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"The f'~l\IC [Afric.::in N<::itional Cong1"·ess] is .:1 gre.>.::tt 
movement. It is the spirit of the African people. As 
long as you do not satisfy the aspirations of the 
Afr-i can people you ~·~i 11 never crLl!::·h the ANC .•. " 1· 

This was part of a statement, James Edward April 2 delivered in 

the Pietermartizbur-g Supreme Court on 10 May 1971, e:1f ter being 

convicted on three counts of terrorism 3
• 

James April, [hereafter referred to as April] was a member of the 

ANC's military wing Umkhonto we Sizwe [otherwise referred to as 

MKJ. What might have seemed unusual to the court that day, and 

to many on 1 ookers, was the f r.1ct that hen~ was a "C.::i.pe Coloured" 4 

man cC:?spousing his c:lllegiance to the PiNC? and rw.:1ising it as" ... 

the spi1~it o+ the r;fr·ican people". 

April and Basil February Chis close friend and comrade] were 

among the first non-African people to join M~<' thereby 

recognising the common destiny of all black people5 • 

In part,to tell April's [and Basil February's] story• is to 

explore from an individual perspective the capacity and ability 

of people to overcome their socialisation, and to ri s e above 

conformity and social restrictions. 

Most of all, April's story is of an activist whose political 

involvement led him to realise the inevitability and necessity of 

armed strug<;:i 1 e. Furthermore, it is the story of the commitment 

of his life to this very armed struggle. 
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What will be of particular interest in this essay is the process 

of politicisation which James underwent: the influence of his 

his active involvement in community structures; hi !5 

intellectual development within the Non-European Unity Movement 

CNEUMJ; the harsh, repressive measures of the state against the 

legitimate demands of blacks; the inability [and unwillingness] 

of the NEUM to meet the challenge of armed struggle; his 

experience training as a guerilla and his participation in the 

Wankie Campaign of 1967. 

lasted approximately three days. Aside from James' 

Jacobus April II, and Helen, James' sister, there were no other 

friends or family members c."l.ble to c.iffe1~ some support 1
• However, 

as the td. r:\l progressed James discovered that he did have 

supporters in the gallery. They were members of the National 

Union of South African Students [NUSASJ, an organisation of White 

university students. Unbeknown to James then was a NUSAS 

student, Renfrew Christie, who himself was later convicted of 

passing sensitive information about the Koeberg nuclear power 

station to the ANC. During those dark~ depressing days James 

welcomed his unknown support from the public gallery. On two 

specific occasions during the trial he remembers verbal applause 

from the NUSAS students. On one occasion a state witness 

described his unit's skirmish with the ANC-ZAPU guerillas. The 

Rhodesian sol di er, dE~scr i bed by James a~:- "the man with a thoLlsand 

'") 
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wounds'', inadvertently told the court how he and his fellow-

soldiers had "run away" f1rom the pu1r ~-;ui n~1 gLtert~i 11 as. On th<00 

second occasion, applause was heard from the public gallery when 

James delivered his statement from the dock 0
• 

Although the charges against James were of a serious nature 

that of undergoing military training and attempting to overthrow 

the South African government through revolutionary means the 

court and white South Africa felt secure. The year was 1971 and 

the Nationalist Party had effectively dealt with most political 

opponents. It was most probably this factor, the p sychological 

security of whites, which influenced the court not to impose the 

death penalty on James•. 

What the court did not know, and the history it did not consider 

was that centuries ago some of James April's ancestors in all 

probability had also found it necessary to defend themselves and 

their rights militarily 1 m. The April family's social origins 

can be traced to the area of Genadendal, which was originally 

inhabited by the indigenous Khoi-Khoi peopl e 11
, 

The proper noun Khoi-Khoi means Men of Men, a name used by the 

said people to describe themselves with pride. The White 

colonists who came into contact with the Khoi-Khoi used the 

derogator-y term o-f "Hot ten tot". 
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When landing at the Cape in 1652, Jan van Riebeek's purpose was 

to establish a half-way refreshment station. One of his 

priorities was to acquire fresh supplies of meat which he did 

from the Khoi-Khoi in whose area he had settled. The trade 

between Van Riebeek and the Khoi-Khoi too k the form of b a rt e ring. 

In 1657 the Dutch East India Company CDEICJ freed ~ some o, its 

employees fr o m servi c es. These freeburghers trekked inland and 

became a gricultural the DEIC continued to 

monopolise cattle barter with the Khoi-Khoi in order to keep beef 

prices low. The company also wished to prevent direct contact 

between the Khoi-Khoi and the freeburghers 13
• Despite the ban 

on bartering between the Khoi-Khoi and the freeburghers, the 

latter continued the practice 7 somet i mes even taking cattle by 

force from the Khoi-Khci. Soon cattle-keeping became more 

attractive than agricultural farming to the freeburghers. This 

inevitably led to clashes and bloodshed over grazing land . and 

cattle. The Khoi-Khoi were heavily defeated and their numbers 

even further reduced by small-pox epidemics. The Khoi-Khoi way 

of life 7 that of pastoral tribalists was destroyed forever. The 

land which they had once held in common as a community was now 

occupied by foreigners 14
, At this point the Khoi people were 

impoverished? dispersed and en the threshold of extinctionL 5 • 

In 1737 George Schmidt, a Moravian missionary, was sent to the 

Cape to convert the indigenous people to Christianity. Schmidt 
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settled in the Baviaans Kloof [Kloof of the Baboons]? in the 

