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April 22, 1982

Donald B. Sole
Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary 
South African Enbassy 
3051 I'fessachusetts Avenue, NW 
Washington, DC 20008
Dear Ambassador Sole:

We are writing to inquire into the condition of six South African 
citizens who were detained by the Security Police on November 27 IQ 81 
There have been numerous reports spread in regard to these individuals ' 
which have caused us great concern.

First, Dr. Neil Aggett died on February 4 of as yet undisclosed 
causes. In the last fa* weeks, the following five detainees were adrd-ted 
into the psychiatric ward of a Durban hospital: Dr. Liz Floyd Hr Thozimile 
Gqweta, Miss Rene Roux, Mrs. Esther Levitan, and Mr. Sam Kilcine Its 
Khotski Msatha has also been adnitted to the hospital for unspecified" 
reasons. We have heard_no adequate explanation of these events, and would 
appreciate any information you might have in regard to the following questions: °

1) Why did Neil Aggett die in detention? What were the specific 
circumstances surrounding his death?

2) All of the five prisoners were renortedly in good manta1 health 
prior to their arrest. Is this true?‘ If so, what occurred between 
the time of their Imprisonment and the time of their adnission to 
the hospital which necessitated psychiatric treatment?
3) Please list, in detail, any other incidents in the oast ’■.-.here 
individuals detained under Section 6 of the Terrorism Act or Section

of the General Law Amencments Act were subsecuentl''7 admitted to a 
psychiatric ward for treatment.

4) when will formal charges be brought against these ̂ eonle and 
when will a trial be held?

5) Helen Suzman produced a letter f r c m  a p r i s o n e r  w h ic h  s t a t e d  t h a t  
brutal interrogative techniques were used b y  the do  l i c e  o n  N e i l  A p ^ t  
What is the South African government doing t o  d e t e r m in e  t h e  t r u . t h =o ^ ~ '"  these allegations?

2̂ a detailed explanation of the technicrues emnloved by
Che South African poUce » tarrogaci^  ^



You can understand our deep concern at hearing of the admittance 
of detainees into a South African psychiatric ward. The precedent ser 
by other nations in the use of psychiatric wards to torture prisoners makes 
us particularly sensitive to such reports. Your clarification of this 
instance will dispel many of our fears.

Sincerely,

Hon. Thomas J. Downey

Senator Mark Hatfield
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April 29, 19 32
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In response to your letter of April 22, may I 
explain, with reference to your comments on the death 
of Dr Aggett, that inquest proceedings are at present 
under way, and that the findings of the Magistrate 
conducting the inquest will be published as soon as 
the enquiry is completed.

With reference to the other perspns mentioned 
in your letter, I do not have readily at hand the 
information which I would like to have, but shall 
communicate again with you as soon as I am in a position 
to do so.

I would simply comment, however, with respect 
to your enquiry about the dates on which the persons 
concerned may be expected to be brought to trial, that 
delays occur in South Africa as in most countries, but 
that, generally speaking, the delays in trial proceedings 
in South Africa are nothing like the delays which so 
frequently characterise judicial proceedings in the 
United States. I do not, of course, seek, in making this 
comment, to criticise the United States judicial 
proceedings, since this is none of my business.

Yours sincerely,

Donald B. Sole 
Ambassador

The Honorable
Thomas J . Downey 

Room 303
Cannon House Office Building 
Washington, DC 20515
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With further reference to your letter of 
22 April and my acknowledgement of April 29, I am 
now in a position to convey to you som§ additional 
information in regard to the five detainees whom you 
mentioned in your letter.

First of all, I must emphasise that in no 
case was any of the detainees admitted to hospital or 
to psychiatric wards of hospitals on the initiative of 
the South African Police. In each case the decision 
was taken after visits to the detainees by Magistrates 
who regularly visit such patients during a period of 
detention. In each case the decision was taken on the 
recommendation of the District Surgeon.

Furthermore, they were admitted to "open" 
General Hospitals, and not to prison hospitals, so 
that allegations and comparisons with the system of 
"psychiatric hospitals" followed by certain other 
countries, are not at all apposite.

