ge  in the  country and  hous ing  

and  tha t  so r t o f thing and  c rea t ion o f jobs  and  a ll tha t ,  

educa tion;  the  cha ng ing o f educa t ion sys te m and  a l l t ha t  

needed  tremendous  resources .  So  it  was  inev itab le  t ha t  

cult ure  wou ldn’ t  be  one  o f the  top  p r io r it ie s ,  you know 

perfo rming a r ts  counc il.  S o  the  grants  were  le ssened  and 

we  had  now to  f ind  our  own way.  And  tha t  is  iron ic  in a  

sense  because  the  p revious  peop le  the re  had  a ll t ha t  
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t remendous  amount o f mone y t o  spend  and  they b rought  out  

a l l t hese  second  grade  a r t is ts  fro m overseas  to  de fea t  the  

boyco tt . 

 And  we  s ta r ted  the  deve lopmenta l p rocess  he re  and  one  o f 

the  th ings  tha t  we  d id  was  in ge t t ing our  own reve nues .  

And  I  reca l l tha t  we  succeeded by inc reas ing the  ea rnings  

o f the  P layho use  by fo r ty pe rcent . You know genera t ing  

funds ,  its  own  fund ,  by fo r ty  pe rcent .  I t  is  a  sad  th ing now 

tha t ,  tha t  seems to  have  s topped.  

MC : And  dur ing t h is  t ime  I  mean w it h your  work ,  p lays ,  

ha rassment,  your  pos it io ns  K amala ,  your  w ife  and  your  

chi ld ren how d id  the y fee l about  th is?  I  mean were  they  

suppo rt ive?  

RG: I  had  a  ve ry,  ve ry suppo rt ive  fa mily.  I  mean t hank  god ,  I 

mean t hey  put  up  w it h my excesses  in l i fe ,  and  I  t h ink  to  a  

grea t  extent  my reck lessness  a lso .  I  mean whe n I  q uit  jobs  

in mids tream and  th ings  l ike  tha t  you know,  I  mean it  

impac ts  on a  fa mily,  whe t he r  yo u l ike  it  o r  no t ,  and  th is  

cons tant  mov ing about  a lso .  But  the y have  been ve ry,  ve ry  

suppo rt ive ,  pa r t icula r ly my w ife  and  ja .  

MC : And  as  a  p laywr ite /d irec to r ,  I  mean.  was  t he re  a  t ime  w hen  

you were  ac t ing o r  d id  you ac t  in some  o f your  p lays?  

RG: N o,  no  I  have  never  ac ted  because  I  be lie ve  you  must  do  

anyt h ing tha t  you choose  you must  do  it  p roper ly.  I  d idn’ t  

have  t he  t ime  fo r  tha t  k ind  o f  th ing.  S o  I  mean p laywr it ing  

and  d irec t ing,  wh ich I  jus t  go t  d rawn into  a t  a  ce r ta in 
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s tage ,  I  have  a lways  so r t  o f va lued  the  cha l lenge  o f  

p laywr it ing and  I  wanted  to  give  it  my bes t  sho t , you see .  

MC : S o  you a re  a c rea to r  no t a  pe rfo rmer?  

RG: Well I  think  a  pe rfo rmer  c rea tes  a lso ,  ja. 

MC : S o ,  can you te l l us  about  yo ur  work  a t  the  Thea tre  A ll iance  

o f N a ta l?  

RG: Ja ,  no  dur ing tha t  t ime  as  I  sa id ,  when we  fought  Apar the id  

wit h in t he  thea tre  we  go t  toge the r ,  a l l t he  d if fe rent  

group ings  in N a ta l t ha t  were  opposed  to  rac ism in t hea tre . 

S o  tha t  we  could  have  a  co mmon so r t  o f ob jec t ive  and  poo l 

our  s trengths  and  we  fo rmed  the  Thea tre  All iance  o f N a ta l.  

MC : And  yo ur  work  as  the  v ice  p res ident  o f  the  N a ta l b ranch  o f  

the  S outh Afr ican Write rs?  

RG: Ja  the  C ongress  o f  S outh Afr ican  Wr ite rs .  Ja  dur ing t he  

ea r ly e ight ie s  we  rea lised  a  need  fo r  an organiza t ion, .  

because  you had  o rgan isa t io ns  w ith in t he  countr y t ha t  were  

rac ia l,  yo u had  wr ite rs  o rgan isa t ions  and  t h ings  l ike  tha t .  

And  we  fe lt  it  was  about  t ime  tha t  we  had  mass  based 

o rganisa t ion a nd  o f course ,  wh ich was  non- rac ia l a nd  it  

advanced  the  cause  o f opp ressed  peop le ,  pa r t icula r ly  

write rs .  And  we  fo r med  the  C ongress  o f S outh Afr ican  

Write rs .  We  fo rmed  tha t  in Gauteng and  t hen t he  N a ta l 

b ranch,  we  launched  he re .  

MC : And  S ir ,  te l l me  be fo re  1990  aga in whe n you were  invo lved  

in these  pos it io ns  and  o rganisa t ions  d id  yo u have  a  chance  

to  mee t  o the r  wr ite rs  fro m a round  Afr ica  a nd  maybe  Ind ia  
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peop le  like  S a lma n Rus hd ie ,  C hinua  Achebe ,  N gug i Wa 

Th iong’o?  

RG: N o,  we  were  p revented  from b r ing ing over  so me  o f t he  

peop le .  O ne  o f the  peop le  tha t  we  were  p revented  from 

b r ing ing o ver  was  S a lman Rus hd ie .  O f course ,  we  were  

p revented  from do ing t ha t  by so -ca lled  fundamenta l is ts ,  

because  o f h is  book  ‘S a tanic  Verses . ’  I t  is  a  grea t  p it y,  

because  I  mean you k now S a lman Rus hd ie  re ma ins  a  g iant  

o f l ite ra ture ,  and  he  wo u ld  have ,  I  t h ink ,  done  a  lo t .  H is  

p resence  in the  countr y wou ld  have  done  a  lo t ,  no t  on ly  

jus t  to  insp ire  d isadvantaged  wr ite rs  themse lves ,  but  to 

b r ing new perspec t ives ,  you know,  to  writ ing,  e tc .  And  a lso 

to ,  I think ,  we  need tha t  k ind  o f exc ite ment because  if you  

compare  writ ing o r  cu lt ure  to  spo r t  and  you see  the  a mount  

o f suppo rt  tha t  spo r t  ge ts  and  ve ry l it t le  s uppo rt  fo r  the  

a r ts  and  culture .  And  so  we  need  tha t  k ind  o f pe rsona lit y to  

come  over  a nd  re focus .   

 Ja  but  we  met o t he r  peop le  l ike  [K o le ]  O matoso ,  you k now 

the  Yebo  ma n -  te lephone ,  ja  he  is  based  in t he  Trans vaa l  

now.  There  were  severa l o the r  such peop le  tha t  came  over .  

MC : And  can you te l l us  about  your  job  he re a t  the  Unive rs ity  

o f Durb an- Westvi l le ,  a s  the  re s ident  d irec to r  a t  the 

Un ive rs it y o f Durban- Westvi l le  Asoka  Thea tre? 

RG: Ja  this  is  a  b it  o f a  so re  po int .  I  be lie ve  tha t  the  Asoka 

Thea tre  could  have  been a  ve r y,  ve ry  inte gra l  pa r t  o f t he  

move  to  fo s te r  a  S outh Afr ican non- rac ia l thea tre ,  in be ing  
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a  tru ly co mmunit y based  thea tre .  S ad ly,  th is  d idn’ t  happen. 

