
IN THE HIGH COURT OF SOUTH AFRICA 

GAUTENG LOCAL DIVISION 

1 

Case no: 2019/445 

Original case no: 1982/139 

In the matter of: 

THE REOPENED INQUEST INTO THE DEATH 

OF NEIL HUDSON AGGETT 

AFFIDAVIT OF KEITH COLEMAN 

I, the undersigned, 

KEITH COLEMAN 

do hereby state under oath and say that: 

1 I am adult male born 4 September 1960. I am currently living in London, United 

Kingdom. I serve as the Chief Executive Officer of a company called SuSeWi 

Ltd. 

2 Unless the context indicates otherwise, the facts contained in this affidavit are 

within my personal knowledge and are, to the best of my belief, both true and 

correct. 

PURPOSE OF THIS AFFIDAVIT 

3 The purpose of this affidavit is to set out important events and facts regarding 

my detention and torture by the Security Branch ("SB") of the South African 

Police force during the years 1981 and 1982. I believe this may be of 

assistance to the court in the reopened inquest into the death of Dr Neil Aggett. 
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ACTIVISM 

4 My political activism began while I was still at school, influenced by the student 

protests of 1976. My brother Neil was already active on campus and I joined 

him and others in staging protests at the University of the Witwatersrand ("Wits 

University"). Two memories stand out: planting crosses on the Wits University 

lawns on June 16, 1977 to commemorate those killed by the police over the 

previous year; and raiding a right-wing student association dinner at Wits 

University campus where the then-Prime Minister John Vorster was speaking 

as guest of honour. We forced him to flee campus, but I was chased, cornered 

and nearly beaten by armed right-wingers. 

5 I started my studies at Wits University in 1978, becoming involved from the start 

in campus politics in the capacity as the Chairperson of the Students African 

Movement, the left-wing political association at Wits University. It was during 

this period that I became involved with a core group of white activists under the 

leadership of Au ret Van Heerden, then President of the National Union of South 

African Students. I worked very closely and was close friends with Clive Van 

Heerden., with whom I shared a house from 1979. Auret was the senior figure 

in our group. I knew he operated at a different level to me and that he had his 

own reference group that included Cedric De Beer, Fink Haysom, Gavin 

Anderson and Barbara Hogan. 

6 By 1979 we took our activism off-campus, reaching out to activists in Soweto 

and elsewhere. This was done with the conscious intention of building a non-

racial multi-faceted struggle beyond the so-called white campuses. We had to 
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do this secretly, cautiously and with the utmost discipline because of the 

political sensitivities and consequences. 

7 As part of this process, we helped, for example, to organise campaigns such as 

the Release Mandela Campaign, anonymously writing articles to be published 

in the World and Weekend World about the history of the ANC, the Freedom 

Charter and Nelson Mandela. In the utmost secrecy, we provided material and 

political assistance for the founding of the Congress of South African Students 

(COSAS), co-operated in the formation of the Azanian Students Organisation of 

South Africa (AZASO) and provided media and resource services for off

campus groups, producing political materials to help grow the mass democratic 

movement. We established connections with grassroots activists in Soweto, 

Mamelodi and elsewhere. 

8 During this period, I was introduced to figures such as Dr Beyers Naude, who 

was banned at the time but was enormously active giving support to pro

democracy activities. These activities and connections were kept secret, not 

because they were illegal, but because we knew the security police would see 

them as a threat to their strategy of disempowering the democratic forces in 

South Africa. 

9 I was not a member of the ANC and did not take instructions from the ANC. 

We did align with the aims and objectives of the ANC and the Freedom Charter. 

For example, Clive Van Heerden and I made thousands of photocopies of ANC, 

SACP and SACTU publications in a back room of Cedric Mayson's house. We 

distributed them widely, including to Guy Burger, who was caught with them 
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and sentenced to five years for furthering the aims of the ANC. The SB were 

aware he had received the publications from me. I knew about this and was 

always weary because I knew that the SB could incriminate me. 

10 In 1980 we started a national newspaper, SASPU National. Clive and I co-

edited the newspaper. SASPU National was formed under the banner of the 

South African Press Union in order to provide a legal umbrella for the 

newspaper. It was funded legally, mainly by Dutch and German churches. 

11 SASPU National recruited a number of journalists disillusioned by what was 

going on in mainstream media. It was designed by the chief sub-editor of 'The 

Sunday Times", sub-edited by sub-editors of "The Star" and the "Rand Daily 

Mail" and photographs provided by photojournalists from "The Sowetan" and 

elsewhere. Many journalists wrote anonymously for the paper. 

12 SASPU National was the first national alternative newspaper in South Africa. It 

was 'alternative' in the sense, first, that it carried news that was not published 

by the mainstream commercial press: stories of strikes, boycotts and union 

organisation, significant events in communities and rural areas; stories of police 

and security activity against pro-democracy activists; exposes of living 

conditions on mines and exploitative practices in factories; the growth of the 

women's and youth movements; and so on. We published feature articles on 

the African National Congress, the workers' movements, the Freedom Charter, 

and anti-colonial movements elsewhere in the world to educate activists on the 

history of the anti-apartheid struggle and organisational strategy. We conducted 

interviews to give a platform to leading figures of the progressive movement not 
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provided by the commercial press at the time. We promoted unity in the 

democratic movement and its core values. Finally, every issue provided a 

political analysis of the progress of the struggle and comment on the key 

political debates in the progressive movement. Fundamentally, the newspaper 

was designed as a mouthpiece, educational and organising tool of the 

progressive movement broadly aligned with the ANC. 