Riviersonderend Valley. Here he established the first mission 

station in Southern Africa, in the area which was later to be 

called Genadendal 16
• 

The mission station became a sanctuary to farm labourers, runaway 

slaves and some of the dispossessed Khoi-Khoi Many 

farm workers who were treated badly on the surrounding farms went 

to the mission station as a place of skuiling [refugeJ 10 • The 

mission station offered another important attraction the 

opportunity for blacks to obtain a basic education in 

literacy 19
• 

The number of inhabitants in Genadendal increased to such an 

extent that at one point? it was the largest settlement in the 

colony after Cape Town 2 m. It was mast probably around 1875 

that Jacobus April I and his young son came from the 

Riviersonderend area to settle in Genadendal 21
, 

Simon April later married Henrietta Adonis, a primary school 

teacher in Genadendal 22
, While Henrietta taught during the 

day~ her husband Simon farmed a piece of land on loan ta him from 

the Administering committee in Genadendal. Simon employed farm 

hands to help him work. As time went on however, it became more 

difficult for Simon to compete with white farmers for labour. 

5 
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Henrietta bore Simon 8 children:6 boys and 2 girl s 23
• The 

second elde st child was Jacobu s April II, who was later to father 

James Apr-i 1, the subject of this ess ay. Jacobus April I I 

completed S td 2 at the local primary school 2 4
• Genadendal by 

now provided a reservoir of labour to the surrounding white 

farms2~·s. Jacobus immediately went to work as a farm-hand in the 

neighbouring areas, the experiences of which he would later tell 

his ch i ld nzm ~z6 • Towards the end of the 1920s, all the April 

children had moved to Cape Town in search of better employment 

prospects ~.-~ 7 • 
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In 1927 Jacobus April II married Wilhernine Driver in Cape Town. 

They were both 26 years of age. The Driver family was from 

Greyton, a place just outside of Genadendal 28
• 

Wilhemine and Jacobus stayed briefly in District 6 and Wynberg 

before they settled in Bokmakerie where the family stayed from 

1934 to 1974. The April's had seven children, five boys and two 

girls. The children were Helen, Simon, George, Frank, Monica, 

Ronnie and James, the youngest, who was born on 20 March 1940. 

Bokmakerie was built in the early 1930s29 in Athlone about 10 

kilometres outside of Cape Town. 

community of Coloured labourers3~. 

It housed a small close-knit 

Although economically life 

was hard for this low-income group, the inhabitants of Bokrnakerie 

took pride in their children and their homes31
• A formal 

gardening competition existed on an ongoing basis among most the 

neighbours of Bokmakerie. Jacobus April was one of the champion 

gardeners. So although the families were poor the houses were 

neat and boasted well-kept gardens32 , 

Jacobus was a strict, dutiful parent who believed strongly in 

discipline33
, Wilhemina, unlike her husband, was a soft and 

lenient parent who kept house34 • Jacobus' strictness alienated 

his older sons Simon, George and Frank, who rebelled against 

their father ' s discipline and authority3~. 
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The youngest son James became the favoured child and accompanied 

Jacobus to sport meetings and when visiting family and friends. 

A close relationship developed between the father and the son. 

The father was the first person to stimulate his son's interest 

in politics36
• 

James and his sister Monica first attended the Methodist Primary 

School and later Central High in Athlone. The Methodist school 

The structure of the 

In the early 1940s 

was housed in the Weldadige boodskaap saal. 

building consisted or iron and zinc 3 7 • 

there existed few government schools, Bokmakerie Primary was one 

of them. It wa s only later, when the Department of Coloured 

Affairs was established, that the government took control of 

James went to school barefoot. He thirsted after all the 

knowledge he could acquire and thoroughly enjoyed the lessons. 

His primary school teachers were well-equipped and versatile. 

They were comfortable teaching a different range of subjects from 

music, art to sports. Some of the male teachers had been in the 

Second World War and would talk of their experiences during that 

time. At Central High, later Alexander Sinton, he received two 

book prizes for academic merit. According to James these early 

years were important in his overall development 3 9
• 

At the age of eighti James first became aware of his father's 
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atheist ideas. He remembers a small group of Apostolic brethren 

visiting the family home in the hope of converting the occupants 

to their spiritual way of thinking. Instead, Jacobus April 

challenged the brethren about the existence of God. ~~here does 

God come from? l·llhci.t is he m.::i.de of? And how do you know he 

visitors. 

These are some of the questions Jacobus put to his 

James watched and listened intrigued by the exchange. 

It was then that he first heard of any reference to Lenin. 

Jacobus spoke of "an even greater man than Stalin lying in state 

in the mausoleum in Moscow"'-1· 1
·• 

The source of Jacobus' political inspirations is not known to his 

family":~. Jacobus was only interested in the class struggle. 

He never spoke of the national liberation struggle. 

fervent supporter of the Communist Party of South Africa [CPSAJ 

and would regularly attend their meetings on thf:) Grand 

Par ade'q.:3 • This was prior to the Party's banning in 1950 under 

the Suppression of Communism Act. 