You know,  I  am a ngr y a t  tha t .  I  a m angry a t  t ha t ,  because 

the re  was  this  oppo rtunity fo r  the  Asoka  Thea tre , with a l l  

its  fac i l it ie s ,  to  be  truly communit y based .  And  you know, 

you ha ve  th is  k ind  o f s it ua t ion in o the r  countr ie s ,  where  

the  un ive rs it y is  no t  sepa ra ted  from the  peop le .  I t  is  no t 

seen as  a  k ind  o f  e l it is t  purs u it  o ut  t he re .  Unfo r tuna te ly,  

the re  was  th is  e thos  tha t  was  re ign ing he re  a t  Un ive rs it y o f  

Durban- Westvi l le .  Whe n peop le  fe l t  tha t  t h is  was  some  

k ind  o f e l it is t  k ind  o f  ins t it ut ion.  I t  wou ld  have  se rved  a  

fa r  grea te r  purpose ,  and  it  wou ld  have  ach ieved  fa r  more  if  

it  had  p laced  itse lf  square ly w it h in t he  communit y.  I t  is  a  

so rry chap te r ,  and  I  think  somet h ing t ha t  n eeds  to  be 

re sea rched  fo r  reasons  so  tha t  we  don’ t  make  the  sa me  

mis takes  aga in.  We don’t  give  in to  ca ree r ism,  and  you  

know a l l t hose  k ind  o f nega t ive  app roaches  to  things .  

Those  a re  pub lic  fac i l it ie s ,  be long ing to  t he  peop le  they  

don’ t  be long to  a  few pe op le  who  have  some  fancy no tio ns  

o f the mse lves ,  you k now.  I  am so rry if t ha t  sounds  ha rsh  

but  tha t  is  the  way it  is .   

MC : S o  you a re  no t  happy wit h the  way th ings… ?  

RG: N o I  am no t  happy with the  way it  was  run.  

MC : And  when was  th is?  Was  this  dur ing the  e ight ie s  o r… ? 

RG: The  laws  o f l ibe l p revent  me  fro m go ing any fur t he r .  

MC : O kay,  and  how d id  the  unbann ing o f a l l po l it ica l  

o rganisa t ions  in 1990  a ffec t  you and  your  fa mily?  
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RG: O h truly insp ir ing mo ment in our  l ives .  We never  thought  

tha t  in  our  l i fe t ime  t he  change  wou ld  be  so  d ramatic .  A nd  

wit hout  a ny,  w it hout  d ropp ing any na mes  I  reme mber  

hav ing gone  up  to  Zimbabwe ,  I  think  fo r  some  confe rence  – 

Hara re  -  and  having met w it h some  o f our  leaders  a t  tha t 

t ime .  O f course ,  my fr iend  Wa lly S e ro te  and  K os ise la ,  the  

poe t  and  toge the r  with Joe  S lovo  – no t  Joe  S lovo  –  ja we 

met Joe  S lovo ,  but  no t  so  c lo se .  Thabo  Mbek i,  and  when  

Thabo  sa id  good  bye  to  us ,  he  came  on to  the  ap ron o f the  

a irpo r t  and  we  go t  into  t he  p lane  it  was  a  s t ir r ing mo ment  

because  he  hugged  ever y one  o f us  and  t he re  was  deep 

emo tio n.  At tha t  mo ment,  no ne  o f us  knew tha t  we  wou ld  

see  change  w it h in our  l i fe t ime  and  he re  were  our  co mrades 

who  were  cut  o ff from the  country  o f the ir  b ir th,  out  the re ,  

and  never  thought  tha t  t hey wou ld  one  day come  into  t he  

country and  when t h is  happened .  O f course it  was  l ike  a 

mirac le .  

MC : And  so  from the  t ime  whe n you were  young,  wh ich  

po lit ica l o rgan isa t ions  d id  you so r t  o f suppo rt?  

RG: O h,  the  AN C a lways .  I  mean the re  is  no  doub t  about  it .  I 

am no t  a  ca rd- ca rrying member  o f t he  AN C . As  a  write r ,  I 

be lie ve  t ha t  one ,  yo u know,  sho u ldn’ t  be ,  but  I  ha ve  

suppo rted no t  the  ANC ,  but  the  th ings  tha t  the  AN C  has 

s tood fo r .  And  the  Afr ican N a tiona l C ongress  has  b rought  

fo r th leadership ,  I  th ink ,  unpara l le led  in t he  h is to ry o f  

opp ressed  peop le .  I mean the re  have  been tremendous  



 75 

f igures  a l l ove r  t he  world .  In Ind ia  you have  had  these  

tremendous  leaders ,  but  cons is tent ly  in  S outh A fr ica ,  you  

have  had  these  peop le  o f t remendous  fo res ight  and  deep 

compass ion.  And  tha t  is  w hy I  t h ink ,  we  need  a  k ind  o f 

op timis m fo r  the  country desp ite  a l l t he  p rob lems tha t  the re  

a re . 

MC : And  S ir ,  w hy  do  you t h ink  t he  N a tiona l P a r ty a greed  to 

nego t ia te  be fo re  1994? 

RG: Ja  I  think  it  was  la rge ly because  res is tance  now had 

assumed  imme nse  p ropo rt ions .  We  had  succeeded  in 

ga in ing t he  suppo rt  o f the  world  and  it  was  a  s low p rocess 

in itse lf.  A nd  o f  course ,  mil ita ry  s trugg le  was  be ing  

he ightened  and  you had  the  sanc tions ;  economic  sanc t ions ,  

wh ich were  b it ing;  a nd  it  was  inev itab le  t ha t  t he  mono lith  

had  to  c rack .  Because,  even w it h in  the  mo no lit h,  peop le  

saw the  writ ing on t he  wa ll.  And  it  is  a  good  thing t ha t  

they saw it  too  because  we  mustn’ t  to ta l ly  d iscount  t ha t  

you know.  Because  they cou ld  have  been foo lha rdy a nd  

s tup id  and  gone  the  who le  ho g and  s tood  t he ir  ground  and  

it  cou ld  have  lead  to  the  k ind  o f b lood  le t t ing aga in  

unpara l le led  in  t he  world  because  we  had  a l l  the  e le men ts  

o f rac ia l,  o f a  ca tac lys mic  rac ia l war .  S o  it  is  fo r tuna te  too , 

tha t  some  o f t hem saw the  wr it ing on t he  wa ll.  A nd  they  

only saw t he  wr it ing on  the  wa ll  o f  course  a fte r  t he  

p ressure  tha t  was put  on them but  the  fac t  is  t ha t  they saw 
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it  and  we  had  th is  coming toge t he r  o f t hese  d if fe rent  

oppos ite s . 

MC : O kay so  we pause  now jus t  to  turn the  casse t te s.  

EN D O F  TAP E 2  S IDE A  

RES UMP TION  ON  TAP E 2  SIDE B:  

MC : O kay we  a re  back .  Mr Govender ,  can you te l l us  about  your  

b ro the r  who  was one  o f the  p ioneers  in d rama?  