1 3  Although on the face of it SASPU National was a newspaper for SASPU

affiliated campuses, it was distributed mainly in townships, schools, through 

unions and also in rural areas. We also developed a network of activists who 

would take photographs, write stories and report news from their organisation 

or area. At its height we estimate we had 250,000 readers for each issue -

almost all of them activists in different spheres. 

14 We became a popular vehicle for the unions who used the newspaper to 

express union views, news and messages, as well as political debate. Through 

the newspaper our activist community was able to extend our network 

nationwide. Under the banner of the newspaper, although most often secretly, 

we met and built connections with a large number of activists from all walks of 

life. By September 1981 we operated within a community of senior pro-ANC 

activists country-wide that could be described as a network with shared pro

democracy objectives and common purpose rather than a structured 

"conspiracy" as the state imagined it was. Within my core group we were very 

clear that while we were aligned with the ANC and its objectives we would not 

"mix our drinks" by engaging in illegal underground or military activity. We saw 
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the role of "internal" activists to build mass-based democratic organisation - or 

what is now called "civil society". 

15 I first met Neil Aggett through these activities. He was part of the broader 

community of progressive activists in Johannesburg. 

16 I visited Neil at his house on several occasions. He provided me with news 

about union activities that might be published in the newspaper. In September 

1981, for example, we interviewed Food & Canning Workers Union in a feature 

about trade union unity. He would also take copies of the newspaper and 

distribute them to the union members. I got to know Neil a little through this 

process. He wasn't a close friend, but I regarded him to be a fellow democrat 

that was part of the struggle network. 

17 By October 1981, SASPU National was a clear target for the security system, 

including the Security Police. It had been banned multiple times. We developed 

various tactics to counteract the banning process: we briefed lawyers to appeal 

the bannings; every third issue of SASPU National would be a "soft" issue, 

reporting inoffensively only on student news and not contain controversial 

material that might attract a ban; and we developed a stable of newspapers 

adding "SASPU Focus" and "State of the Nation" to have as back-up papers in 

case SASPU National itself was banned. Through these strategies we were 

able to outmanoeuvre a legal system that was against us. 
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THE STATE CRACK DOWN 

18 By 1981, it had become clear that the SB had identified and was targeting our 

broad network. We were aware of surveillance, attempts to infiltrate our 

"NUSAS I SASPU" group, and the use of phone tapping and "bugs". We were 

rigorous in making sure we were not infiltrated. 

19 By mid-1 981 we had a strong sense that the State were frustrated that they had 

been unable to crack into this activist network. I believe it was this frustration 

that led to the SB's exuberance when they obtained Barbara Hogan's Close 

Comrades document and began their arrests. 

20 At this time, I was 20 years old. I, and many young activists, were at an age 

where we were filled with youthful bravado and determination. But we were also 

realistic and understood the risks. We spoke to other comrades about their 

experiences in detention and were told that they were very severely tortured. 

We all knew that we ran the risk of detention and the purpose of these 

discussions was to prepare ourselves for what might happen by talking about it 

and understanding what it takes to get through torture. We had an extremely 

powerful dynamic and loyalty. This gave us a sense of confidence that we could 

survive interrogation. 

21 Journalism was my cover. I believed I could explain away my illegal activities by 

using my profession and the duties that came with it. One way or another I 

believed that I would get through an interrogation. I trusted my comrades, 

knew what to expect, and I worked hard on a credible cover story. 
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22 We never discussed suicide. We were told to never hide from your comrades 

the fact that you had broken. You had to hold out for long as you possibly 

could, but the SB methods were extreme and everyone would eventually reach 

a breaking point. This was part of the risk of what we were doing at the time. 

The bottom line was to try to not break or, if you were broken, to not give up 

everything you knew. But, if you did give up everything, then you were to take 

responsibility for this and let your comrades know. I saw this in action several 

times when the police tortured activists beyond human endurance, broke them; 

and when the activists were released they told what happened and they were 

smuggled out of the country to safety. 

DETENTION 

23 Auret Van Heerden was detained in September 1981. We were obviously 

concerned by Auret's arrest, both concerned for him and because we realised 

we could be detained too next. 

24 In October 1981, the SB raided the flat I shared with Clive Van Heerden in 

Yeoville. He was detained. That particular morning I was not there. I was with 

my girlfriend at her house in Yeoville. Captain Struwig of the SB then raided my 

parents' home looking for me. 

25 I convened a meeting with my close comrades to discuss the situation. I 

considered whether I should flee the country or go into hiding. We concluded 

that doing either would create the impression that I - and therefore Clive and 

Auret - had something to hide. We concluded that it would be better for me to 
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give myself up. This would also be better for Clive and Auret. Giving myself in 

would create the perception of innocence, not only for me but also for Au ret and 

Clive. At this stage I was unaware of how serious the SB swoop was and I 

considered it to be possible that I would be out within a short period. 

