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DETAINED TO DEATH: 
APARTHEID'S PRISONS WITHOUT WALLS 

July, 1989 

June 6th 1989, the third anniversary of the imposition of the State of 
Emergency has come and gone in South Africa and despite claims of change in the 
air in Pretoria, apartheid continues to thrive as the emergency begins its 
fourth year. Despite the success of the detainee ''Hunger Strike" campaign which 
resulted in the release of over 700 detainees, the practice of detention without 
trial has not stopped. Opponents of apartheid are still being arrested, held, 
without charge or trial for indefinite periods of time and, with access to their 
families or lawyers denied. 

The "released" detainees come home to continue their incarceration in 
the form of restrictions limiting who and how many people they may meet, where 
they may go and when and, what they can say. Over 80% of the released detainees 
have been placed under virtual house arrest as a result of severe restrictions. 
In addition, such activists have become vulnerable to right-wing vigilante 
attacks, by having their movements made predictable. Christy Ntuli was hacked to 
death on his way to report to the police station which he was required to do. 

Detentions continue and the different groups in the mass democr~tic movement 
remain the government's prime focus of attack. Within South Africa's jails many 
of the people detained in 1986 and before are still being held without charge or 
trial untouched by the random releases won by the hunger strikers. And then 
there are the many convicted political prisoners whose only true crime was 
opposing apartheid.Among them is 79 year old Oscar Mpetha, a labor leader who 
was taken to jail in a wheelchair in 1980 and despite suffering from kidney 
failure, and diabetes which 0aused him to lose one leg, was denied permission to 
bury his wife in 1986 and his son in April of this year. 

We urge you to join us in demanding the immediate and unconditional release 
of Oscar Mpetha and all other political prisoners and detainees being held both 
in prison and in their own homes. We must maintain pressure on Pretoria and 
remind them that the United States has not forgotten South Africa's detainees. 
Write letters to your local newspapers, alert them to this appeal 

Send letter of support to Oscar Mpetha at M.1299, Nyanga, Capetown 7755, 
South Africa. 

Send protests to: 
Adriaan Vlok 
Minister of Law and Order 
Private Bag x256, 
Capetown 8000, 
South Africa 

P. W. Botha 
State Presidents Office 
Private Bag x213 
Pretoria, 0001 
South Africa 

The Africa Fund, 198 Broad.wa.y, New York, NY 10038 ( 212 ) 962-1210 

Tilden J . LeMelle 
Chil!rman 

Jenrufer Davis 
Exec:.J:.Jve Dll'eccor 
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Oscar Mpetha will turn 80 on August 5th. He is currently serving a five year 
jail sentence, despite the fact that he is a diabetic, suffers from kidney 
failure and has had one leg amputated . Oscar's only crime was organizing unions 
and opposing apartheid. Efforts to have Oscar released, even on humanitarian 
grounds have had no results, and there is a growing fear that he might spend his 
last years in jail. 

In the United Kingdom a large group of organizations including many major 
labor unions have launched the JOINT C~iPAIGN AGAINST THE REPRESSION OF TRADE 
UNIONISTS IN SOUTH AFRICA AND NAMIBIA and plan a campaign in support of 
Mpetha and calling for his immediate release. Letters of support and of protest 
are being enc0uraged. 

The apartheid regime must be made aware that the United States has not 
forgotten Oscar Mpetha, nor any of the other political prisoners and detainees 
being held in South Africa's jails. 

Tilden J . LeMelle 
ChaJ.rman 

The Africa Fund, 198 Broadwa.y, New York. N.Y. 10038 ( 212 J 962-1210 

J enrufer DaVIS 
Exec:.. :JVe DLrec:Or 
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~E£ OSCAR HPETHA l 

f~car ~efused permission to burY his son. 

t~e un;ust treatment of South African trade union 
teter.an Oscar Hpetha by the apartheid regime appears 
to have no limits. Oscar's eldest son Karl was 
~nfor-tanately killed in a traffic accident. He was 
~uried: on Saturday, 8th ApriL 

$uring' the week prior to the funeral, international 
pressure grew on the regime to allow ·oscar to bury his 
~on. On another occasi.on, Oscar had been refus.ed 
&ermission to attend his wife's funeral. Appeals were 
~de by the British Government, the Trades Union 
¢ong.ress, the Commonwealth TUC and a large number of 
national trade unions affiliated to the AAM to allow 
4scar to be released this time. 