Jacobus April was a simple man who worked all his life as a 

labourer. He was a gardener in Kenilworth for twenty years at the 

home of Judge Twentyman Jones44 • Jacobus was a self-educated 

person who read the newspapers daily and listened to the radio 

news broadcasts. 

A neighbour who lived two streets away from the April's, a Mr 

9 
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Pedro, was the person with whom Jacobus always discussed 

political issues. They would visit each other and over cups of 

tea discuss Lenin, Stalin, the Soviet Union and so forth. One 

night Jacobus returned from visiting Mr Pedro's home and reported 

to his family about radio reports on the Berlin Crisis. Jacobus 

stressed the serious nature of the crisis and the possibility of 

a pending nuclear War 45
• 

high school in 1953. 

The crisis passed 

10 

and James entered 

https://etd.uwc.ac.za



As James was growing up he looked forward to the family 

excursions to Genadendal and Greyton. The purpose of these 

joun1eys w<:\s to visit the Apri 1 and Dr-i ver families 

respectively. In Greyton James enjoyed riding with his 

grandfather? Thomas Driver on his donkey and cart. For the April 

children rural life was so different, so exciting and offered 

opportunities to be close ta nature06
• 

Other than the occasional rural visits, James world view was to a 

large extent influenced by life in Athlone. In the 1940s and 

1950s, Athlone was not the busy, populated and industrialised 

area it is today. Instead Athlone was a geographically confined 

area that was undeveloped and in the main offered inadequate 

housing to its occupants. Whilst Klipfontein Road, the main 

thoroughfare of Athlone, consisted of a narrow stretch of unlit 

pathway 47 , 

Athlone was occupied mostly by Coloured families, the majority of 

which were poor. In 1940? a study conducted by the Sociology 

Department of Cape Town University [UCTJ found 

"... that 53/. of col ourf:.~d households in Cape Town 1 i ved 
below the poverty datum 1ine 11

• In its con cl u.si on, the 
study cited the root of the problc-?m as " ••• thr:~ lm'I 
level of Coloured wages, kept artificially low by the 
economic: colour bai-!:;" ·4 ' "

1 

Few people (including teachers) owned cars or had telephones in 

their· hou~-;es. Most Coloured people were either 

factory and domestic workers. The elite consisted of teachers 

1 1 
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(in the main) , doctors, lawyers, artisans and s-mal 1 

bLlsi nessmen"''". 

James attended Alexander Sinton High School dLlring the years 1953 

to 1957. The school did not have a political repLitati on 1 i ke 

Harold Cressy High or Trafalgar High which were in District 

Alexander Sinton's principal at the time was Mr Franklin 

Joshua 5 l., who had been a member of the Coloured Advisory 

CoLtncil Mr JoshLla was politically conservative. 

The history of the 1940s informs Lls that the CAC, asi d<~ from 

being a dummy-body, was meant to appease the political 

aspirations of ColoLtreds withoLlt granting them full political 

ri ghts:53 • 

The appointment of a CAC [and fLttLtre ColoLlred Affairs Department] 

by the South African government in 1943 caused a storm, 

especially in the Western Cape where an intense struggle within 

the Coloured community took Young, radical 

intellectuals of the New Era Fellowship CNEFJ which was founded 

in 1937 in Cape Town, inspired and led a boycott of the CAcm=. 

The concept of non-collaboration was for the first time 

SLlccessfully applied en masse, on a national level 56 • The NEF 

militants initiated an Anti-Coloured Affairs Department [Anti-

CADJ conference in 1943. The Anti-CAD committee was based on a 

federal ~>trLtctL1re with representatives of many di-ff~'?rent 

organisations including sport and chLlrch bodies~7 • 

12 
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The boycott of the CAC was immensely successful~•. One could 

therefore conclude that a person like Franklin Joshua was not a 

popular person in his community. All those who supported the CAC 

were ostracised, called qui sl i ngs'5 "', and regar-ded as 

traitors6
(7.), In spite of Franklin Joshua, there was a radical 

presence at Alexander Sinton, 

South Africa CTLSAJ. 

that of the Teachers League of 

The TLSA was formed in 1913 with the initial purpose of 

organising Coloured teachers61
, At the outset, it had str-ong 

ties with the African People' s Organisation CAPOJ 62
• Teachers 

were subject to Missionary control at school and the TLSA was to 

some extent intended as a smoke-screen of a non - political image. 

Up to the 11740s, the TLSA convey ed requests for improvements in 

Cal oured education, 11 with effective mad er at ion and with becoming 

dignity" 6
""'. This changed when individuals like Ben Kies, Ali 

Fataar and E.~~. Erntzen propagated a more radical view on 

education. This group believed that one could not draw a 

distinction between "educaticmal" and "political" matters? that 

the two were inextricably linked64
• The TLSA became a powerful 

organisation with branches in remote villages of the Western 

Cape. At its height, the TLSA embraced more than two-fifths of 

Coloured teachers65
, This is an important fact, as 

teachers had historically occupied a pivotal 

community. 

13 
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During the 1940s and 1950s, the small number of high school 

students in the Western Cape were indelibly influenced by the 

ideas of the TLSA. 