RG: Ja  I  think  th is  was  the  f i ft ie s ,  la te  f i ft ie s ,  ea r ly s ixt ie s ,  I  

am no t  sure  when he  was  taken over , he  was  inv ited  to 

come  to  J ohannesburg.  He  was  headhunted  by a  b ig ga me  

hunte r  ca l led  Bob  C hrisp  who  had  a  newspaper  ca lled  

‘Ego li. ’  I t  was  the  f irs t  so r t  o f newspaper a imed  a t  the  

Black  leadership  in Joha nnesburg  and  he  wa nted  some  top  

Black  journa l is t  a long,  so  he  o ffe red  th is  job  to  Gonnie .  He  

was  then ba re ly twent y,  I  t h ink .  Took  h im overseas ,  took 

h im and  he  was  showing s igns  o f a  journa l is t ,  capab le 

journa l is t  on the  Leader.  S o they took him to  Jo ’burg and 

then Bob  C hr isp  so ld  Ego li to  J im Ba ile y and  J im Ba iley  

then introduced  the  Drum Ma gaz ine  and  Gonn ie  was  one  o f  

the  p io neers  on Drum Magaz ine .  He  wro te  two  ea r ly  

s to r ie s ,  whic h I  reme mber .  The  one  was  the  C rimson  

League  Gang,  the  f irs t  so r t  o f ana lyt ica l p iece  on c r ime  in  

Black  sec to r.  And  then he  fo l lowed  this  up  wit h a  s to ry  on 

the  exp lo ita t io n o f sugar  workers on the  sugar  p lanta t io ns  

and  he  went  a long to  workers  who  worked bo th on Ind ian 

owned  and  White  owned  sugar  p la nta t io ns .  Th is  incurred  
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the  wra th o f so me  o f t hose  peop le .  But  Gonn ie  was  a  

fea r le ss  journa l is t .   

 And  then he  wro te  the  s to ry on S har if K han,  w h ich a lmost  

cos t  him h is  l i fe .  And  one  o f h is  co l leagues ,  o f course ,  was 

N thi K huma lo ,  who  was  a  fea r le ss  journa l is t  h imse lf,  and  

N thi was  k i l led  by gangs te rs  -  s t il l in Jo ’burg.  But  Gonn ie  

was  a lways  outspoken and  he  s poke  out  aga ins t  t he  unequa l  

sa la r ie s .  T hen J urge n S haderbe rg was  a  young rook ie  

journa l is t  who  had  jus t  come  out  o f Eas t  Ger many.  He  ran 

away from communis t  Eas t  Germany,  Eas te rn Europe  and 

he  came  he re  and  e mbraced  the  cap ita l is t  wor ld  in  

Johannesburg a nd  he  ro se  in the  ranks  and  Go nn ie ,  o f  

course ,  fought  a ga ins t  t he  unequa l  pay fo r  B lack  

journa l is ts ,  a l l B lack  journa l is ts ,  w he the r  you were  K ant  

Temba l o r  Henry K humalo  o r  Bob  Ghasani,  you were  pa id  a 

le sse r  wage  tha n the  W hite  journa l is ts  and  Gonn ie  fough t  

aga ins t  th is .  Th is  o f course ,  b rought  h im up  aga ins t  the  

p rop r ie to rs  and  once  more  Gonnie  qu it .  Because  I  mean,  it  

was  ge t t ing h im now here .  And  it  d id n’ t  endear  him to  those  

peop le .  

 And  so  you see ,  when yo u read  the  h is to ry o f t he  Drum 

maga z ine  now,  yo u don’ t  see  the  na me  o f  Gonn ie  

Govender ,  a lthough he  was  one  o f those  peop le  who  had  se t 

the  Drum on its  fee t .   
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MC : And  when you were  work ing he re  in D urban as  a  journa l is t ,  

d id  you ge t  a  chance  to  work  with peop le  like  N a t  N akasa, 

be fo re  he  moved  to Johannesburg?  

RG: N o,  I  d idn’ t  pa r t icu la r ly  work  wit h N a t  N akasa ,  but  I  knew 

o f a l l t hese  grea t  figures  and  I  mean the  grea t  Black  

journa l is ts  a t  the  t ime  and  K en Te mba  was  one  o f those  

peop le  you know,  I  ha ve  a lways  respec ted  imme nse ly,  

because  I  be l ieve  tha t  K en Te mba  was  no t  jus t  a  jo urna l is t ,  

he  was  a lso  a write r  o f grea t  ab il it y,  you know.  

MC : And  acco rd ing to  ce r ta in newspaper  a r t ic le s ,  in yo ur  p la ys  

the re  has  a lways  been so r t  o f a  theme  behind  o r  something  

about  Ca to  Manor .  I  mean you have  t h is  pass ion ab out  C a to 

Manor .  And  peop le  l ike  K en Te mba  l ike  some  o f  h is  

a r t ic le s  he  had  th is  pass ion about  Sophia  Town?  

RG: Ja . 

MC : Was  this  a  t rend  o f the  seventie s  and  e ight ie s ,  to  write?  

RG: Well ine v itab ly,  I  mean I  t h ink  a l l so r t  o f sens it ive  peop le , 

pa r t icu la r ly wr ite rs  I  th ink ,  fe lt  ve ry s trong ly about  the  

way communit ie s  were  des troyed  by Apar the id ,  you  know.  

Alt hough I  mean,  those  communit ie s  were  ve ry much a  

p roduc t  o f Apar the id  itse lf in  the  sense  tha t  t hey were  poo r 

commun it ie s  and  segrega ted communit ie s .  Be cause  if it  

hadn’ t  been fo r  tha t  segrega t ion S outh A fr icans  wou ld  ha ve  

found  themse lves ,  a ll race  groups  would  have  found  

themse lves .  And  I  th ink  the re  wou ld  ha ve  been a  mee ting  

o f those  cult ures  a  long t ime  ago .  We wouldn’ t  ha ve  had  a ll  
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these  k ind  o f  rac ia l s tr i fe  t ha t  we  ha ve  today.  But  desp ite  

tha t  I  mean  -  you k now we  have  a l l had  th is  sense  o f  

be long ing  to  those  p laces .  Tha t  is  inev itab le  because  I 

mean you know tha t  is  human na t ure  to  be  c lo se to  your 

hea r th.  And  w hen your  hea r th ge ts  des troyed ,  espec ia l ly by  

fou l means  l ike  this  yo u know,  the  pa in is  one  tha t  endures .  

I t  doesn’ t  jus t  go  away.  

MC : Are  the re  any p lays  t ha t  you wro te ,  but  maybe  some  peop le  

advised  you no t  to  cont inue  w ith t he  d irec t ing o r  p roduc ing  

those  p lays?  Are  the re  any p lays  tha t  y o u,  wro te  but  they 

were  never  pub lished  o r  you were  asked  to  fo rge t  about  it?  

O r  it  was  such tha t  it  would  be  too dangerous  fo r  you?  

RG: N o.  I  wouldn’ t  l is ten to  peop le  anyway if t hey d id  try to  do 

tha t .  I  mean I  wou ld  j us t  go  ahead  and  wr ite  wha t  I  wanted  

to  write .  B ut  I  t h ink  yo u a lso  have  a  re spons ib i l it y.  I  mean  

the  wr it ten  word  is  no t  worth  any th ing  if it  is  no t  read  and  

no  matte r  how severe  the  censo rship  I  think  the re  is  a 

cha l lenge  fo r  the  write r  no t  to  abandon I  th ink  the  tru ths  o f  

l i fe .  There  is  a lwa ys  a  way in w h ich one  could  I  th ink  wr ite  

about  those  things .  You know i t  has  go t  to  be  a  p re t ty a ll -

encompass ing k ind  o f censo rsh ip  fo r  you no t  to  be  ab le  to  

ge t  through wha t  yo u want  to  write  about .  

MC : And  w ha t  do  you  th ink  he re  in  S outh Afr ica  we  ca n do  to  

do  something?  L ike  in C ape  Town the y tr ied  to  do 

someth ing about  Dis tr ic t  S ix?  S o  wha t  do you th ink… ?  
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RG: Yes  it  is  about  t ime  we  had  tha t  he re  in C a to  Manor. 

