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      Ruth First

      
      Ruth First (1925–1982) was brought up in Kensington, Johannesburg. She attended Jeppe Girls’ High School and in 1946 was awarded
         her bachelors degree in Social Sciences at the University of the Witwatersrand. From 1947 she was the local representative
         of the Cape Town-based The Guardian, in 1953 becoming one of the founders of the Congress of Democrats. In 1949 she married Joe Slovo. After the 1960 Sharpeville
         State of Emergency both were ‘listed’ and became banned persons.
      

      
      First was arrested under the 90-Day Detention clause in 1963. She escaped from South Africa in March, 1964. She edited the
         collection of Nelson Mandela’s articles and speeches known as No Easy Walk to Freedom (1973), as well as several other factual
         works. In 1980 she co-authored a biography of Olive Schreiner. By 1982 she was a director of research at the Centre for African
         Studies at Eduardo Mondlane University in Maputo, Mozambique. On 17 August she was killed by a letter bomb addressed to her
         by the South African security police.
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      Human Rights Day, 10 December 1952, Alexandra Township mass meeting. On the platform: Yusuf Cachalia of the SA Indian Congress,
         Walter Sisulu, Ruth First, Albertina Sisulu.

 (Eli Weinberg, Portrait of a People, Mayibuye Centre)
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      In 1975, when Ruth was in exile in London, Nelson Mandela was sent a photograph of her. ‘The eye was immediately caught by
         a woman in coat and slacks,’ he wrote to her from his prison cell on Robben Island, ‘resembling a face once familiar . . .
         bespectacled and hawk-nosed and with a sheaf of papers as usual, she sat almost flat on the floor and even looked humble and
         soft and nearest to me than she had ever been before. Seeing that picture after so long evoked pleasant memories and made
         me forget about her flashes of temper, impatience and barbed tongue. Does that ring a bell?’
      

      
      The stern accuracy of Ruth’s critical tongue, and the lightning speed by which she reached conclusions were her hallmarks;
         admired and feared in almost equal measure. As one of her jailers appreciatively remarked, she was a fighter. And while the
         staying power of Mandela’s African National Congress was testimony to its ability to unite different interest groups and to
         maintain consensus, Ruth would stick determinedly to her own viewpoint.
      

      
      
      She was the daughter of two confirmed, and conformist members of the Communist Party, of which she, too, was a lifelong member.
         She was married to Joe Slovo who rose through the party ranks to became General Secretary. Yet she continued to resist orthodoxy.
         From the moment when, aged seventeen, she made her first public speech on the Johannesburg city hall steps, she remained disciplined
         and faithful to the beliefs for which she was eventually killed. Despite this, she would far rather be involved in rigorous,
         independent enquiry than in towing any particular line. Hence the temper; the impatience; the barbed tongue.
      

      
      And yet, there is another side of Ruth. She was the revolutionary who, instead of confining a funeral oration to a description
         of a comrade’s dedication, might also praise her for fabulous taste in hats. Or the woman who, on being hauled out of bed
         and taken to prison for the start of the 1956 Treason Trial, would persuade the police to wait while she carefully packed
         her perfume and her lingerie. And the woman, as well, who, critical as she might have been of other people’s failings, was
         always most unforgiving of her own.
      

      
      It is this woman, in all her vulnerability, who emerges from Ruth’s account of her 117 days of solitary incarceration. From
         the start when she was snatched from a library and driven home to witness the discovery of a single copy of a banned magazine
         for which she worked, she convicts herself of carelessness. The battle she fights in jail is not only a battle of wits against
         the men who would play any trick to get her to betray herself or her comrades, but against her own frailty.
      

      
      As a journalist, and before a succession of banning orders prevented her from pursuing her profession, Ruth had been in the
         forefront of exposing the conditions of South Africa’s black population forced to live in an apartheid hell. She had never wanted to write about herself or her own experiences. It was
         because her great friend, the editor Ronald Segal, convinced her that the world needed to know what was happening in South
         Africa that she set down this account of her incarceration.
      

      
      She writes unflinchingly of the humiliation of being locked away, caught peering in desperation through her own peephole,
         about the slow winding of the days, and about the effects of the loneliness and sensory deprivation that eventually drove
         her to the brink. Never anything other than honest, she highlights the arrogance that led her to think she could have power
         over her jailers, and the weakness which meant she valued the good opinion of her comrades above her own life. She describes
         how, after the cruelty of her release and immediate re-arrest, the hunger strike she embarked on destroyed her. ‘If only I
         had not believed,’ she writes, ‘that I would always have the strength to do whatever I wanted and that emotional shock was
         something separate from the subordinate to my reason.’
      