f!owever. despite being. aged seventy-nine, suffering 
~rem- 6.iabet.es and having lost a leg through a gangrene 
inf-:ction, Oscat" wa~; considered too much· of a threat 
~o :..h~ Sol..!tl': Afric-:\n regime to be all.owe·d O"Jt of 
grison. 'l'he British· Government • s silence on this 
~nhuman act was deafening. Joint Campaign convenor 
~olin Adkins said : "Mrs Thatcher • s • sea change' in 
¥-mth Africa has h.:~.d no benefits for this political 
tir::.soner. We are 9'.Jing t.o step up the campaign to 
~cn:e ~he regime • s ht:nd". 

~;ne Joint Campaign is asking campaign supporters to: 

~r Distribute and disseminate the ca=paj..go material to 
~ven greater number.s of British peop!e. 
~. Wr.iee letters highlighting Oscar's case to national 
~"lei lo.:al newspapers. 
~. Pro11est to the South African regime. Write to Mr 
~riaao Vl.ok. Minister of Law and Order, Private Bag 
~256. Capetown 800~, South Africa. 
~- Call on the Poreiqn Secretary to condemn this 
.iln..ltuman. act. Write to the The· Right Honourable ,Sir 
~ff.r:ey Bove MP, E"or.eign and Co!lllllOnweal-th Office, 
~g Charles St, London, SWl. 
~. Send messages of SUP.port to Oscar. Write to H~1299, 
~anga, Capc.Town, 7755, South Africa. 

~-:: Jc)j.nt. campa.i9n j s planning to place solidarity 
~vert:> i.n nat.l.onl'll. roew5p3J?ers to coincide with 
lsc:ar' ~• oOt.h b).r.thrlay (5th August.}. 
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l20th ~uly, 1989. 

bear ,Friends 1 

~~ •Furthter to my letter of the lOth July 1 I enclose some 

campaign leaflets promoting activity in this country 

around the 80th birthday of imprisoned trade union 

:, ~eteDan Oscar Mpetha. I hope that your organisation 

will be able to mount protests in your country. 

Oscad's son, Themba Mpetha, is also available to speak 

in your country on the need to step up campaigning for 

ithe t~mediate and unconditional release for his 

i fathe:r. 
1 i 

Yours: sincerely, 

JColin· Adkins, 

jTrade Union Secretary. 

'l'J.Jc..'_/''' 111 r •J.~It/a.trg~ l.!i'·<Jrgr.{b~ i:ry t~e:A r<U.·Apartltei.:J H'JVemt!uL 1'rrult: I .rt(t'>~l ( :c,m1ntlfttt? cuut S<\'TIS (Soutl1en~ Africa t/Jf! ftrrpristmed Soctety) 
ll,.\1,m<.k!.t:-.(r,:d f~mcJ~m~rnrJ\'<'·~td {)I -~.n---·1{...(, 
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OS~AR MPETHA- THE FATHER OF THE NATION 
AND TRADE UNIONISM 

OtiAr>Mafikafaka Moeth'l was born in the Transkei at Thinana in the Mouth Fletcher 
a;slrict onis August l909. He was the second of six children. 

i~t;JS£5 <A;car was internreting at meetings and doing clerical work for the Industrial 
a11i Com~cial URion. 

06;ar: Mp~a first cam~ into cor.tact with political organisations in 1937 while 
wc$-king irt Grootc'Schuur. This organisation took the form ofa Night School Move· 
mflht.: It was at this stage that he met Bil! Endrews, a trade unionist. He was impressed 
b~Bill En!jrews·s non-ra<:ialism and con1mitment to workP.rS.· At this time Oscar also 
11&4 'contabt with the National LibP.ration League lind was attempting to organise 
he&al wprkers. 