Unfo r tuna te ly,  C a to  Manor  was  the  firs t  and  la r ges t  d is tr ic t  

to  be  des troyed  by the  Group  Areas  Ac t .  The  Group  Areas 

Ac t  was ,  I  think ,  p receded  by -  it  was  a  na tura l k ind  o f  

seque l to  the  Pegg ing Ac t ,  whic h I  sa id ,  was a imed  la rge ly  

a t  the  Ind ia n communit y he re .  You had  one  hund red  and 

e ight y tho usand  peop le ,  many o f w hom,  most  o f w hom 

owned  the ir  own ho uses ,  whic h they had  s laved  fo r ,  l ike  

my grand fa the r  and  my fa the r .  They s laved  fo r ,  and  they 

owned  the ir  own  p roper t ie s ,  wh ich  un fo r tuna te ly,  the  ve ry  

poo r  peop le  in S oph ia  Town a nd  D is tr ic t  S ix,  were  most ly  

tenants .  But  hav ing sa id  tha t ,  I  mea n you k now,  the  

des truc t ion o f any so r t  o f commun ity,  is  no t  warranted .  So 

but  the  C a to  Manor  peop le  owned  the ir  p iece  o f ground  and  

tha t  was  jus t  taken away fro m t he m.  You know,  the y were  

pa id  peanuts .  The  Depar tment  o f C ommunit y Deve lopment  

was  desc r ibed  then as  the  b igges t  la nd  and  es ta te  agency in  

the  world  and  a  p re t ty ruth less  one  a lso , because  they pa id 

those  peop le  peanuts .  You know the  yea rs  in wh ich t hey  

put  into  tha t ,  and  a ll tha t .  

 But  now wha t  has  happened  is  tha t  one  k ind  o f wrong  

seems to  have  been fo l lowed  by ano the r .  You had  th is  

g lo r ious ly na med  C a to  Manor  Deve lopment Assoc ia t ion  

tha t  has  been se t  up  so fa r  funded  by the  European Union  

and  hav ing a  lo t  o f W hite  beaurocra ts  coming in who  ha ve  

abso lute ly no  idea  o f t he  h is to r y o f  C a to  Manor .  I  have  
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t r ied  eve ry now and  t hen to  b r ing it  to  the ir  no tice  but  I  

fa i l mise rab ly and  now recent ly  the y ha ve  been mak ing  

some  few tenta t ive  ges tures .  But  the  who le  h is to ry o f C a to 

Manor  has  been des troyed  to  the  extent  tha t  you know a ll  

tha t  has  been a l lude d  to  is  you know exp lo ita t ive  Ind ian  

land lo rds .  They say t ha t  th is  was  t he  cause ,  ma in cause  o f  

the  1949 r io ts .  Tha t  is  the  on ly i l lus ion to  the  g lo r io us  

h is to ry o f C a to  Manor .  I  mean t ha t  is  a  to ta l o utrage ,  you  

know.  There  is  no  re f lec t ion  on the  wa y t ha t  work ing c lass  

peop le  s trugg led ,  worked  ha rd,  s laved ,  built  t he ir  l i t t le  

houses  the re ,  and  then fo rmed  a  v iab le  commun ity a nd  

contr ibuted  immense ly to  I  th ink  the  economy o f N a ta l.  

Apar t  from hav ing been sugar  workers , e tc,  e tc I  mean la te r  

on by the ir  own  boo ts traps  I  sa id  p rovided  the ir  own  

educa tion.  You had  teachers , lawyers ,  doc to rs and 

bus inessmen  emer g ing.  P eop le  fro m a l l wa lks  o f l i fe ,  

po lit ica l cad res  o f the  bes t -  you know.   

 There  were  lo s t  o f peop le  who  were  invo lved  in t he  P ass ive  

Res is tance  C ampaign.  You have ,  had  George  S ewpersadh 

who  was  p res ident  o f N a ta l Ind ian C ongress ,  l ike  I  sa id  RB  

N aidoo,  Bil ly P e te rs ,  S ubb iah,  you know a  number ,  peop le 

who  made  a  va luab le  contr ibut io n.  And  t hey were  tr ue  

S outh A fr icans  and  the n yo u ha ve  the  C MDA in a l l i ts  

a r rogance  re fe rr ing to  j us t  t ha t  one  l it t le  inc ident ,  say ing  

tha t  the re  were  exp lo ita t ive  Ind ian la nd lo rds ,  and  tha t  is  

why  yo u had  the  1949  r io ts .  Yes ,  the re  were  exp lo ita t ive  
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Ind ian  land lo rds ;  the re  were  exp lo ita t ive  land lo rds  o f a l l  

race  groups .  I  mean you know a  bus inessma n is  no t  

exp lo ita t ive  because  he  is  Ind ia n,  you know.  There  a re 

good  bus inessme n and  bad  bus inessmen.  S o  but  the  C MDA 

a lso  has  neg lec ted  in redeve lop ing C a to  Manor  to  go  back 

into  the  h is to ry and  fo r  its  a rch itec ture  and  t h ings  l ike  t ha t  

to  be  info r med  by tha t  g lo r ious  h is to ry t ha t  has  jus t  been 

wiped  out .  And  to  me  tha t  is  ve r y sad .  In D is tr ic t  S ix  you  

have  the  museum,  wh ic h is  a  wonderfu l t h ing but  no t  in  

C a to Manor .  And  European Unio n fund ing I  mean,  you  

know,  is  ava i lab le ,  the y must  ha ve  sa id  tha t  t hey  don’ t  

want  t he  money.  I  th ink  t hey must  j us t  have  to ta l ly  

d if fe rent  pe rspec t ives .  

MC : S o  in your  future  p ro jec ts  maybe  p lays ,  a re  you p lann ing to  

do  some  more  about  C a to  Manor? 

RG: I  don’ t  know.  I  mean you k now,  I  am no t  a  young  man  

anymore  [ laughte r] .  I  wil l wr ite .  

MC : And  can you te l l us  about  th is  p lay t ha t  you wro te ,  “F ac ing  

the  N orth West” about  Richard  Rive?  

RG: Ja  Richard  R ive .  R ichard  R ive  was  a  grea t  write r  and  met a  

ve ry,  ve ry trag ic  end .  And  he  was  one  o f t hose  Black  S outh 

Afr icans ,  a t  tha t  t ime ,  who  d id  us  p roud  with h is  wri t ing.  

And  I  fe lt  it  was  a  fa sc ina t ing s to ry,  and  I  was  in C ape 

Town a t  t ha t  t ime  you  know,  whe n h is  t r ia l,  it  was  a  t r ia l   

tak ing p lace .  And  I  fe lt  we  shou ld  tr y and  a t  leas t  cap ture 

the  l i fe  o f t h is  man on s tage ,  and  I  wro te  this  p lay.  Why I  
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laugh is ,  I  went  back  many yea rs  la te r  and  I  saw a  s imila r  

p lay,  ve ry s imila r  to  the  one  but  my p la y was  o f course  

copyrighted .  And  t hey have  asked  me  to  t h ink  o f re - do ing  

it .  

MC : When d id  you see  this  s imila r  p la y?  

RG: Many yea rs  la te r  a fte r  I  d id  my p lay a nd  it  was  [ la ughte r]  -  

we  had  ra the r  no t  go  into  tha t .  We  wil l  ta lk  about  it  so me  

o the r  t ime .  

MC : And  so  you a lso  wro te ano the r  p lay N xo  His to ry?  