26 In hindsight, I was quite na'ive to think that I could bluff my way through 

detention at the hands of the SB. 

27 My father, Max Coleman, phoned Captain Struwig and told him that I would 

make myself available to answer questions. He, along with my brother and I, 

made the trip to John Vorster Square ("JVS") on 25 October 1981. When we 

arrived, Captain Struwig said they were detaining me under Section 22 (of the 

Internal Security Act). At this point my father told him that if he were to touch a 

hair on my head then he would have my father to answer to. Struwig was taken 

aback by my father's attitude. My father also emphasised that I had a bad back 

and that I needed to be given proper medical care. I was then taken by Struwig 

to the cells in JVS. 

28 I was detained at the second-floor cells at JVS. I was allowed to keep a bible in 

my cell, but my bag, belt and shoelaces were taken to the reception area. They 

told me this was to prevent me committing suicide. My cell was grim. It had a 

thin mat for sleeping on. There was a single grey woven blanket. It had blood 

on it. It was not what I expected and a shocking introduction. 

29 I was taken out of the cells every day for interrogation for the next six weeks. 

Each day I would be woken up for breakfast which was delivered to the cell by 
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criminal prisoners. I was then taken for a shower and taken to the ninth or tenth 

floor for interrogation. I was taken back to the cells late every afternoon. I was 

not allowed to exercise during my period of interrogation. I was also not 

allowed any books, food parcels or other items in my cell. I was moved around 

to different cells during this period, which was done to disorientate me and 

prevent me from hiding anything in my cell. The poor food, continuous light, 

basic conditions and ongoing interrogation made this period very challenging. 

30 The first question Struwig asked me was: "Is jy a Jood?" I asked him what that 

had to do with anything. From then on he and all other SB's referred to me as 

"Fokken Jood" or "Jood". 

31 I would be taken up to the ninth or tenth floor for interrogation. My two main 

interrogators were Struwig and Warrant Officer Prince. They were overseen by 

Major Cronwright. I was taken most mornings straight to Major Cronwright's 

office where he, Struwig and about five other SBs would take turns screaming 

at me. Most of what Cronwright said was incoherent and made no sense. He 

did tell me his job was to beat the devil out of all the communists and that they 

had uncovered the internal ANC. Cronwright scared me - I believed him to be 

psychotic and largely unstable. 

32 The interrogation would consist of a lot of screaming at me with very few direct 

questions. I was then given a pen and paper and instructed to write down 

everything I knew in the form of a statement. I attempted to write down trivial 

details about my youth and schooling. Prince would then tear up what I had 
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written and would instruct me to start again. My interrogators were violent and 

abusive. They appeared to be fishing for any information. 

33 There were moments, however, when they would get more precise. After ten 

days of not getting much from me, my interrogators told me they had obtained a 

statement from Guy Berger that proved that I was distributing illegal 

publications. I retorted by pointing out that the SB officers had tortured Guy and 

that he would say anything that they wanted for the torture to cease. The 

officers asked me if I was calling Guy a liar. I said, yes, and that the officers 

should bring Guy to the interrogation room so that I could tell this to his face. 

This was the typical sort of interaction I had with my interrogators. 

34 I was asked a lot of questions about Auret and Clive Van Heerden, some about 

Barbara Hogan and other people I knew. In each case I said I did not know 

whether they were members of the ANC and did not think they were. 

35 I recall only one day in particular where I feared for my physical safety. 

Unknown to me, Cedric Mayson had been detained and had admitted that he 

had provided me with assistance to photocopy ANC literature and gave a list of 

illegal publications I possessed. Captain Struwig asked me to tell him 

everything I knew about Mayson. I told him I had never met Cedric. He 

screamed at me, shouting that he would take me to Benoni (by which I 

understood it would be for torture), stood behind my chair and picked up the 

chair while I was seated in it and dropped me. The force of hitting the ground 

was unbelievable, but I was not badly hurt. I sensed that the act was one of 

sheer frustration on his part. I got the sense there was something unspoken 

@?�vJ 
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that prevented the SB officers from getting too physical with me. I felt this every 

time Prince asked Struwig for permission to beat me up. I felt I was relatively in 

control as long as I did not antagonise my interrogators beyond the unspoken 

boundary. I felt that as long as I appeared to give the officers information 

would be okay. 

36 During this six-week period of interrogation I was often interrogated on the 

weekend. On one of these weekends my cell was opened by Struwig. He was 

accompanied by his son, who was about 16 years old at the time. He pointed at 

me and said in Afrikaans: "Hierdie is die Jood." Struwig's son witnessed my 

interrogation that day. It was obviously horrifying: Struwig's son clearly knew 

what his father did, where he worked and who he interrogated. It was obvious 

to me that Struwig's family clearly approved of what he did. He was proudly 

interrogating me in front of his son. I believe that SBs were respected figures in 

their community and were probably very open with their families about their 

work. 

37 During my detention, I came across Rob Adam who was detained for intending 

to blow up the Brixton towers. My interrogators accused me of being a part of 

Rob's plan. This was a complete fiction. They created false narratives to 

explain my involvement when I had none. Things got heated and aggressive, 

although again I was not harmed. 