AilerqualifVing as :a road rnaster. he went to work for a contractor in the Mslmersburv 
d~rict as a sub-forelllan. It was hP.re in 1940, that he org.,nised the first strike of his 
tratle,urriatl career when he led labourers in their struggle for higher wages. The strike 
su4ceededlt)ut he "'as mewed to Veld<:!rift 3r.d isolated from other workers. He decided 
to~eaYe hiS job ;,s 3 r')(l(i worker and went to work in a fish factory in Bergriver Mouth. 

lntF942 the poor tQnditions in the factory prompted Oscar to write to the African 
P~iamentarv representative, a man called Mo!teno, for advice. Molteno passed his 
te$-r on t!b· Rav .<lolexaPdcr of the nP.wtv·formed Food and Canning Workers' Union. 
Hi!l promlttly sent. Osca~ a cop.,. of the con~titution and application forms. Oscar 
~- organisinq ·his feile>w workers into the union. Oscar'$ position as a factory 
'111'13itker pri:lmpteci other~. inc!udinq wh;IP. workers, to join the union. Oscar Mpetha 
wcf. electeij·brancn secrerary and asked to cover Saldanha Bay, Paternoster ;nd Saint 
~Ba\1. 

~ar. contif'lued to work as a volunteer or93niser for the F CWU and was elected to the 
Ncif;ional ixecutive Comminee in 194'1. ln that year, the union was forced under 
!h~t of ;eregistration to form a seo11rate African Food and Canning Workers' Union 
(.~C.WUl~for Afri~;an rnembers. Tt-ris was due to the Industrial Conciliation Act, which 
o~ntec)Afncans ~rom belongin9 to ".'Qistered unions. Throughout this time Oscar 
h~ ·to ov~rt:omP. hostility from his employers with regard to his union work. He did 
till\; by mqbiiising th~ wcri<fort:e to warn off victimisation. As an NEC membet", Oscar 
to.k unpaid leave in order to travP.i to ?ther towns to organise workers. As the African 
F~·and tenn!nq Work~rs· Union was exoanding, the decision came to employ a full· 
tir/te general secretary. Beatrice Nkewu was elected but was replaced after on I~ one 
rntinth by~scar. His election as generai secretary occurred in December 1949. 

Asianorg$'1jser. Otcar stood out for his -:ourage and creativity, using every opportunity 
to~acn and orgallise the canning work~rs. On several occasions he went to work in 
fa~ries with !:he express purpose ot OITI~nising the workers from within. Often, -after 
~- ~A.-eek$ or so. when h1: had recruited the 'nucleus; of a committee and signed up as 
m;fny melflbers as ~e could. he wr.>uld leave the fae1ory. His previous employer would 
tn~ be c~fronled bv Oscar, who had orgllnised the workers under the boss·s nose. 

ln~b ca~citv as generai secretarv. Oscar took part in most of the union's activities 
naiienallv~ visiti!'HJ l)ra'1Ches as p~r~ of the head office team that toured the various 
refjoM wltere a union "N;tS organised. There he would address meetings and assist the 
I. orga~isers with s•qning up members. training local organisers to deal with union 
~- andHtandte grievances. Whenever there were strikes or major matters to deal 

The Afrtca Fund. 

Bill Cosby 
Honorary Chatr.ma.n 

Dum1sa.ni S. Kumalo 
Coord1nator 



with, Oscar ~"ee C:!!f't of r.t:e head office team lh<~t would rush over to sort everything out. Thus 
Osc:ar waf invotid witft the major strike at Wolseiey in 1954, as well as the strike at the Cape Town 
mear factDrv :~et1:ram .and the boycott of Langeberg in 1959. to name but a few. 

Another ifnporelilt tOi~Oscar plavec; wa$ to represent workers in courts. This he was able to do until 
legal chariges ,.rn. made-to !l!'e-ient such practices. Within the! trade union movement more broadly, 
Oscar w;J$ parrlQf. f.i'tP..FCWU :~nd i\~CWU delegation anending conferences of t.he South African 
Trades arjd L~· Ccii.Jncil. He acic:iressed meP.!ings and spoke out against the state's attempt tO 
ra~:1alis;J ltte tratie \Union' mo\'et"Mnt ::~nd the eventual capitulation of the South African Trades and 
Labour Qounc4 :te· a liaciatiStlc. el(pediencv. On several occasions he was the only Afncan trade 
un•onisl clt thesi rrieetu\gs. where he ;Hgr.d delegates not to nwounce working class solidarity. 