RG: Yes  I  wro te  tha t  a  long t ime  ago  whe n th is  ‘ Re lease  

Mande la  C ampaign’  was  a t  its  he ight .  You know o f course ,  

peop le  like  P aul Da v id  and  a l l were  do ing so me  wonderfu l  

work  desp ite  the  jackboo t  rep ress ion,  the  face  o f jackboo t 

rep ress ion to  launc h th is  ca mpa ign and  P au l app roached  me 

to  write  a  l it t le  p lay a nd  I  sa id  I ’d  glad ly wr ite  someth ing  

and  I  wro te  ‘N kozi’s  Dream’,  wh ich was  based  on this  

s to ry o f t h is  X hosa ,  I  th ink  Xhosa  lady.  I  t h ink  s he  was  a  

p r incess ,  I  a m no t  sure  about  t ha t .  A nd  tha t  was  a  pa r t  o f  

h is to ry tha t  re f lec ts  jus t  how man ip u la t ive  the  sys tem w as .  

Because  the  eas te rn front ie r ,  so - ca lled  eas te rn frontie r ,  

p resented  a  cha lle nge  to  the  White  pene tra t ion and  they  

couldn’ t  pene tra te  t he  eas te rn.  Because  the  peop le  rea l ly;  

they res is ted  White  pene tra t ion.  A nd  the  o n ly  way t hey  

could  do  tha t  is  to , I  t hink ,  exp lo it  supers t it ion and  in th is  

d ream th is  pe rson te l ls  th is  pe rson t ha t  the  a nces to rs  had 

advised  he r  tha t  i f  the y bur n t he  c rops  and  bury the  ca t t le  
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the  sp ir its  wou ld  d r ive  t he  White  peop le  into  the  sea .  And  

tha t  is  w hen  these  peop le  became  in it ia ted  as  a  f ight ing  

fo rce .  And  tha t  ac tua l ly happened  in h is to ry.  S o  I  wro te 

th is  p lay a round  tha t .  

MC : S o  the  o the r  p lay -  but  you sa id  it  was  no t  fin ished ;  the  

o the r  p lay about  the  peop le  who  were  hid ing po lit ica l  

f igures  were  h id ing a t  the  Br it is h e mbassy .  S o  you were 

p lann ing to  write  a  p lay about  tha t?  

RG: Ja . 

MC : And  wha t  happened? 

RG: You know,  I  th ink  it  was  a  ques t ion o f t ime ,  more  than  

anyt h ing e lse .  And  tha t  p lay I  fe lt  had  to  be put  on with in a  

ce r ta in amount o f t ime  because it  was  ve ry top ica l,  y ou 

know.  And  I  j us t  cou ldn’ t  do  it .  I  mean I  was  invo lved  in  

so  many th ings  myse lf a t  the  t ime ,  and  I  couldn’ t  f it  it  in.  

MC : C an you te l l me  who  is ,  l ike  your  favour ite  wr ite r  in th is  

world?  

RG: I  don’ t  have  a  pa r t icu la r  fa vour ite ,  but  I  mean you k now 

the re  a re  t remendous  write rs  a l l ove r  the  world  who m I  

rea lly enjo y.  Dumutsho  Marachera ,  a  young wr ite r  but  

would  have  been one  o f A fr ica ’s  grea tes t  write rs .  He  had  

th is  t remendous  way w it h words .  He d ied ,  I think  a t  the  age 

o f twenty- three ,  and  he  had  p roduc ed  some  grea t  s tuff.  

Then  o f  course ,  the re  is  Arundha t i Ro y in  Ind ia ,  a  

t remendous  wr ite r .  But  a l l a long,  throughou t  the  yea rs , 

Arthur  Mil le r  has  been one  o f  my,  you know -  one  o f  those  
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peop le  tha t  I  have  a lways  admired .  Tennessee  Will ia ms ,  

grea t  write rs  a nd  o f course ,  you know writ ing,  

S hakespearean wr it ing,  S a lma n R ushd ie ,  the  poems o f  

S a lma n R ushd ie ,  P h il ip  Ro th,  a s  a  nove lis t .  P h il ip  Ro th is  

one  o f the  grea tes t  nove lis ts  tha t  I  have  read .  And  fo r  some  

ve ry l ight  read ing on t he  odd  occas ion,  I  read [David ]  

Gris ham,  t h is  guy wro te  th is  ac t ion t h ing  ca l led  ‘T he  

C lie nt’  i t  was  ve ry n ice .  But  I  don’ t  have  any pa r t ic u la r  

favour ite .  

MC : F rom these  write rs  tha t  you ha ve  jus t  me nt ioned ,  do  you 

have  a  favo ur ite  l ine ;  o r  a  favour ite  quo te ;  o r  a  favour ite  

pa ragraph;  or  poem tha t  you can rec ite  to us  from the ir  

work?  S omething t ha t  so r t  o f insp ires  you?  

RG: N o t o ff- hand ,  no t  o ff- hand ,  so rry. 

MC : O kay.  S o  amongs t  a l l  yo ur  p lays ,  and  I  know t h is  is  a  ve ry  

d if f icu lt  ques t ion,  some  peop le  a re  saying it  is  l ike  a sk ing  

someone  to  chose  his  favo ur ite  chi ld ,  so  amongs t  a l l your  

p lays ,  wh ich one  is  yo ur  favo ur ite?  

RG: N o I  don’ t  have  any fa vour ite s .  I  mean ja  you a re  r ight ,  in  

tha t  sense ,  because you know it  is  a lmost  l ike  g iv ing b ir t h.   

MC : S o  you don’ t  have  a  p la y -  somet imes  from the  pays  t ha t  

you pub lished  you  f ind  yo urse lf so met imes  read ing  it  aga in  

and  aga in?  

RG: N o no t  par t icu la r ly no ,  no .  

MC : And  do  you ha ve  l ike  a  fa vour ite  l ine  o r  quo ta t ion o r  t it le  

fro m your  p lays  t ha t  you can rec ite  fo r  us?  
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RG: N o I  am a fra id  no t .  

MC : And  wha t  were  your  hopes  fo r  the  country w hen t he  

nego t ia t io ns  s ta r ted  in 1990? 

RG: N ine teen?  

MC : In 1990,  wha t  were  your  hopes fo r  this  countr y?  

RG: Well obvio us ly,  l ike  eve ry o the r  S outh A fr ican,  we  were 

hop ing tha t  N e lson Mande la  would  be  re leased ; and  tha t  the 

AN C would  be  unbanned ;  and  exile s  to  re turn to  the 

country.  I  mean t ha t  was  our  ma in hopes .  And  o f course ,  

eve ry one  o f us  l iv ing under  the  yoke  o f Apar the id ,  we ll we  

couldn’ t  imag ine  w ha t  it  wo u ld  be  l ike  -  wanted  

despera te ly fo r  a l l those  te rr ib le  laws  to  be repea led .  

MC : And  I  mean have  these  hopes  been rea l ised?  

RG: Many o f t he m have  been,  many o f t he m have  been,  but  o ne  

o f t he  th ings ,  o f course ,  is  t ha t  t he re  is  such  treme ndous  

pover ty in the  countr y.   And  the re fo re  the  s trugg le  is  no t  

rea lly over .  I f you t h ink  in te r ms  o f the  huge  k ind  o f  

s trugg le  in the  country,  yo u know,  the  pover ty tha t  the re  is . 