38 Rob was the one who told me, in a chance encounter in the passage, that I 

should take the water out of my toilet so that I could talk to the other detainees. 
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After removing the water, you would put a blanket over your head to prevent 

sound from travelling through the windows. 

39 The detainees would use the toilets to talk to each other in the evenings after 

dinner. We could find out who was in the cells by looking at the meal book that 

was taken from cell to cell. We had to be very careful when we used the toilet to 

communicate because we suspected that the SB probably knew about our 

communication system. There was also the risk that another detainee would 

break and inform the SB of our discussions. 

40 Besides the toilets and the chance encounter in the corridors, I would also get a 

chance to speak to other detainees while exercising. I would run up and down 

the corridors under the supervision of the uniformed policemen. From time to 

time these policemen had to attend to something and I would use the 

opportunity to talk to whoever I could at the nearest cell door that I happened to 

be at. It did not matter which door I was closest to, I would take the opportunity 

to make contact with whoever was detained in the cell. I would have to time 

making contact just right so that it appeared as though I was just running up 

and down at a normal pace, but instead I used the opportunity to have a brief 

conversation. This is how I made contact with Neil on several occasions. 

41 The final way in which we could communicate with each other would be after 

dinner time. The officers would leave the cell gates unlocked. You could speak 

through the hole in the door where the officers pushed the food through. I was 

always kept in a suicide proof cell with perspex glass covering the grill. I never 



14 

managed to get a warden to carry a message. But, I did persuade them to 

transport cigarettes and small things around the cells to other detainees. 

42 By using these various means of communication, I was able to determine the 

approximate locations of the various detainees within the second-floor cell 

block. I attach a marked-up version of the second-floor cell block layout 

identifying where each detainee was detained and where the detainees 

performed their exercises marked "A" and "B". 

CONDITIONS OF DETENTION 

43 The SB officers never tortured me. As I had given myself up, my story had 

certain credibility. I did not care if they thought I was just a na"ive kid being used 

by others. I thought that this might be a factor, but, in hindsight, I think that 

there were two reasons for my relatively favourable treatment. First, the SB had 

decided to prioritise interrogating and torturing Auret who was the senior person 

in my group. Despite horrific torture, Auret did not break. Second, the role that 

my parents played in raising awareness around my detention and my father's 

warning to Captain Struwig about the consequences that would befall them if 

they mistreated me. 

44 However, I personally saw detainees being dragged down the corridor by SB 

officers because they could not walk back to their cells on their own after a 

session of severe torture. Passing detainees in the corridor, I saw detainees 

with bruises and in severe pain. One told me his ribs were broken in an assault. 

I saw detainees looking beaten after they were interrogated. I also heard first-
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hand accounts from Jabu Ngwenya, Auret, Firoz Cachalia and others about 

their torture. It was horrifying, but never surprising as it was the standard 

interrogation method adopted by the SB at the time. 

45 Around Christmas I received academic books which were connected to my 

Honours degree modules of study. By this stage my concentration powers were 

so poor I was incapable of reading them. 

46 From the end of my interrogation period onwards I received a weekly food 

parcel. I would share the contents of my parcels with the other detainees when 

I could. The parcels were kept locked up in a separate room which Warrant 

Officer MacPherson held the keys to. After about 90 days in solitary I received 

a few more books and a small but particularly powerful radio. It gave me 

subversive pleasure to listen to "Radio Freedom" in my cell, sometimes holding 

it down the toilet for others to listen to as well. Later, I received a bridge game. 

4 7 I have attached Annexure C describing the impact on me of being in an 

isolation cell and solitary confinement for a long period. This description was 

written in 2013. 

48 Magistrates would occasionally visit us at the second-floor cells. A room was 

provided on the second-floor cell block where you would meet the magistrate. 

The magistrate would write your name on the top of a form. He would then ask 

a series of questions about your treatment. It was apparent that the magistrate 

was not there for the detainees. Rather, the magistrate was present to create 
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the false perception of checks and balances on the SB's processes. Overall the 

magistrates were not very useful. 

49 The district surgeons were somewhat of a different story. I was permitted to see 

the district surgeon, Dr Jacobsen, on occasion. At our first meeting, I made it 

clear to him that I had a problem with my back. Dr Jacobsen then sent me for 

tests at the general hospital. After a series of tests, I was diagnosed with 

Scheuermann's disease and my back was properly examined. One of the 

physiotherapists involved in my treatment was a family friend. We could not talk 

as I was always handcuffed and accompanied by two white SBs. On one 

occasion, however, she gave me chocolate cake which was obviously made by 

my mother. 

50 I once reported to Dr Jacobson that another detainee, Siza Hlongwa, had been 

tortured and beaten so badly that his ribs had been broken. By the time I 

arrived in the cells Siza had been in his cell for a month with broken ribs. On 

the first occasion I saw Dr Jacobsen I told him about Siza's condition and asked 

him to do something about it. To his credit he asked the SB officers to bring 

Siza and treated his broken ribs and eased his pain. 

INTERACTIONS WITH NEIL AGGETT 

51 All of my interactions with Neil in detention were brief. We wouldn't get much 

more time than a quick hello or exchange a reassuring comment about staying 

strong. I would always try to get into Neil's cell when I was exercising because I 
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knew he was having a hard time. I knew that Auret's cell was on the other side 

of Neil so I would try to see them both but would always see Neil if I could. 