Harassmel!lt anct:·ritimi.ation by the oolice was a general feature in the lives of union leaders. This. 
howevt!r. i'lnteaji#ied fioln tnr~ mid·l950s onwards with the introduction of banning orders. In 
January ~55,r!lnder t~Suppression .,t Communism Act, Oscar was issued with a two-year prohibi. 
tion on attellOils~ meetings. i lle ban did not nrevent nim from acting as g .. neral secretary of the 
AFCWU but itt:Jid han;pcr union work. Moreove', it did not end there, tor soon after the ban was 
issued J ~sput. brokej,ut ir. V.rP.denburg. He went there and addressed the workers anti when he 
had fin1slled he--amlnea bv waiting police tor di:;obeying his banning order. He was found guilty 
by the v,edeAt~ m~istrate and sentenced to six months' hard labour. The ~a~e was taken to 
appeal anel woti -Firomtthen on· Oscar was more careful to avoid being outwitted and caught again. 
Early in 1969,<ft01'1e'let, Oscar MoetNI was rebarmed under the Act for a further five years, and this 
time restf.icted-~ the niagisterial distric1 o1 Wvnburg. The restriction order·was a major obstacle bur 
Oscar did "hOt~(! tra-.ielling aitogcther: instead h!! took caret., avoid the police whenever he visited 
branches ~n unb:-busi~ess 

In his ca~ciwtas~nerat secrl-!tary of AFCWU Cscar was extensively involved in the activities of 
the Sout" At~; Congress nf Trade Unions ISACTU!. The Food and Canning Workers' Union was 
one of tnt m~ :linporiant S~CTU l!ffiliates and marw of ;ts officials wen> also executivP. members 
ot SACTI!I in tie Western Capt!. 0se<J~ traveiled 1o various parts of the country_ despite the banning 
oroer. to 10rganpe :and ~ddre~s meet1ngs oi the ca11ning indu5trv's nun-union workers and sign them 
up lor SACTl.fi £Ommitt&es. :n. acidrtion to th•s. Oscar participated very actively in debates of 
SACTl; strat~j and directive~. His contribution to SACTU wa~ o::ventually curtailed by the banni'lg 
ord~J•s. Hli! was~~~amed in 1960 IJnd<:!r the state d ernerg~ncy He Sf'rved a prison' sentcnr::e and was 
re:easF.d ii;l196~l 

in 11!51 ®scaqpiBet~ the Atrican Nc:tional Congress and was elected secretary of the Cape region. 
P~ a ~--·~nmer of tf!e A~C. O~c<Jr arqiJed fO! a proq~essive, non-racial approach to politics and against 
the A f ncanists.~.hvs :o 1953 he opocsed the vir~-.·, in the Cape Corigre~$ that the ANC should rev'!!rt 
to ~xc•us~P. Aofijeanisr~. 1>.ftcr tt,e Defi:mce Carnnai!]n in 1954 he argued to support the participa· 
t1on or th.e Catfgress of Dem()<:rars in the CongrP.ss <)f the People Campaign_ .,gai.,st the views of tht­
C<:tJe pre,oent!'PFofu$Jor Matthews. In 1958 hr. was elected as president o1 rhe ANC in theCa~ 
untii it was bal!!a~ in Sbloth .l.f~it:a 

In 1978. ~scar.\;:letoa,.,as invited to 011en !he CJr.nval national conference of the Food and Canning 
\fw'vrkers· Uniortas: oru!(ot its founclt!r members. He !1acj not at!P.nded union meetings since he was 
''"';ed to,-esig~$.;; result ot hi$ banninq ordc1. M;mv other lea(lt'r5 had been banned with the result 
that the linion~d iJecbtnc progress1ve;y weaker. Thr; change in leadership in 1976 saw the union 
grow:n:; Once .ain. 0$car w;~s !5CJ irr.pressP.d bv what he saw that at the conference he rlP.Cidcd to 
off~~ to IMork ~r ~e t;nion. The uruon members Wt!rc greatly impressed by Oscar's strong speech 
at~d appointed·rftJn:as ni!tiona1 nrgat~•ser. 