But  yo u know,  the re  has  been some  k ind  o f move ment  

where  c lean wa te r  fo r  the  f irs t  t ime  is  p rovided  in a reas 

where  it  was  never  been p rovid ed  be fo re ;  e lec tr ic it y a lso  to  

peop le  who  have  never  had  e lec tr ic it y;  san ita t ion to  some  

extent .  And  a lso  when I  was  asked this  ques t io n on the  

BBC  when I  went  to  co llec t  my p r ize ;  the  C ommonwea lth  

Write r’s  P r ize  fo r  t he  Bes t  f irs t  book  in A fr ica ;  t he  BBC  

inte rv iewed  me  and  t hey  asked  me  about  the  h igh  c r ime  
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ra te  in the  country.  A nd  I  sa id ,  “While  the  c r ime  ra te  is  

unaccep tab le ,  I  th ink  t ha t  we  must  unders tand  tha t  t he  

government o f na t iona l un it y has  on ly been in ex is te nce  fo r  

a  few yea rs  and  w it h in t ha t  t ime  a  lo t  o f t h ings  have  been 

done .  There  has  been a  courageous  a t temp t to  ge t  to  the 

funda menta l causes  o f c r ime ,  e tc  to  t ry a nd  tack le  tha t .  We  

have  had  ch ild ren,  fo r  t he  f irs t  t ime ,  who  in schoo ls ,  a re  

be ing fed ,  you know.  We ha ve  had  c lean wa te r  taken to  

p laces ,  tha t  sor t  o f thing. ” A ltho ugh l ike  the  build ing o f  

homes  and  a l l tha t  needs  to  be  has tened,  the  pace  o f tha t  

needs  to  be  has tened ,  job  c rea t ion wh ich  is  a  t reme ndous  

th ing,  tha t  is  a  b ig deba te a t  the  moment,  th is  macro  

economic  p rocess  o f our  governme nt,  I  am very c r it ica l o f  

and  this  spend ing o f b i l l ions  o f rands  on a rms  I  think  is  

to ta l ly unnecessa ry.  And  th is  who le  N evirap ine  debac le ;  

you know  hundreds  o f  ch i ld ren’s  l ives  cou ld  ha ve  been 

saved ,  but  fo r  a  k ind  o f,  I  th ink ,  a  ve ry c lo se ted  app r oach 

to  th is  who le  p rob le m.  N o twiths tand ing t hose  imme nse  

p rob lems yo u know I  th ink  we  sho u ld  take  a  grea t  dea l o f  

hope  from t he  way  we  ha ve  gone  about  cha nge  in t he  

country.  

MC : And  wha t  do  you t h ink  about  th is  song  tha t  was  wr it ten  by,  

I  am no t  sure  if I  shou ld  say one  o f your  co l leagues?  

RG: Yes ,  one  o f my  co lleagues ,  Mbongen i N gema.  Ja  we  a re  

s t i l l co l lea gues .  I  was  te rr ib ly d isappo inted  tha t  it  had  to  

come  fro m h im because  I  know Mbongeni is  one  o f those  
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peop le  who  s tood  up  when it  counted  and  he wro te  grea t 

work  like  ‘Woza  A lber t’  and  ‘Asina ma li’  and  t ha t  so r t  o f 

writ ing,  ‘S a ra f ina ’ .  And  then  sudden ly,  to  wr ite  th is  k ind  

o f rac ia l ly inc it ing poe try,  it  is  pure  rac ia l inc ite ment.  I  

mean it  is  a  d ia tr ibe ,  it  comes  d irec t ly from Mbongen i  

N gema.  He  says  tha t  he  is  re f lec t ing t he  v iews  o f o the rs ,  

but  he  says  h imse lf  “R ise  up  you b rave  peop le” and  he  

cha l lenges  the  I nd ia n o r  wha tever ,  words  to  tha t  e ffec t .  

There  is  the  excuse  tha t  i f you don’ t  unders tand  this  in  

Zu lu,  you do  no t  ge t  the  ful l conno ta t ion o f w ha t  he  is  

saying a nd  it  looses  someth ing in t ra ns la t io n.  But  we  ha ve  

an eminent  aut ho r i ty l ike  P a t ika  N thuli sa y ing qu ite  c lea r ly  

tha t  it  is  rac ia l inc ite men t.   

 I  th ink  t he  re spons ib i l it y o f the  a r t is t  is  no t  to  inc ite  t he  

peop le  and  no t  to  use  t he  excuse  o f a r t is t ic  l icence .  I  mean  

if it  is  jus t  pure  rac ia l inc ite ment,  it  can’ t  be  a r t .  O f course 

I  mean,  you know th is  is  no t  to  deny tha t  peop le  a re  ta lk ing  

about  these  th ings ;  t hese  th ings  a re  be ing  spoken about 

because  rac ism e x is ts  in t he  Ind ian  communit y .  T here  is  no  

doub t  about  tha t .  I  mean ma ny  o f us  a re  a sha med  o f t ha t  

k ind  rac is m as  I  am p re t ty sure  t ha t  ma ny A fr icans  a re  

a shamed  o f rac is m with in the ir  own communit y o r  

exp lo ita t io n by r ich cap ita l is ts  w it h in t he ir  own community  

and  every co mmunit y.  A nd  th is  th ing about  commun it ie s  

too ,  a lso  is  th is  I  th ink  because  I  am an ind iv idua l;  I  am a  

S outh Afr ican.  I  a m no t  an I nd ia n.  I  am a  S outh A fr ican.  
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This  doesn’ t  mean t ha t  I  deny my Ind ian he r itage ,  wh ich I  

th ink ,  is  a  wonderfu l t h ing.  I  a m p roud  o f tha t  i n ma ny  

ways .  But  tha t  doesn’ t  de fine  me  as  a  S outh Afr ican.   

 I  am a  S outh A fr ican because  I  am bo rn he re  and  I  embrace 

th is  country,  I  love  th is  countr y and  nobody must  deny me  

tha t .  I  mean I  am an acc ident  o f b ir th l ike  Mbongeni  

N gema is .  I  mean he  d idn’ t  a sk  to  be  bo rn Zulu.  I  d idn’ t  

a sk  to  be  bo rn Tamil o r  Ind ian.  And  ne ithe r  o f us  is  

a shamed  o f wha t  we  a re.   

 But  be ing bo rn a  ce r ta in k ind  o f race  group  o r  e thn ic  group  

in th is  country doesn’ t  ent it le  you now to  deny o the r  

peop le  the ir  S outh A fr icaness .  And  I  think  tha t  is  w ha t  it  is  

a l l about;  I  th ink  tha t  is  w ha t  t he  deba te  is  a l l about .  And  

the  deba te  goes  even fur t he r ;  wha t  a re  the  causes  o f 

rac ism?  I  mean as  inte l lec tua l be ings ,  we  must  ge t  t he  roo t  

causes  o f th is .  We  must  unders tand  tha t  the  I nd ia ns  

themse lves  a re  no t  a  homo genous  group ,  the y have  t he ir  

own cult ura l baggage .  You have  had  the  cas te  sys tem where  

ce r ta in peop le  w ith in I nd ia n community  have  te rr ib ly  

opp ressed  peop le  in t he  Ind ian community.  A nd  tha t  has  a l l  

f i lte red  down and  has  lead  to  this  k ind  o f th ing.  A nd  th is  is  

no t  in  any  way to  excuse  pe rsona l accountab il ity.  I  th ink  

we  have  laws  in the  country in te r ms  o f pe rsona l 

accountab il it y,  we  have  o rgans  o f c iv i l soc ie ty tha t  p ro tec t 

us  fro m th is  k ind  o f abuse .  I  think  we  shou ld  go  to  thos e 

o rganisa t ions ,  s trengthe n those  o rgan iza t ions ,  and  
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par t ic ipa te  more  in c iv i l soc ie ty and  bu ild  a  S outh Afr ican  

na t io n,  ra the r  tha n accentua te  t he  d if fe rences ,  ra the r  than  

accentua te ,  you know, pe rce ived  inj us t ices .  I  mean 

Mbongen i N gema w il l have  to  go  a  lo ng,  long way to  p rove  

tha t  Ind ia ns  have  exp lo ited  Afr icans .  

MC : O kay and  if maybe  we  can jus t  go  back  a b it  to  the 

n ine t ie s?  What d id  you th ink  o f the  TRC ?  