      
      The book is not without its flashes of humour. Even at her most desolate, she uses her sharp wit to describe the way her beloved
         copy of Stendhal’s The Charterhouse of Parma was fated to join the contraband marijuana in the police storeroom, or of taking her restricted period of exercise under
         a washing line full of the undergarments of the ruling Nationalist Party Cabinet, or sitting on her bed as, in line with apartheid’s
         rigidities, black prisoners cleaned the cell allocated to this white missus. But for the most part, her book is a serious
         testimony to the distance apartheid South Africa was prepared to travel in order to stop a woman like Ruth who, in her words,
         had chosen to keep her conscience clean in a society riddled with guilts.
      

      
      
      She knew the danger she was in. This was 1963, the period immediately following the arrest of the ANC leaders who had been
         hiding in the Lilislief farm in Rivonia. They, along with Nelson Mandela who was already incarcerated, were eventually to
         stand trial for their lives. Ruth knew that she might well end up in the dock with them. She had been a frequent visitor to
         Rivonia and had known of the plans for sabotage that were used as evidence in court. What she didn’t know is how many of her
         actions had been uncovered by her interrogators. She describes the cat-and-mouse game as she tries to say nothing while attempting
         to discover the extent of their information. In the process she is unfailingly honest in her description of the way solitary
         confinement is used to wear her down.
      

      
      One of the ways in which the 90-day detention law broke its prisoners was that it was not time limited. On release, a prisoner
         could be immediately re-arrested: this could happen again and again, as the then Minister of Justice B. J. Vorster said, ‘until
         this side of eternity.’ The moment when this happened to Ruth, when she was pulled from a phone box where she was about to
         call her mother and tell her that she had been freed, nearly destroyed her. Her account of her descent into despair is told
         without a hint of self-consciousness or self-pity.
      

      
      After 117 days, they finally did let her go. They did not charge her – perhaps they did not want a white woman standing such
         public trial. Banned from working as a journalist and from seeing any other banned person, which included almost her entire
         professional and friendship group, and with Joe out of the country and unable to return, Ruth had no choice. Reluctantly (she
         felt strongly the guilt of her desertion) she packed up, travelling on an exit permit with her three daughters to England – there to start a new life.
      

      
      Joe began to work full time for the ANC and so it fell to Ruth to be the primary breadwinner, main parent of three adolescent
         girls as well a high-profile campaigner against apartheid. In 117 Days she describes how in jail she found she could not think or compose her thoughts systematically without the aid of pencil
         and paper: once in London, our house in Camden Town reverberated to the sound of her fast drumming on the keyboard of her
         Olivetti portable. Her method of pinning scraps of typed sentences or paragraphs together to build a whole made her works
         in progress both unique and unforgettable. She was passionately involved, not only in South African politics, but in the study
         of the whole of Africa. She wrote books as diverse as a groundbreaking study of coups in the continent she loved, and a biography
         of Olive Schreiner. The difficulties in her career that she encountered through her affiliation to the Communist Party were
         offset by her excitement at the intellectual ferment of the New Left in London in the 1960s – an involvement that, in her
         passionate but combatative relationship with Joe, often led to furious political disagreement.
      

      
      She carved a life and a place for herself in London, and in Durham where she went to teach at the university. But as soon
         as she could, as soon as we, her daughters, were grown up, she took her place as director of the Centre of African Studies
         in newly independent Mozambique.
      

      
      Mozambique changed Ruth. That strict control she writes about in 117 Days began to diminish. She even gave up her lifelong habit of constraining her curly hair, letting it frizz out like a halo.
         And though she continued to wear her trademark dark glasses, they seemed more a preventive against the sun’s glare than a screen behind which she could hide her thoughts. After
         her long years of English exile, she had come home, able to combine those two roles – the activist and the theorist – to help
         bring about the social change to which she had dedicated her life. If she still wore her much-adored, high-heeled Italian
         shoes (‘our lady’, was how many of her students remembered her), she could also be found wielding them in the dead of night,
         killing the cockroaches that had infested the kitchen.
      

      
      Yet, no matter how much she liked Mozambique, she was still in exile. She could walk the beach at Ponto D’Oro and see where
         South Africa began – but she could not go home.
      

      
      She was never allowed to. On August 17, 1982, the premonition that lies at the end of this book – that they would come again
         – was proved true. They came, not in person, but in the form of a letter bomb that, detonating when she opened it, killed
         her.
      

      
      In one murderous act they had deprived her of her chance to see apartheid fall and to use that sharp tongue of hers to demand
         that what came after should be better. And yet, in her resolve to create a politics that combined the intellect and the heart,
         reason and conviction, and in other ways – the highway outside of Durban, and the lectures and scholarship in her name – her
         example and her memory remain embedded in the history of the country that she loved. This book, in all its honesty and style,
         remains a testament to this brave and original woman.
      

      
      Gillian Slovo, 2010

      



      
      [image: image]

      
      A sample of Ruth First’s journalism of July, 1956
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