With respect to the five individuals, I have 
obtained the following background:

Dr Liz Floyd

She collapsed and was admitted to hospital 
suffering from shock after she was informed of Dr Aggett’s 
death.

Mr/ .



Mr Thozamile Gqweta

He was admitted to the Johannesburg General 
Hospital after complaints of depression and sleepless 
nights, made to the visiting Magistrate. He informed 
the Magistrate that he was unable to sleep due to his 
cell window, at the police station in John Vorster 
Square, being close to the main freeway in Johannesburg, 
with the result that traffic noise kept him awake. He 
also complained of severe depression, which was 
exacerbated by his solitary confinement, at news received 
a week before his detention that both his parents had 
been burnt to death in a fire at their home and later 
news that his girlfriend had been killed in a shooting 
incident. Doctors would not allow him to return to 
police cells as they said his depression could return.
On his release he continued his activities in the 
Eastern Cape without let up or any sign of mental 
disturbance.

Miss Rene Roux

She was admitted to hospital for psychiatric 
care suffering from anorexia nervosa accompanied by severe 
weight loss due to a refusal to eat. She received 
psychiatric treatment for this condition.

Miss Esther Levitan

She was admitted to hospital after she complained 
to the District Surgeon and visiting Magistrate of severe 
mental anguish. The Magistrate wrote in his report that 
he had doubts about her bona fides but indicated that on 
the advice of the District Surgeon she should be given the 
benefit of the doubt. On examination by a psychiatrist he 
indicated that he could find little wrong with her. When 
she was in the company of her family she was always happy 
and showed no signs of depression. Whenever she was visited 
by the police she became morose, except when she was 
informed that she was to be released: her mood went from 
morose and taciturn to one of extreme happiness and she then

told/



told the psychiatrist, after hugging him, that there was 
nothing wrong with her and that she should now be 
discharged from hospital.

Mr Sam Kikine

On the morning that the District Surgeon was due 
to make his visit, Mr Kikine began to scream and perform 
in his cell and behaved strangely. The Doctor felt he 
showed signs of severe mental disturbance and had him 
admitted to hospital. He complained of suffering from 
depression but after only ten days in hospital where 
Doctors could find little wrong with him mentally, he was 
returned to detention. Although he still complains of 
stomach pains and depression, despite careful medical 
examination, nothing can be found medically wrong with 
him. His complaints of stomach pain and depression seem 
to start a day or two before each medical check-up.

Mrs Khotski Mbatha

She suffers from high blood pressure (she is 
very obese) and she has been treated in hospital for this condition.

Generally my information is that, with the 
exception of Dr Floyd and Rene Roux, all the other 
detainees were faking mental illness. All complaints 
and hospitalisations occurred at approximately the same 
time, at or about the time the detainees were allowed 
family contact. There are almost irrefutable indications 
that there was a conspiracy to highlight mental illness 
thereby gaining publicity, which coincided with a campaign 
by the^detainees ’ parents support committee to give 
publicity to the conditions under which their children are 
being held, including letters circulated all around the 
world. There were also other cases of ’claimed' illness 
at this time, the most gross being that of Mr Prevan Gordan,

an/ . . .



an Indian pharmacist, who was admitted to hospital 
complaining of an eye infection. He complained to 
his doctor that the medication for his eye infection 
was too weak. On examination by the psychiatrist, 
after complaints of depression, nothing seriously wrong 
with him could be found.

Since the death of Mr Steve Biko, the visiting 
Magistrates and Doctors have been at pains to give any 
complaint concerning a detainee’s health the benefit of 
the doubt. The result of this is that persons who are 
detained, with the assistance of activist organisations, 
are able to give utmost publicity to what, in most cases, 
have turned out to be unfounded claims of illness.

It is possible that the concern which you 
expressed in your letter of 22 April may have been sparked 
off in part by the campaign to which I referred above.
May I emphasise that in all these cases, whether they 
occur in South Africa or in the United States, there is 
invariably a mixture of political ideology tinged with 
genuine humanitarian concern. It is always important to 
try to establish and distinguish between the motivations 
applicable when such cases are under investigation.

Yours sincerely,

Donald B. Sole 
Ambassador

The Honorable
Thomas J . Downey 

Room 303
Cannon House Office Building 
Washington, DC 20515
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