RG: Ja  the  TRC  was un ique .  I t  was  an amazing e xerc ise .  I t  had 

its  l imita t ions ,  but  t he  fac t  tha t  it  happened  a t  a ll speaks 

we ll o f t he  countr y.  I  th ink  t h is  t reme ndous  des ire  to  ge t  to 

gr ip s  wit h t he  p rob lems o f the  countr y and  face  the m a t  

the ir  roo t;  to  unders tand  where  they co me  from a nd  no t  to  

be  superfic ia l about  it .  Because  superfic ia l ity o r  sup erf ic ia l  

app roaches  to  things  a s  in the  case  o f Mbongen i N gema’s  

poem wil l  j us t  lead  to  fur the r  con f l ic t  and  it  wou ld  be  

cyc l ica l,  cyc le  o f v io lence  and  i t  w il l be  re tr ibut ive .  And  

we ,  a s  sp ir itua l huma n be ings ,  can’ t  l ive  fo rever  l ike  tha t .  

We  must  jus t  b eg in to  say wha t  a re  the  causes  o f a l l th is  

k ind  o f antago n ism o r  conf l ic t  w ith in us?  And  then op t  fo r  

revenge  w it hout  t r y ing to  unders tand  where  do  these  things  

come  fro m.  I  th ink  t he re fo re  th is  was  an a ma z ing exerc ise  

a s  I  sa id  with a l l its  l imita t ions  t ha t  has  lead  the  country  

fo rward  and  taken it  out  o f w ha t  could  ha ve  been a 

ca tac lysmic  war .  I  mean t he re  is  hope  fo r  t h is  countr y,  

because  if we  look  a t  the  k il l ing o f Han i,  o f C hr is  Han i  
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the re  could  have  been ano the r  b loodba th.  But  ins tead  

reason p reva iled .   

 And  so ,  the re  is  hope  fo r  the  country.  S o  while  I  am upse t  

wit h Mbongen i N gema’s  poem,  I  have  tremendous  fa ith t ha t  

peop le  a re no t  go ing to  be  hoodwinked  into  go ing back  to  a 

superf ic ia l app roach to  ve ry de fin i te  p rob lems in t he  world .  

MC : And  wha t  d o  you th ink  o f t he  unsung he roes  in S outh  

Afr ica ,  those  unsung he roes  and  the  fo rgo tten  peop le ,  wha t  

do  you think  o f tha t?  

RG: Well,  I  think  tha t  wha t  you a re  do ing r ight  now you a re  

engaged  in ta lk ing to  you k now peop le  who ,  the  fo r ty - f ive  

peop le  tha t  you peop le  a re  go ing to  inte rv iew,  unknown  

peop le . P eop le  like ,  unknown now peop le  l ike  Lutchman  

and  RK  N aidoo ,  and  then o f  course ,  it  is  sad  tha t  you  

couldn’ t  ha ve  spoken to  peop le  like  S is te r  P oomani,  but  

the re  a re  a  number  o f  o the r  peop le ,  qu ie t  peop le .  Th ere  is  

th is  man  who  was  bea ten up  in  C ha tsworth.  I  th ink  he  is  

about  in h is  e ight ie s  now,  who  res is ted  the  introduc t ion o f  

the  Tr icamera l s ys tem.  He  was  ve ry,  ve ry,  you know,  he  

was  an e lde r ly man,  a nd  he  was  bea ten up  by  one  o f t he  

p ro tagonis t  o f t he  Tr ic a mera l s ys tem.  P eop le  l ike  t ha t ,  who  

were  b rave  peop le  who  have  done  th ings  and  a l l t ha t  ha ve  

gone  uns ung.  I  t h ink  it  is  t ime  now t ha t  we  go  out  t he re  

and  reco rd  the  achieve ments  o f those  peop le .  

MC : Have  you f in ished  writ ing your  b iography?  

RG: N o.  [ laugh]  
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MC : O kay so  when can we expec t to  ge t  it?  

RG: I  don’ t  know.  I  don’ t  know whe the r ,  you know,  I  th ink  i t  is  

a  b it  p resumptuous  o f me  I  have  on ly had  one  nove l.  O ne 

book  pub lis hed ,  I  mean two  books  pub lis hed .  I  think  

somehow,  if I  mana ge  to  write  a  few more  then maybe  a t  

the  end  o f tha t .  I  ha ve  writ te n somet h ing but  you know jus t  

g iv ing it  a  second  thought .  

MC : Also  bes ides  the  o the r  book  tha t  you won the  p r ize  fo r ,  you 

have  ano the r  book  tha t  was pub lis hed?  

RG: Ja  my p lays ,  “The  Larney’s  P leasure”  was  pub lis hed ;  

“S wami” was  pub lished .  I  have  jus t  fin ished  writ ing t he  

f irs t  d ra ft  o f a  nove l;  hopefu lly it  w il l be  pub lished  soon.  

MC : And  do  you have  a  t it le  fo r  tha t  nove l?  

RG: Ja  the  work ing t i t le  o f tha t  nove l was  ‘Milk  and  D uff  

C ake’ , but  I  have  s ince  changed  it  to  ‘A C hild  in Tow. ’   

MC : And  te l l us  you ge t  your  t it le s  from peop le  because  I  have 

been look ing a t  yo ur  t it le s  the y a re  ve ry inte res t ing.  I  mean  

‘The  Larney’s  P leasure ’ ,  ‘S wami’ ,  ‘B lossom from t he  

Bough’ ,  ‘O ffs ide ’ ,  ‘ Ins ide ’? 

RG: And  the  seque l to  ‘O f fs ide ’ ,  ‘ Ins ide ’  was  ‘Backs ide ’ ,  hey? 

[Laughte r]  I t  was  a t r ilo gy.  

MC : N o,  can you te l l us  a  b it  about  the  ‘Backs ide ’?  

RG: Ja  this  was  jus t  a fte r  t ransfo r mat ion,  jus t  a fte r  unbann ing  

and  a l l  tha t  and  t he  inc lus ion o f t hese  c lowns  into  t he  

sys tem.  And  I  too k  ano the r  sho t  a t  them.  And  I  sa id  tha t  in,  

desp ite  the  fac t  tha t  they were  given some  k ind  o f pos it io ns  
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and  a ll t ha t  they a re  s t i l l backs ide ,  and  lie s  w ith t he  

peop le . 

MC : S o  I mean,  the  t it le s  o f your  p la ys  o r  the  names  o f your  

p lays ,  I  mean you ge t  tha t  from l is ten ing to  peop le  and…? 

RG: Ja  I  think  o rd ina ry l i fe  is  so  r ich,  you know,  it  is  so  r ich 

wit h t h ings  and  we  take  things  fo r  gra nted ,  you see .  I  mean 

we  have  had  t h is  k ind  o f s ynd rome  o f  a lways  look ing  

outs ide  fo r  –  I  mean we  rega rd  things  fro m outs ide  the  

country as  grea t  a lways .  I  mean why?  I  mean grea t  things  

a re  happening r ight  now amongs t  us .   

MC : And  fro m a l l your  p la ys  wh ich one  do  you th ink  rece ived  

more  a t tent ion?  W hich  one  do  you  t h ink  peop le  w il l  

remember  you fo r?  