James, too, was influenced by his class teacher, Monica Jacobus. 

Monica was one of a few TLSA members at Alexander Sinton. She 

invited her students to attend a lecture on Indonesia which she 

delivered at a Cape Flats Educational Fellowship [CFEFJ meeting. 

James was sixteen years old and his political life had started. 

The next five years he spend working within the structures of the 

Unity Movement [NEUMJ~ the Gleemoor Civic Non-European 

Association [GCAJ and the Athlone Parent Teacher Association 

James attended many of the CFEF and NEF lectures 

which opened a new intellectual world to him. He heard a vast 

range of issues being discussed and debated. Topics included the 

struggle, the nature of the struggle within South Africa and so 

on. It was at CFEF that James met a number of people including 

Hosea Jaffe, his wife Beatty, Bill Bartman and Dr Muresan. Jaffe 

stayed in Hazendal, an area adjacent to Bokmakerie. James became 

a firm friend of the Jaffe's. He visited their home and 

regularly accompanied them to meetings67 

14 
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James worked hard in both the GCA and the Athlone PTA. He 

attended meetings regularly and always volunteered when work 

needed to be done. His diligence and commitment did not go 

unnoticed by his fellow-workers. At the age of 18, he became the 

youngest member of the GCA's executive•0 • 

In 1958, the GCA supported NEUM's boycott campaign of the first 

separate parliamentary election69 • Under the Nationalist Party 

government, Coloureds in the Cape were removed from the common 

voters roll. They were inst e ad incorporated under t he Separate 

Represen tation of Voter s roll. Four whites were then allowed to 

repr e sent th e interests of Coloureds in parliament. The Congress 

of Democrats [CODJ put forward a candidate in the Western Cape 

with the s upport of the South African Coloured Peoples 

Organisation CSACPOJ 7~. 

The NEUM's boycott campaign was resoundingly successful. Of the 

19,138 Coloured voters on the roll in 1958, the COD Candidate, 

Beyleveld, received 813 votes, and Abe Bloomberg of the United 

Party received 2183 votes71 • As a result of this boycott 

campaign, the Anti-CAD in the Western Cape reached its zenith. 

The Anti-CAD, which consisted of grassroots affiliates, now 

enjoyed an influential position among Coloureds7 2 • 

James intellectual development and political consciousness was 

improving in leaps and bounds. He had come into contact with 

15 
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theory which fundamentally challenged ruling class ideology. The 

NEUM theoreticians' objective was to develop "people's 

ideology". In the process they left a legacy which decades later 

became the modu:;.; operandi of all organisations in the liberation 

movement. They were the concepts of non-racialism and non-

col 1 aborati on 7
''

3
• 

Ben I< i es, , i n the Non-European 

People to World Civilisation", forever debunked the myth of a 

superior white/European race. He demonstrated historically that 

contrary to common belief the first civilisations flourished 

outside of Europe, among those people in Asia? Africa and America 

who were later colonised74 • 

In the 1950s, a history from the point of view of the indigenous 

people arose to challenge liberal and Afrikaner hi.storians7~. 

Hose.::1 Jaffe's 11 Tl-11~ee Hun_d_r_e_d __ Y_e_"_a"'"1~_s_1176 C:\nd Dora Taylor's "The 

Role of the Missionaries :;..c...::::..c.:.._.c:.;...,...;.;. __ ~,.;;...;....--"--'~ in Con quest" 77 , have today still not 

received their just place in South African historiography79 • 

To many academics, these works either never existed, or 

peripheral to mention 79
• 

are too 

The history writing of Jaffe and Taylor created three important 

landmarks. Firstly, they were the first to refrain from using 

de1-ogatory terms 1 i ke "Bushmen" and "Hottentot"; instead, they 

used "San" <and Khoi-Khoi respectively8~. Secondly? they both 
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used an Africanist approach as opposed to a Eurocentric one. 

Finally, they n2cal 1 f:.-?d 

dispossessed, plundered and colonised. 

So James learnt and grew in the NEUM . However~ he did not become 

a passive recipient. 

attitudes of the NEUM 

He came to question and criticise the 

leadership, especially in relation to the 

ANC. 

had 

After the hugely successful campaigns of the 1950s, the ANC 

beco~e a timely mass-based 01~gan i sat i on 81 • ~~hereas the 

reverse was happening in the NEUM, which was becoming more 

elitist and more removed from the everyday struggles of ordinary 

peopl e'32
• The tide in the liberation movement had turned in 

favou1~ of the ANC against the NEUM. The very 

through his Marxist/Trotskyist ideas which James had embraced 

association in NEUM could no longer be reconciled with the 

direction of the organisation. 

1.7 
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The early 1960s was a time of change, disenchantment, flux and 

disintegration for James. 

In 1958 and 1959 James read for a Bachelor of Arts degree at 

In those two years he paid little attention to his 

academic work and just concentrated on his political involvement. 