52 On one occasion I saw Neil I was performing my fast-slow running through the 

cell corridor. Warrant Officer MacPherson had just been called away to the 

main gate. I immediately took the opportunity to push open Neil's cell door and 

speak to him. I had chosen Neil's cell because, when I had done the same with 

Auret's cell across the passage a few days earlier, Auret had said: "I'm worried 

about Neil. They are after him." 

53 Au ret was right. Neil was not in a good way. He came over to the gate to talk to 

me. I remember him holding the cell bars with both hands. He was dressed in 

jeans and a T -shirt. His clothes emphasised how thin he was. 

54 I asked Neil how he was holding up. I cannot remember his exact words, but he 

told me that they were assaulting him. He told me that during the assault they 

had torn his shirt and he was keeping the shirt as evidence and that the shirt 

proved that he had been assaulted. I shared this information at the first inquest 

but I do not believe that this shirt was ever found. 

55 The contents of Neil's cell were pitiful, like most. I only recall seeing the 

sleeping mat, blankets, a few extra food items and some clothes bundled 

together. I asked Neil if I could get him anything, specifically mentioning food 

and cigarettes. Neil declined and gestured to the general direction of his bed. I 

recall that about one month earlier I had spoken to Neil while I was doing my 

exercises in a similar fashion. I specifically remember that Neil told me that all 
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of his privileges - food, books, cigarettes - had been take away because his 

interrogators were trying to pressurise him into elaborating on his statement. 

56 That was as long as we could talk and I told Neil in parting, or words to this 

effect, "Be strong be strong, you are going to be okay". I could see that Neil 

was in a lot of pain. I pulled Neil's cell door closed to resume my exercise and 

remember that Neil continued to stand in the doorway still holding onto the bars 

with both hands. 

57 In what might have been about a week or so before he died I saw Neil was by 

chance in the passage outside of my cell. Neil was walking down the corridor, 

eyes downcast, when I walked out of my cell to go to the shower. He was 

accompanied by a junior SB officer who I did not know. Neil looked scared and 

very pale. His head was lowered. His behaviour struck me as unusual. Every 

detainee in the cells took every opportunity to communicate even if it was just 

to share a glance or a smile. Up close there was always a greeting even if it 

was merely a thumbs-up. I tried to make contact with him but he kept looking 

down. It was very distressing. 

58 The last time I saw Neil was the week he died. I saw him through the window of 

my cell while he was walking down the cell corridor. I greeted him through my 

window. However, Neil did not respond or even look in my direction. He was a 

different person. I sensed he was scared of being caught talking to me and 

avoided all eye contact. 
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59 I have a picture of Neil in my mind that has stayed with me for years and years. 

I picture Neil's face filled with desperation and looking haunted, gaunt, and 

terrified. This is the last image I have of Neil. It is how I remember him and the 

image is burned into my memory. 

NEIL AGGETT'S DEATH 

60 One night while I was sleeping, I sensed that the usual pattern was being 

disturbed. It was too early for breakfast or interrogation or ablutions. Yet, there 

was activity in the passage. I could hear footsteps and these were quicker than 

normal. There was clearly something going on outside my window. 

61 On tiptoes I looked through the gaps between the small opaque internal 

windows into the cell corridor. The perspex suicide proofing prevented me 

opening the window any further but it was enough to just make out three or four 

figures hurrying past deeper into the cell block. I could tell they were not 

warders and assumed they were interrogators. 

62 Suddenly a hand reached towards me, closing one of the passage windows 

with a bang inches from my face. The other window in my cell was also closed, 

but not quite completely. The figure continued to bang windows closed all the 

way down the corridor. I stared through the crack, hoping to see something. I 

was able to make out figures hurrying past but I could not make out anything 

else. The main gate to the cell block was then slammed and locked. The 

commotion abruptly ceased and the cell block fell silent. 
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63 remember shouting through the air slot "What's going on? Anybody know 

what's going on?" I received several responses "Don't know!', "Couldn't see!', 

"Someone hurt?', "Anyone see who they were?", but I could not make out 

individuals because the shouts were muffled by the closed windows. 

64 At this point I assumed that something terrible had happened. My immediate 

reaction was that one of the detainees had died. I feared for Neil and Auret as 

their cells were in the direction that the wardens had been moving. Both of 

them had been tortured and remained under interrogation. 

65 After several hours, around normal breakfast time, MacPherson arrived and 

opened my cell door. He said to me something like: "Neil Aggett committed 

suicide. We found him this morning." 

66 The day after Neil's death I was told to get dressed and prepare for a visit. I 

was escorted by Sergeant Seyffert from the second-floor cells to an office on 

the ninth floor. I was told that my family would be visiting me and that I was not 

to say anything at all. My mother, father and brother entered the room. After we 

embraced, my father then asked me if I knew Neil had died. I responded that I 

did know. My father then asked if I had been mistreated and I indicated that I 

was fine. 

67 At this point Sergeant Seyffert interjected indicating that we were not allowed to 

talk and that he considered the visit to have ended. My father then called for 

Colonel Muller and an argument ensued between them as to whether I could 

tell my family about my conditions of detention. My father got the best of 
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Colonel Muller and we were briefly permitted to discuss my conditions. 