RG: Well whe n you  say a t t ent ion you see  I  was  pa r t  o f the  

cult ura l boyco tt ,  so  much o f my work  is  no t  know n outs ide  

N a ta l and  fo r  tha t  ma tte r  outs ide  S outh A fr ica .  O nly now it  

is  ge t t ing to  be  known a  l it t le  b it .  I  go t  an inv ita t ion t he  

o the r  day fro m a  t hea tre  in  S u ffo lk  to  take  my  p la ys  to  

London.  I  turned  down th is  inv ita t ion in the  sevent ie s .  But  

‘At the  Edge’  went  to  the  Ed inbur gh F es t iva l,  w here  it  was  

ca l led ,  ‘Resound ing in to  huma n ity’  b y London S tage  and  

Te lev is io n Today Magaz ine  t he re ,  and  then it  go t  inv ited  to 

a  fe s t iva l in To ronto ,  Glasgow and  then it  go t  inv ited  to 

Ind ia ,  to  tour  the  c it ie s  o f Ind ia .  All t he  ma jo r  c it ie s  and  

they go t  s tand ing ova t ions  in eve ry c ity and  tha t  p lay o f  

course  was,  you know. 



 94 

MC : And  wha t  do  you think  about  the  po lit ic s  o f the  N obe l P r ize  

and  o the r  p r izes ,  wha t  do  you think  about  tha t?  

RG: P o lit ic s  o f?  

MC : O f the  Nobe l P r ize?  

RG: I  think  tha t  it  is  important  to  have  somet h ing l ike  the  

N obe l P r ize  to  focus  o r  fo r  tha t  ma tte r  i t  is  an incent ive  fo r  

advancement o f human k ind  in a l l a spec ts .  But  t he re  a re 

ques t ions  about  whe the r  the re  a re  p ressure  groups  tha t  have 

a  say in t he  se lec t ion o f ce r ta in,  you  know,  peop le .  But  

desp ite  tha t ,  I think  some  grea t  write rs  have  emerged . 

Rab ind rana th Ta go re ;  Grac ia ,  Gab rie l Grac ia , ,  Marques, 

who  have  rece ived  th is  N obe l P r ize .  A nd  those  peop le  have  

been recognised .  

MC : And  S ir  your  mo tto  in l i fe ,  can you te ll us  your  mo tto?  

RG: Ja  I  think  about  th is  l it t le  th ing,  w here  I  caught  t h is  f ish  

once  and  I  don’ t  go  f is h ing anymore .  I  used  to  love  deep -  

sea  fis h ing and  I  caught  t h is  magn if ice nt  f ish and  it  was  a  

deep  see  fish and  it  was  qu ite  a  b ig f is h and  I  b rought  it  

up .  And  because  it  was  a  deep- sea  fish,  and  the re  was  a 

change  in t he  a ir  p ressure ,  I  write  about  this  in my book, 

change  in  the  a ir  p ressure .  And  I  j us t  p ut  t h is  f ish  

a longs ide  me ,  a  magn if icent  c rea ture ;  beautifu l c rea ture  

and  then it  was  in i ts  dea th throws.  And  because  o f t he  

change  o f p ressure  its  eyes  began to  pop  out ,  its  tongue  

d ropped  and  it  qu ive red  in its  dea th throws and  I  jus t  

looked  a t  tha t  c re a ture  and  I  put  my  rod  down,  and  I  have  
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never  caught  ano the r  c rea ture .  And  then it  s t r uck  me  t ha t  

the  Upanis hads  and  grea t  works l ike  this ,  ha ve  ta lked  about 

the  un ity o f l i fe ,  and  tha t  the  d iv ine  re s ts  in eve r y l iv ing  

c rea ture .  And  fo r  me  tha t  was  a  ve ry,  ve ry important  and  I 

write  about  t he  fac t  t ha t  th is  is  somet h ing  tha t  my mo t her  

taught  me .  And  she  sa id : “T here  is  god  in eve ry human  

be ing,  in  eve ry b it  o f l i fe  god  is  t he re .  You must  f ind  t he  

god  wit h in o the r  peop le . ” A nd  tha t  to  me  is  important ,  t ha t  

is  my gu id ing p r inc ip le  in l i fe .  

MC : And  te l l me  S ir ,  do  you regre t  tha t  maybe  you pa r t ic ipa ted 

in the  cu lt ura l boyco tt ,  a s  a  re sult  yo u d idn’ t  ge t  a  chance  

to  take  your  p lays  a ll ove r  the  world?  Do  you regre t  tha t?  

RG: N o,  no t  a t  a l l.  I  don’ t  regre t  it  a t  a l l.  I  t h ink  it  is  a  s mall  

p r ice  to  pay.  There  was  a  grea t  a r t is t  ca l led  Tha mi M nye la .  

He  was  jus t  about  twenty- three  o r  twenty- four  and  he  

pa r t ic ipa ted  in t he  s trugg le ,  d irec t ly  he  pa r t ic ipa ted  in t he  

s trugg le  and  T ha mi was  s ho t  dead .  He  could  have  been o ne  

o f S outh A fr ica ’s  grea tes t  pa inte rs .  N ow here  was  a  l i fe  

tha t  was  given in the  s trugg le .  S o  my l it t le  sac r if ice  is  

no th ing.   

MC : And  if maybe  you can be  asked  about  something t ha t  you  

can change  in your  l i fe  is  the re  anyt h ing tha t  you th ink  you  

can ask fo r  a  chance  to  re- do  it  o r? 

RG: Ja  fo r  one  I  wouldn’ t  make  a  bomb  witho ut  know ing how to  

make  a  bomb .  [Laugh]  I  wou ldn’ t  ha ve  put  tha t  d ry - ice  into  

tha t  p las t ic  into  tha t  bo tt le .  I  am ta lk ing about  many yea rs  
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ago .  Ja ,  I  guess  l it t le  t h ings  l ike  t ha t ,  but  I  wou ldn’ t  

change  my l i fe .   I  th ink  I  have  been p r iv i leged ,  l ike  a l l o f  

you he re ,  to  be  l iv ing  in  ve ry  exc it ing,  c ha l le ng ing t imes ,  

g ive n the  fac t  tha t  the re  is  so  much suffe r ing and  pover ty 

out  the re  and  tha t  we  must  t ry to  do  someth ing about  tha t .  

At  the  ve ry leas t ,  to  be  consc ious  o f it ,  to  know tha t  our  

b re thren out  the re  a re suffe r ing.  I  think  desp ite  a ll tha t  it  is  

s t i l l ve r y cha l le ng ing,  exc it ing t imes  and  in te rms  o f my  

own l ife  I  wouldn’ t  cha nge  anyth ing.  

MC : And  on beha lf o f the  peop le  o f S outh A fr ica ,  and  the  

peop le  o f the  world  I  wou ld  l ike  to  take  this  oppo rtun it y to  

thank  you fo r  a l l your  contr ib ut ion in t he  s trugg le  aga ins t  

Apar the id .  I  would  l ike  to  say wha t  you d id  is  

un fo rge t tab le .  Tha nk  you ve ry much,  thank  you fo r  

continu ing to  insp ire  us  w it h yo ur  p lays  a nd  can you p lease  

continue  to  write  and  wr ite  more  p lays  a f te r  th is  one  tha t  

we  wil l be  see ing on the  20 t h  p lease ,  p roduce  more  p lays . 

And  aga in  I  wo u ld  l ike  to  say t hank  you.  A nd  to  the  fut ure  

genera t io ns  o f S out h A fr ica  and  fut ure  ge ner a t ions  o f t he  

world  I  would  l ike  to  say tha t  this  is  one  o f our  bes t 

p laywr ights  in S outh  A fr ica ,  Mr Govender .  I  jus t  want  to  

say someth ing  about  the  –  Mr Govender  p roduced  some  o f 

the  bes t  p lays  in S outh Afr ica  l ike  the  ‘Larney' s  P leasure ’ , 

‘S wami’ ,  ‘B los soms fro m the  Bough’ ,  ‘O ffs ide ’ ,  ‘ Ins ide ’ , 

‘Backs ide ’ ,  ‘At the  Edge’  a nd  ‘1949 ’ .  Thank  you  ve ry  

much S ir .  
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RG: Thank  you.  
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