It was in 1960 that he started working as a storemam. Life at 

the point of production had a sobering effect on James. He was 

no longer a semi-intellectual who spoke on behalf of workers; he 

had become a worker. In the 1960s coloured matriculants did not 

have many employment opportunities84 • 

This was confirmed by a study cf the social and economic position 

of coloureds undertaken in the 1960s. Part of the study 

investigated employment opportunities for coloured males. It was 

established that: 30.86 percent worked in agriculture; 16.84 

percent worked in manufacturing; 11 . 14 percent · worked in 

services; 10.7 percent worked 

worked in comrnerce8~. 

in construction and 8.91 percent 

It is of interest to note that the research further concluded 

that the average coloured family earned about one-fifth to one­

quarter the income of an average white farnily 8 6 • 

On the pol i tical front the NEUM alliance had split in 1959. From 

18 
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then on the Anti-Cad and All African Convention CAACJ each 

followed separate paths. The division was preceded by arguments 

and squabbles of a theoretical nature. The controversy centred 

on Point 7 of the 10 Point Programme of the NEUM which demanded: 

Revision of the land question in accordance with the above. 

Point 6 demanded: Full equality of rights for all citizens 

without distinction of race, colour or sex 87
• 

Through circumstances James found himself in the Jaffe/Kies 

faction. Though as a young person he was rather impressed with 

Jaffe's radical-sounding interpretation of the land question as 

opposed to that 

In 1959 Jaffe 

of I. B. 

told his 

Tabata's, 

associates 

which sounded moderate88 • 

that he was leaving for 

Johannesburg. Instead he went into exile in England 89 • 

19 
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On 21 March 196(2) the Pan Africanist Congress [PACJ held an anti-

pass demonstration. Protesters at the police stations in Langa, 

and Sharpeville, Vereeniging were fired at. by Cape Town 

police9 m. Sixty nine people died, including eight women and ten 

children; 180 people were injured91
• 

James' hometown of Bokmakerie is at most four kilometres away 

from Langa, which was established in 1927 9 :2 • At the time of 

the shooting, 25 000 people lived in Langa, the vast majority of 

which were migrant workers. These men had to live in single 

workers' blocks known as flats. That had " little privacy, 

bleak surroundings and communal cooking and washing 

facilities" 93 • 

In the two weeks that followed 21 March 1960, the ·inhabitants of 

Langa and Nyanga refused to go to work, in protest against police 

brutality. 

of Langa. 

The police harassed, hounded and shot at the people 

By 2 April both townships were under siege - the 

police, navy and army units cordoned off the area94
• 

It took the police four days of continuous brutality to break the 

strike. They used sticks, batons, craibars, guns and saracen 

armoured cars to comb the townships and force the men back to 

wor kL'~. 

While all this was happening the Anti-Cad did absolutely nothing. 

2(2) 
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The SACPO did not have a following amongst coloureds, the Anti-

Cad did. James coL1ld not believe that 

revolutionaries" did not go to the aid of the inhabitants of 

Langa and Nyanga. According to James, had the Anti-Cad called on 

Coloureds to strike in solidarity with Africans it would have 

been successful. 

stature amongst 

Not only did the Anti-Cad enjoy political 

the col 0L1reds, it enjoyed the necessary 

structure, resources and organisation96 , Instead the official 

response of the Anti-Cad leadership was to issue a pamphlet in 

which they called the PAC's anti-pass campaign "adventurism" 97
, 

The leadership of the Anti-Cad were elitist elements who enjoyed 

labour preference in the Western Cape and most probably could not 

imagine the harshness of life for African migrant workers under 

the Pass Laws and Influx Control. 

Instead James joined the SACPO members in drawing up a pamphlet 

which called for solidarity between Coloureds and Africans. 98 
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In the post-Sharpeville era a number of small splint.er groups 

emerged. They consisted of disenchanted members of the NEUM. 

Among the coloured youth especially ther-e was a grave 

acknowledgement of the nature of the NEUM · 1eadership; its 

bankruptcy and inability to meet the political 

day99 • 

challenges of the 

James became acquainted with members of SACPO including Alex and 

blanche Le Juma, Isaiah Steyn, Reggie September, Barney Desai, 

Achmat Osman and Mustapha Sathrodien, 

became an executive member of SACP0 10~. 

a brick-layer who later 

In the meanwhile, white South Africa had decided to become a 

Republic on 31 May, 1961. At an All-in-African-Conference held 

in Pietermartizburg on 25 - 26th March 1961, a th~ee-day strike 

was decided on to protest the proclamation of a republic. 

Representatives of 145 religious, social, cultural, sporting and 

political bodies made the decision. 

volunteer-in-Chief of the campaign. 

Nelson Mandela became the 

The objective of the protest 

was to demand a "sovereign national convention" which would draw 

up a non-racial 

Africans 2-~ 1 • 

and democratic constitution for all South 

James assisted the SACPO members in campaigning for Coloureds in 

the Western Cape to support the three-day mass action. SACPO's 

hard work was rewarded when large numbers of Coloured workers 
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supported the strike 1
12)

2
• After this a period of lull and 

uncertainty ensued for James. He had not formally joined SACPD, 

and did not know if he could reconcile his Trotskyist ideas with 

membership of an organisation like SACP0 1
12)

3 • In retrospect, 

it could have been anti-Stalinist propaganda in the NEUM which 

caused this reaction in James 104
• 

In 1962 James visited Stanley Abrahamse's house in Woodstock. 