Thereafter, Sergeant Seyffert terminated the visit and told my family to leave. I 

recall that he had begun to handcuff me before my family had managed to 

leave the room. 

68 I was finally released from JVS on 26 March 1982. I ended up spending five 

months, in total, in solitary confinement at JVS. 

69 Clive Van Heerden was released on the same day, and we were both given a 

two-year banning order a few days later. In 1995 I recovered the file that was 

handed to the Ministry of Justice by the SB to justify my banning order. It was 

riddled with inaccuracies and exaggerations and included unsubstantiated 

allegations that did not even arise during my interrogation. The Ministry of 

Justice clearly did not investigate or carefully consider any of the allegations 

contained in my SB file and simply rushed through the issuance of my banning 

order. 

70 Clive and I were then subject to an extended period of harassment. This 

included being followed by several SB cars, often openly. Our house was 

bugged. On one occasion my conversation in my bedroom came through 

clearly on a radio. I found strange footprints on my bed. Our landlord found a 

SB in the roof of our house changing the batteries on the bugging system. Our 

home was smashed up on several occasions and items - some precious -

were stolen. One attempt was made to kill me. The SB over-pumped the tyres 

on my car and then chased me at high speed on the M1. The idea was that my 
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tyres would explode at high speed - I realised just in time what was going on 

and slowed down and pulled into a garage. 

71 It was in this atmosphere that I testified at the first inquest. I had to obtain 

permission from the Minister of Justice to testify as my banning order prohibited 

me from being at a court. I had to leave the court immediately after testifying. 

The atmosphere in the court room was tense. I specifically recall seeing the 

court gallery filled with a number of SB officers. I also remember that the 

presiding magistrate prevented Advocate Bizos SC from asking me a number 

of questions while he was examining me. Advocate Schabort made every effort 

to discredit me as a witness. 

72 It was clear from the start that the first Inquest was a cover up. The magistrate 

was inevitably going to find no-one to blame. There was no effort to get to the 

truth. On my evidence alone no credence was taken of what Neil told me. No 

investigation was made into the torn shirt. I was found to be an unreliable 

witness. 

73 This was part of a pattern. I was found to be unreliable in two other cases as 

well: that concerning a case of crimen injuria brought by Jabu Ngwenya against 

a policeman who abused us through the course of a night in the week following 

Neil's death; and in the case brought by Auret Van Heerden in which he proved 

he was tortured by the Security Police. 

7 4 The SB, particularly under the direction of Major Cronwright, were 

unsophisticated investigators. They imagined a conspiracy in their minds, then 
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set out to prove its existence. They did this by identifying the information that 

would prove their conspiracy theory, then used brute force to extract the 

information they were looking for. In general they believed there was a chain of 

command from the Communist Party through the ANC to activists in the 

country. They could not imagine something more subtle than that: a network of 

activists who supported the democratic, non-racial movement, but who were 

not directly taking orders from the ANC. 

75 In retrospect, and in the particular context of the 1981 detentions, I believe the 

conspiracy theory was loosely supported by the "Close Comrades" document. 

But I do not believe that this was the full story. I think there was another force at 

work: the National Intelligence Service. Certainly Craig Williamson was seen on 

the tenth floor during this period and was active in the investigations. 

Williamson was far more manipulative and dangerous than the SB and was 

likely to have directed operations. 

76 I believe that Neil was severely tortured by the SB. For many years what had 

been told to me by Macpherson (that Neil was "found hanging" in his cell) made 

me believe that he committed suicide to escape further torture. However, as I 

reflect on events of that night, I believe it was possible was that the commotion 

I heard that day was Neil's body being taken into the cell rather than out of the 

cell. It is possible he was killed during interrogation. 

77 The injustice of this situation is perverse: The torture of Neil, and others like 

Stanza Bopape, and the real causes of their deaths were covered up by a 

police conspiracy, supported by magistrates and judicial process. Neil's families 
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and friends have never discovered the truth while his torturers and killers have 

escaped justice, either taking their guilt to their graves or hiding the truth and 

integrating themselves into the new South Africa by exploiting the skills they 

learned trying to prevent the emergence of a democratic South Africa. It is high 

time his killers are brought to account. 

KEITH COLEMAN 

The Deponent has acknowledged that he knows and understands the contents of 

this affidavit, which was signed and affirmed before me at � /c on this 

the � ? day of k6---u'="?L 2020, the regulations contained in 

Government Notice No R1258 of 21 July 1972, as amended, and Government 

Notice No R1648 of 19 August 1977, as amended, having been complied with. 



A 



1. Mac would 

stand here to 

watch us 

Outside 

SECOND FLOOR MALE 

Court- I Showers 
yard 

DJ 



ANNEXURE C: Description of Solitary Confinement, Unpublished Manuscript, Authored in 

2013 

The cell has two doors. The outer door is very thick and determinedly wooden with the 

tradit ional  heavy metal lock and round peephole. That door opens inward into a ba rred, 

floor-to-cei l ing i ron cage set into the cel l  just fa r enough to a l low the outer door to open.  