As -I happen~ ~scar f,vas to ·\'rork for two yea··:; for tt-e union hefore he was once agam removed. 
n~ose tVII!ll Y~- werci howcvr.!f', ot great importanr.•: for the Afric:an Food and Canning Workers' 
Ur-:on <tlli6 the.'!\!elap~nt (~f the! tradE' union moverr.e•H. Oscar's contribution to the union leade~· 
snop was ~u~~~i!lg. The employers were srror.frlv r·esis1ir>g the Qrowth ot the unions such as ~he 
FCWU arR:i theif.e, were e•series of maim strikes w<~gerl !Jv Oscar <~t Rainbow Chickens, at Fan is and 
Mon1~ '" Seliv-if->.:~t Kt-ornco ,, C.lrab<.>uw ana Sea Hilrvest in Saldanha. His e>qll!rience, courage and 
persevl!ra!ce ..... rm·i~iratoon. 

Th~ urHOI!I was;• trvtng to re-estabiish itself na1ion<~lfy. Osc:ar spent long periods reorganising the 
1.1nion or1 t,he Tl!!lllSYaal.~ He socnt ma11y months"' East London also and it IS for his organisational 
wurk theh! that !'le \Yil. be most remembered. Ht! succeeded in organising LKB and WP Preserving 
Co;rnpany~ whictr·were the tirst ·facv.mes tn be organised by any of the independent tmions in the 
,1re.1. 1.111s ~e.ing;eiliev"'~ in nott1· instomces by <1 short srrike 
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o~ar achi~ ailii:i'!is at :he ag~:: <)f 70 yc;Jrs i.tnd whilst suffering from diabetes. He would frequently 
fail liSle ~st 1reing driven to a meet1ng. But when it came to the workers, whether it was a 

!) with a handful of workers or a mass meeting with hundreds present. he was always 
t rem~ns m·; oeiiP.t'. he would ~ay 'that there can be no real liberation in this country if 
·not or;9anised.' 11 wa-; a belief ~hat he practised until his arrest in 1980. 

It mbst al_ be kliown that in me 1976 uprising Oscar Played a very important role in the struggle 
!)y giving dii~tior1 to the youth organisations who consulted him for advice. 

. -~, ·t 

In tile iauri¢hrof t~e United Democratic From ( UD F) he was elected as one of tne national presidents 
and todavlhe·is th~honor<~rv president of tht-: UOF and president of the Release MandelaComminee. 
These el~iQm; table oiace whii~ he was still imrrisoned. This shows the trust and resoect the South 
African ~le h~e for Ost.:ar as one of their o•Jtstanding leaders. The president of the Congress of 
South P..tr,ir..afl Trad-e Unions !COSI\TUI cafl.:; hnT• '•he ~"athE-r of Trade Unionism'. The wife of 1he 
leader of iJ."fe ANCi, Mr~ Winnir; ~~<.>m:~:amc !\t,andela. savs 'Oscar is the Father of the Nation and the 
People's L.l<1t!er". 

: ~ 

Jaded un4~r- the notorious Tl:!rrurism Act. he 15 serving five years. a sentence the trial judge was 
reiuctantlyj compelled to <moose. despite failinq kidneys and the loss of a I~ caused by his diabetic 
co ndition.i 

1 
His Wife, ~os.e No\mbunga Mpetha, died in "1986 and Oscar was refusiXJ permission to go and bury 
hP-r. 'The ~ath Atrical' regime said he mur;l renounce violence before he can be released but Oscar 
doe~ not-~' thorie· wht> are struggling for freedom as !he ones who are usino violence. It is the 
reg1me rfl<it uses ~ole nee Jgaimt i~no~ent people. He refused the offer. Oscar still maintains a clear 
grasp of m"'e cause;for wnich he has struggl~::d so <ong: as he recently put it, 'fn~edom in my lifetime'. 

Oscar hastseP.Jed fthe South Afr;can people and wiil continue doing so until victory is achieved. 

Themt>a Mpeth:1 (son c-f Oscar} 

Sendgr~ to Oscar. Letters can be sent to M.1299. Nyanga, Cape Town, 7755, South Africa. 