Basil February was also visiting Stanley. James and Basil became 

re-acqua.i nted, having in the past just fleetingly seen each 

other. Basil was nineteen years old. He was a brilliant student 

and had matriculated in 1960 with five As. This was quite a feat 

for a coloured pupil in those days. In 1961 he registered at 

UCT's medical school but did not return in 1962. 

When James arrived at Stanley's house that day Basil was reading 

a book on Lenin's life. Basil marvelled at the fact that Lenin 

had completed a four-year law degree in twelve months, and still 

managed to top the class. From that day onwards Basil and James 

became firm friends. They discovered that they had much in 

common as Basil was a member of the Cape Peninsula Students Union 

[CPSUJ, which was politically associated with NEUM. Basi 1 

started to work in 1962. Every weekend he and James would spend 

together, they 1 oved going to "Congress par ti es" unes. 

By 1963 James was convinced that the Congress Movement held the 
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only possible political future in their hands. Notwithstanding 

the fact that SACPO did not have much support among the 

c:oloureds. James officially joined SACPO. Basil scoffed at the 

idea of joining a "coloured organisation". Late1~, he too was 

convinced of the correctness of James' decision and joined 

SACP0 11216
• 

By now it was no longer possible to organise oppressed people in 

the old w.::{ys. One could not hold meetings or distribute 

pamphlets. Political activists desperately needed to communicate 

with their constituencies. An alternative in the form of slogan-

painting was found. James and Basil spearheaded a small slogan-

painting campaign. Unfortunately both were caught in the act in 

~~ynberg. 

They were charged and released on bail. A few weeks went by 

before they were re-detained. Two of their accomplices, Neville 

Andrews and John Fischer were also detained and charged with 

slogan-painting. Basil, Neville and John received suspended 

sentences due to their youth. They also paid a fine and damages. 

James was still in detention. Hennie Ferrous, Cardiff Manie, 

James and a few others were charged with sabotage. This charge 

arose fr-om •~ meeting the a.cc used hc:{d at tended in Mamre 107 , 

The chief organiser had been Dennis Goldberg. At the same time 

that Hennie Ferrous, Cardiff Manie and James April were charged 

in Cape Town the Rivonia trial was underway. A Cyr-il Davids was 
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giving evidence against Dennis Goldberg in the Pretoria Supreme 

Court i 01;;i. The state hoped to transfer Cyril Davids to Cape 

Town to give evidence against James and co. Ev<~ntually all the 

accused received bail. Later still the charges against them were 

dropped. 

Basil. 

Yet the police were persistently harassing James and 

The threat of re-detention was constant. Whilst the 

Rivonia trial was underway in Pretoria? Cape Town saw the Yu Chi 

Chan Cl Llb on trial 109
• The m~.i n accused was Neville 

Alexander, a protege of I. B. Tabata's. The other accused 

included Leslie, Dorothy and Elizabeth van der Heyden, three 

siblings. Basil February's sister Ursula was married to the 

accused Leslie van der Heyden. 

James and Basil kept a low profile. They were virtually 

underground. The realisation dawned on them that they could no 

longer play a fruitful political role 

few weeks they pondered the issue 

itself i 2· 0 • 

inside the country. For a 

until a solution presented 

In the meanwhile, after the arrests of the Rivonia trialists the 

responsibility of leadership was transferred to the exile mission 

of the ANC. This external leadership held a consultative meeting 

with representatives of the South African Indian Council CSAICJ, 

the South African Communist Party CSACPJ, the Coloured People's 

Congress CCPCJ and the South 

CSACTUJ :1. :1. l .• 

African Congress of Trade Unions 
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One of the new tasks which emerged from the meeting in Dar-es-

Salaam was to vigorously pursue the armed struggle~~ 2 • James 

and Basil were approached the night before new recruits were to 

leave Cape Town, to Join the external mission. James and Basil 

decided to join the liberation movement in exile. James did not 

greet his family, neither did Basil greet the van der Heydens, at 

whose place he was staying in Athlone. Their main reason was not 

to jeopardise the safety of their families and friends with the 

knowledge of their doings and whereabouts. 
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LIFE IN EXILE 

In early January 1964 James and Basil travelled to Johannesburg. 

From there they continued on to Botswana. With the help of a 

guide they ~rossed the Botswana border on foot without any travel 

documents. 

While in Botswana James and Basil learnt of the sentencing and 

conviction of the members of the Yu Chi Chan Club. Basil was 

e:·:tremel y Ltpset. This was the last straw. James and Basi 1 

finally decided that they wanted to join Umkcnto we Sizwe and not 

to study overseas. 

They then travelled to Dar-es-Salaam via Zambia. For a year they 

stayed at the ANC's training camp at Kongwa. All the inmates 

were confined to the training camp. South African spies and 

agents frequented the African countries, especially those giving 

sanction and protection to South African liberation movements. 

In June 1965, James and Basil were transferred to Czechoslovakia 

where they stayed until May 1966. James met Darina, a 

Czechoslovakian architecture student with whom he fell in love. 

So besides his military training James spent time in her company. 

The calibre of the military officials at the academy was high. 