The cage al lows the ja i ler both to enter the cel l  without the prisoner being able to l u rk 

behind the door and spy on the prisoner at a l l  times without the prisoner h i d ing h imself out 

of sight under the keyhole.  The inner cage had its own steel-bar door a n d  its own stron g  

metal lock. 

Beyond the cage the cel l  i s  a lot bigger than I expect. I ndeed, it is almost too big, as if it had 

been bu i lt to hold 10 prisoners. Its  s ize is  accentuated by a smal l  s leeping mat pushed into 

the corner furthest from the cel l door. 

I step through the cage and into the cel l itself. 

The cage door cla ngs shut behind me; the lock s lamming closed i nstantaneously. I turn, not 

ready for my anonymous ja i ler to go. I had so many q u estions ready to ask h im. But it is too 

l ate. He is  a lready pul l ing the o uter door closed; a l ready sh utting it befo re I cou ld say a 

word. For a la rge man, my jai ler is fleet of foot and n imble of key. 

I looked at the door a moment, trying to gauge if the man is sti l l  behind it, t rying to find my 

focus. Not knowing. Just looking. 

What I noticed first is reinforced Perspex fitted on the inside of the cage stopping me from 

reaching the bars.  It dawns on me that I am in a suicide proof cel l .  

I turn slowly, sti l l  not knowing, sti l l  n ot fu l ly comprehending. There is no focal point in the 

cell: no chair, no bed, no place that d raws me to it.  It has n o  centre. 

I ta ke one more step into the cel l ;  and stand sti l l  once more. It is a lmost windowless. The 

o n ly win d ow faces the inner corridor. Th ree vertica l louvre frosted glass panels - nearly 

completely closed - are encased in  a Perspex and metal box. If  I stand on tiptoes and squint 

th rough one of the narrow openings I think I just might be able to see into the corridor. 

I stop moving a ltogether, for how long I do not know. 

I wait. It does not take long. I n  the stil lness of those moments I come to know the cell.  

It is designed to hold the prisoner, but its effect - particu larly because of the suicide 

proofing - is to seal out everything else. No wind penetrates the suicide proof Perspex 

boxes. Air simply seeps in  through the barely discern ible metal s l its. Sound loses a l l  

substance as i t  reaches into the cell, as i f  t h e  effort o f  going through t h e  glass costs it a l l  its 

c 



energy and warmth .  By the time it arrives in the cel l  it is cold, dampened, compact, the 

music gon e  out of it. Voices a re no longer human and words and songs and shouts n o  longer 

distinct or decipherable.  That Sunday in that part of Johan nesbu rg is particu larly q u iet, but 

even the s i lence had a different q u a l ity. As I l isten closely I can hea r  that a hol low hum has 

occupied the cel l ,  sitting at the b ottom of the register l ike an unseen sta lker. It is as if  fi lters 

had been added to the win dows, wh ich leave o n ly the unwa nted b its of sound, l ike an 

i nverted cigarette filter that a l lows through on ly the n icotine and the sickness and ta kes 

away the smoke and the p leasu re .  

T h e  colour  o f  the cel l  i s  beyond the palette o f  natu re. I struggle for the names o f  t h e  colo u rs 

of the wa l l: u p  to chest height is a th ickly appl ied pa int a colour akin to the most depressing 

'failed attempt at l ight green'.  Above that, al l  the way up to the cei l i ng, is a grey not d a rk 

enough to be an actual colour  and not wh ite enough to make a ny contribution to the 

atmosphere. It is a grey that is  grey enough to conj u re the fu l l  meaning of the word 'grey' as 

when used i n  a sentence to denote neither one th i n g  nor a nother, not t here, the absence of 

meaning and presence. It is n ot so much a colour as a n  attempt to conj u re u p  a d islocation 

from any sense of nature, of comfort, of huma n ity. 

The cei l ing is p u re wh ite without a h i nt of any other  colour, capable of h u rl ing brutal l ight 

into every corner of the cel l .  I am soon to learn that it does this  relentlessly, not o n ly that 

day but a l so that n ight and for every day and n ight thereafter. The ceil ing is assisted in t h is 

sadistic glare by its co-conspirator: a h igh-wattage, non-frosted l ight bu lb, which sits at its 

centre su rrounded by a double p rotection of glass and wire mes h .  There i s  no evidence of 

the bright sunshine outside.  The l ight somehow trumps the sun, reversing natu re's laws. The 

l ight is never, ever turned off, creating time of perpetual  l ight, destroyin g  nature's notion of 

day and n ight. On ly the intrusion of people and food into that space and the darkness and 

l ight on the other side of  the o utside-facing wi ndow create rhythms discern ib le as d ay 

moving i nto n ight and n ight movin g  back to day. But even then, those cycles simply remind 

the cel l  to deprive me of n ights of protective, peaceful, private darkness. It wi l l  take me a 

long time before I learned to fin d  peace and s leep in that l ight and l onger before I b lessed it 

for provid ing me with perpetual  l ight rather than perpetual darkness . 