~ 
~J • H11s Bt·iefinf·:w;as pr~dtiC",ad b·", th1: .~uin~ Camoa1gn wh'' ;.Jre cnmo?.igning tor thP. rf!iP.a~e of Oscar Mpetha with the 

T:-:rn$\JOft a~· Gen~ri::;j. Wc;rkP.r!: ~)l";li.'Hl. For h1rther mtt")nnatior't write to: The Joint Camp$ign, 13 MandeJa Street. 
lond~n NW! ODW. 
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IR,···E·fi::·-,:. 
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SCAR. 
MPETHA 

BIRTHDAY 
0 n Saturday, ~th August, Oscar 

Mpetha will be celehraling h1.~ 
birthday, still incal'cerated in an 

apartheid .Jail. 

llu: Fre~ Oscar ~1pctha Campaign will he marking 
his birtlld:l)' with a numher of pr<Jtt•st actions. Htc: 
apanht•id n'glme must he forn·d tn release Osc.ar 
iu l)rt;t•r that ht: c·an c:nill\' his rt•mairun~t }'t·ar" in 
frt•t·cl,••n 

PROTEST 
FRIDAY 4 AUGUST 
• l'i.j,c·t ul ~" >UIIl \in<: a tloU~l' l"r:rJaJg:u· :'otjUa.r" 

12. ;\() ·- .HiOI''•I 
~pcakc:r' fmm alw Mpc:tha familj. '11 .t: and !>.\C'Il: 

. t ... .f.h:lfS191.:5\."...i.t.\\~~~J;q~l.(.: !l«:.lwu. 
~tan<.lcla ('lace · GLtsgow 

J.OQ,-.~Ot>l'M .. 

F'tvth.l!T A<:Uou 
• Write to P "' Botiui : State President · l inion 

· Dllil~.· I~GOlQfia.t.I0011•,,&Julh AIPI11!8· 
• Get )'Our MP to sign 1l1t" c:arlr d:'ly motion 

c:allintt t'br O~car·s relcuc 
• Send a donatlnn to lht• fr('t' Ost·ar \1Jlctha 

umpaircn 

IOH 
BIRTHDAY 

-~--- ----·· --··-·· 

Send }'OUr personal ( (W your 01-gan isatirm 's ' 
message to Osc:u- using the space below. 
1besc: will be placed on a giant birthday t·anl 
and delivered w tht• South African Emh~!>l' 011 

Friday 4th Augu!!lt. · 

.--------- M)•/our message to Oscar is: , 

r rom: . -· -·--· ··--···-· ~ --·····-···. ······-

:···. l'lt·ast· send lilt' ius dc1:1ils llltlw o:ampaignto f(:ka."<· (~car "l"'lh~ and pur nu: 'us<,;; 
....... \lls .. ~:t1nl.P~!.i.&'!.Jn:.l.ith.~g.~~k.:~-~: •••.. :.,;..:.._.;.;. •. , ; ...• ~~ . ..:..~ •.. :::: .. ; ....................... - .. ·.·· ....... . 
;:,; li\\·' t·nc~o.~c.a do,_l:ttiu•.t tu the fr~c: Qli\':llr Mp~·tlla <.;;,mp;usn ami w lu:lJ) ..:nwr tl"~ 
. ~·,1.~!~. n~ I~'~: ~~~~~~ ~it:UI\I.JIY J,l.ll!l~l!~. lf.'hPI/I.{ffS PPfJ'f.Wolf/.tO.IIJG .~a,.\/Jf. pl¢as.u ). 
Ll·fl~r•~scn4 ma - ·-·:e-<·fllJie~HJf.UII.t lle'AtJ'tL': · ·· 
~~~.o------~-------~-·-..:;..::;.;.:;-········ ·- -·---- -·--, 

~~--:-~:;~~~·;;~::.c~:-::::~:~~·=·=~-~=~ .. :-==. -=::·~i 
Addrt:!tS 

L. ____ _ 

BIRTHDAY PROTEST -SENOYOUR BI!\Tl10AY MESSAGE TO OSCAR USING THE SPACE OVERLEAF . . •. ;', Pl.EASERETURN TOTHE FREE OSCARMPETHACAMPAIGN · 13MANOE!.A ST · LONOONNWl~DW- .. 

AcampaJ.gn 
initiated by 
The Africa Fund. 

Bill Cosby 
Honora.cy Cb&IJ'man 

Dumisa.ni S. Kumal 
Coo.rdtnator 
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