They were all well versed in Marxist ideology, and saw themselves 
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as defenders of working class interests. 

were excellent philosophers and political 

Some of the officers 

writers. Basil was 

twenty two years old and impressed the Czechoslovakians with his 

knowledge of Marxist ideology 113
• 

The period James and Basil spent in Czechoslovakia was a time of 

debate for that country's people. Everyone was discussing the 

ways in which socialism could be improved. From the lay person 

to within the hierarchy of the Communist Party there was a 

recognition of the need for change. It was acknowledged by all 

that power had to be decentralised and Czechoslovakian society 

restructured. It was this era of liberal thinking which later 

led to the 'Prague Spring' of 1968114 • 

Soon it was May 1966, Basil and James had to return to Zambia. 

Darina gave James postcards and money for postage. She know how 

frugally the MK people lived and wanted to be certain James would 

be able to keep in touch. 

A year dragged on in the Zambian training camp. The soldiers 

were getting restless, tired of training with no possibility of 

combat. In July the news came that a joint ANC-ZAPU [Zimbabwe 

African People's Union] operation was to take place into Rhodesia 

[now ZimbabweJ 11 ~. 

This joint action was premised on the understanding that the 
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Rhodesian and South African government were allies and the common 

enemy of all Africans. The plan was that the ANC guerillas would 

assist their comrades- in-arms to defeat the Rhode s ian s ecurity 

forces and would then move further south into South Africa. 

James and Basil were appointed commanders of the We s tern Cape. 

They had orders to establish an ANC underground base which would 

include recruitment, gathering of information, sabotage acts and 

so on 1· :t'-". 

The first detachment to cross the Zambezi was called the Lutuli 

Unit, named after the deceased ANC President-general, Chief 

Albert Lutuli. 

with the Umkonto soldiers on 

the ANC president spend two days 

the Zambian bank of the Zambezi 

River. Tambe addressed the ~s oldit=.>rs prior· to their-

depart\_1.re:L :l. 7 n 

The joint unit consisted of eighty men, including one Chris Hani, 

who would later become Chief of the 1'11< staff. 

Political Commi ssa1~ 1. :L !f: ? of the unit and responsible for 

the morale and well-being of the soldiers. 

On 2 August 1967 the Lutuli Detachment crossed the river. 

they had to contend with a deep gorge and sheer cliffs. 

First 

They 

moved at night? at a slow pace, fearful 

case they were spotted by enemy planes. 

of using any light in 

Whilst they crossed the 

in a boat? Basil said to J .=\mes, "We ' re c1~ossi ng the 
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Rubi con" :1. J. •;·. 

The unit marched a week before they reached the Wankie game 

During this time, Basil celebrated his 24th birthday on 

the 8 or 9 August 1967. At the town cf Wankie they sent someone 

to buy supplies. As they progressed further into the game 

reserve there was only bush and animals. Poor maps and compasses 

did not. help. The original unit split into two groups and later 

into further splinter groups. Food and water were in short 

supply. The guerillas marched for days without. food 12~. 

When they did encounter the enemy on 13 August their spirits were 

high. They fought bravely and inflicted serious losses on the 

enemy :t :;;,, 1· • The supplies of the retreating Rhodesian soldiers 

came in handy. In the meanwhile South Africa sent members of its 

DefencE• Fo1--ce to assist thf? Smith n2gime fight the:? "ten--orists". 

By the end of the campaign some of the guerillas had died. Some 

found were i mpr i saned 1 =~ 2 , and others includin1;;i .J arnes, 

themselves in Botswana where they were arrested for being in 

possession of i 11 egal arms. This group of guerrillas were 

charged and sentenced to one year imprisonment. It 1.AJas in 

Botswana that James first heard of Basil's death. He wa.s 

shattered. had broken away from his group, 

stolen a car and driven south. He was caught in a roadblock. A 

fight ensued between him and members of the Security Forces. 
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According to James, the Rhodesians spoke about Basil's bravery 

right until the end 123
• 

There exists no ANC documentation or assessment of Wankie. 

Norman Duka's account of what happened 

interesting and answers some questions 124
, 

during Wankie is 

In some ways it 

counters the misinformation of published reports like A. J. 

Venters' 12~ and H. R. 

continuing in Rhodesia, 

incorrect reports which 

light 127
• 

Pike's 126
• Whilst the fighting was 

South African newspapers were giving 

put the advancing guerrillas in a poor 

In 1968 the Organisation for African Unity [OALJJ intervened on 

behalf of the ANC-ZAPU inmates in the Botswana prison. After 

serving 10 months they were released. James and his fellow 

comrades flew back to Zambia 12m. 

After the campaign in Wankie, the ANC's international credibility 

had soared. The Palestinian Liberation Organisation tPLOJ 

comrades welcomed the victory especially after their defeat 

during the Six-Day War 129 with Israel. They said that the 

bravery of the Wankie guerillas meant that oppressed people 

around the world could once again hold their heads high 130 • 
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In 1969 the ANC held a conference at Morogorro, Tanzania. This 

was a historic meeting at which the membership of the ANC was 

officially opened to all non-Africans 131
, 

The conference also served as a catharsis for the rank and file 

members of the organisation. Life in exile brought with it 

endemic problems which the ANC leadership was made aware of in no 

uncertain terms 132
, 

For the guerrillas in the ANC's training comps the preparation 

for the conference required an assertion of their rights. 

Conflict arose between some of the hierarchy in the ANC and 

members of Ml<. Tht-::! 

armed wing's representatives to the conference. The guE·rr i 11 as 

in MK objected to this undemocratic procedure. ThE~Y refuse~d to 

be seen as fighting machines incapable of making decisions. 

They insisted that they were the ones within the organisation who 

had to risk making the supreme sacrifice and this mad~ them more 

than capable of choosing their oNn representatives. When the 

conflict came to a head the guerrillas threatened not to fight. 

Instead they said the leadership that wanted to make decisions on 

their behalf should go all the way and fight as well 1 3 3
, The 

MK soldiers won the day. James was one cf the soldiers elected 

to represent MK at the conference 134
, 

Soon aftE·)r the conference James proceeded to th<:) l1ennan 
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Democratic Republic <GDR>? where he stayed for a year. He led a 

solitary life - he was under strict instructions not to mix with 

the local inhabitants. Joe Slovo, a member of the SACP, spent 

some time with James in the GDR. They became close friends 

during this time. Sleva gave James his final briefing before he 

left for South Africa. First James travelled through Europe, 

but not to London as Lodge alleged 13~. From Italy he flew to 

Johannesbu1rg. 

to Du1rban. 

It was towards the end of 1970 that James moved 

By now James was feeling depressed. His morale was low. Seven 

years in exile: the training camps and Basil's death was taking 

its toll on him. In the GDR James had received a watch as a 

present from his training officers. The watch was unusual by 

South African standards. It attracted the attention of a man 

James had befriended in Chatsworth. He loaned the watch to the 

man who in turn showed it to a friend who was a police-reservist. 

This policeman fiddled with the watch and discovered a concealed 

microphone. James was arrested. The police did not know 

James' identity • Eventually James revealed himself to them. 

. James saw his father for the last time. Jacobus 

April II was 71 years old. His wife, Wilhemina had passed away 

in 1965, while James was in exile. The police would not allow 

Jacobus to visit his son during his trial. This was contrary 

to the visitation rights of awaiting trial prisoners. 
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On the day of his conviction James made a statement, a part of 

which has already been quoted. Here is a full version of the 

speech: 

"~~herH?ver- people 21 r-e in despair-, they reso1~t to 
violence. violence becomes an act cf hope. History 
shows repeated examples of people struggling and 
fighting for freedom. Most people in the world today 
are struggling for freedom, and even in the most stable 
societies, there are str-ikes and violence. You must 
r-ealize that these people will not taler-ate apartheid. 

The ANC i s a gr-eat movement . It is the spirit of th~ 
Afr-ican people. As long as you do not satisfy the 
aspirations of the Afri c an people you will never crush 
the ANC, in spite of the fascist Security Police. 

When I returned to south Africa~ I was tired and played 
out. Thi s led to my capture. I wish to stress that it 
was this, and not the ingenuity of the Security Police, 
that led to my arrest. 

During my interrogation by the Security Police, I was 
kept in solitary confinement and beaten up. Even 
though I answer-ed many of their- questions, there was 
nothing to please them. This once again proved to me 
that there are fascist thugs in the Security Police. 

Solutions to South Africa's problems can trul y be 
found, but only on a democratic basis, and not on a 
democracy imposed on a majority by a minority which has 
within it a secret Broederbond fascist society. 

You whites must realize that eventually you will have 
to stay in South Africa. You ma y find that even South 
Africa will become too small for you. You will have a 
rough time for the next few years. The prospects for 
the ANC ar-e too gr-im, but time is on our side, I 
guarantee it. change will take place in our favour, 
even if ther-e is a world war. 

The African people will be 
south African Government. 
overcome. 

victors c:iver 
Inevitably, 

the fascist 
~~e sh al J. 

I did these things because I believed I was right. I 
am still prepared to face the consequences of my 
e:1ctions 3· °'~ 6 • 
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James served his fifteen-year sentence on Robben Island and 

become close friends with some of the inmates, including the 

Rivonia trialists, Kwedi Makilipi of the PAC, and Toivo ja Toivo 

of the South West African People's Organisation [SWAPOJ. He 

prefers to tell his experiences of Wankie and Robben Island 

James April was released on 10 May, 1986. He 

returned to Athlone after a twenty two year absence. 
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CONCLUSION 

James and Basil are but two examples of South Africa ns who 

sacrificed themselves in order to help free oppressed people. 

One striking factor when assessing the lives of James and Basil 

is that they did not have a normal youth. Basil did not pursue 

his studies, James did not marry Darina in Czechoslovakia 

although these were their dreams. Instead they both chose to 

serve a revolution they were committed to - that of bringing 

about a socialist society. 

Basil still lives in the h e arts of many people. For e xample, the 

UWC students have named one cf their residences in his honour. 

In 1987 one night James dreamt of Basil. In his dream he met 

Basil and they were overjoyed to see each other. Basil then told 

James that he had not really died in Rhodesia. He had got lost 

in the bush where he had l ived for the pas t twenty years. 

decided to come home after all. 

He had 

Maybe the dream was symbolic! It may be an indication that Basil 

would wish to be brought home. In the future, the February 

family may find it pos sible to locate Basil's remains and bring 

them to South Africa for a proper burial. The people of the 

Western Cape would certainly pay tribute to this brave young man 
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who made the supreme sacrifice . 
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