Then there is the peephole. Obviously, it is not to be trusted. It stares back when I sta re .  It 

a lways seems to catch my furtive gla nces. The more I look at it the more ma levolent the 

peephole becomes. The peephole has, l ike a character in  l iteratu re, two sides. I had noted 

its one character on the way i nto the cel l,  before the door had been opened . Outside-in it is 

voyeu ristic. It beckoned as you walked near, i nvit ing, a lmost teasing you to look. It offered 

the power of the watcher, of observing and judging si lent and u nseen .  I nside-out it changes 

character. You change from being the object of its affections to the subj ect of its pu rpose. It 

looks in and on, continuously reminding you of you r  vu lnerabi l ity. Its violent sta re is 

perpetual, u n b l i n ki ng, tormenting. Its th reat is a lways rea l .  It created paranoia, even whi le 

looking both ways itse lf. Its fixity is  a reminder that it  had been there a lot lo nger than had I ;  



and that despite my archaeological investigations a round va rious parts of the cel l  it knows 

more of the cell and past events than I cou l d  ever decipher, or imagi ne, or want to imagi n e .  

I t  h a s  seen t h e  suffering and t h e  h o p e  and t h e  routines and feeble strength o f  a l l  of my 

p redecessors. 

The l ight and the peephole l ive in perfect synergy, a partnership, a perpetual  spot l ight. 

Together, they follow me and my misdemeanours and rebel l ious thoughts around the cel l .  

Anything I h ide seems to glow b latantly u nder their joint glare. They accentuate my 

vulnerabi l ity and laugh when I am naked.  They humil iate me d u ring my a blutions. During my 

translucent sleep my dreams seem transparent and I wake u p  wondering whether I h ave 

told too much in an unprotected moment. They interrogate me s i lently, getting to the truth 

more effectively than a dozen Struwigs ever cou ld .  I n  the beginn ing I am continuously 

conscious of their unsleeping presence. Over time I try to ignore them, but n ever take t h em 

for granted. 

'Toi let green' and 'l iteral grey' and 'brutal wh ite' and 'h igh wattage l ight' and 'peephole' a n d  

'suicide proofing' conj u re together an eco-system whose fu nction is t h e  o p posite t o  those 

created i n  nature. It is a n  anti-eco-system whose elements conspire in  perfect h armon y  to 

create a room of no d iscernible colour, outl ine  or form. It is an envi ronment n umb of colour  

and devoid of  sound and movement, the opposite of  a l ive, the very a ntithesis of  l iving. It is  

n ot active enough even to be deathly and ki l l .  It is simply i n a n imate, suspending time a n d  

space in  o pposition t o  t h e  way growth reveals time and perspective creates space. It 

creates no peace wit h i n  the s i lence, nor safety with in  the closed space. 

I turn to the thin koya bed mat and grey wool blan ket on the floor in the fa r end of the cell 

and squat down next to it. I recoi l  in  h orror. I am simply not p repared for what I see and t h e  

shocki ng message i t  sends. T h e  b lanket is caked in d ry blood. 



Somewhere near midday. It is sti l l  n ow. 

The p u rposefu l sounds of l unch have been choked si lent with the slam of the doors and t h e  

shouted command f o r  "Stilte!" The warders have gathered u p  t h e i r  ledgers o f  priso n e rs' 

signatures and dropped them with a defin itive thud on their desks. The last cel l has b een 

secu red and the o uter gate locked. The l unch has done its work and the crimi nal  prison e rs 

o n  the floor above h ave fa l len into col lective s lumber. The detention cel l s  on the secon d  

floor h o l d  static charges. N o-one exercises or communicates. It is  as i f  the l ast buckle has 

been done up on the straight j acket and the prison l ies u nwi l l ingly sti l l  on its institut i o n a l  

bed. 

Five hours to go to the next burst of activity, when the belt buckle wi l l  be released s l ightly 

for the patient-prisoner to eat. Dinner holds n o  promise. There is nothing to look forwa rd to 

or th i n k  about in that except, at most, a fleeting moment when the odds are calcu lated on 

the d inner not being maize rice and mince, which has been the monotonous fa re every 

evening of the last th ree months. It wi l l  be, at best, a minor interruption when it arrives, 

merely another necessary tasteless mouthfu l washed down with functional cold tea. To be 

fo l lowed aga in  by the tightening of the b uckle. 

U n l ike the stra ight jacketed patient I h ave no d rugs to d u l l  my min d .  I turn inward a n d  

ca lcu late. It i s  Sat u rday. I have been in  my cel l  contin uously si nce around lOam yesterday 

when I is locked in  after a shower and exercise ... 

. . .  the previous day. 'Mac' had stop ped me from exercis ing in the corridor down the cel l  

b lock because he could not watch me and knew I wou l d  go i nto the cel ls to speak to the 

p risoners. He had sent me i nstead to the courtyard outside the shower, wh ich is  an area 

l ittle b igger than my cel l  with 20 foot concrete walls with no windows but open to the s ky. 

Even if it were possible to climb the sheer wal ls the 'roof is a flat wrought iron gri l le .  If you 

were very lucky a n d  were taken last to shower on a very inefficient day when everyon e  

else's showers had taken longer than they should, you cou l d  get some d irect sunl ight in  t h i s  

area from about 1 1  am. T h i s  happened t o  m e  once. I h a d  immediately taken off a l l  o f  m y  

clothes except my shorts. I remembered t h e  delicious warmth o f  t h e  sun o n  my body, t h e  

ca ress o f  nature. I had closed m y  eyes and looked toward t h e  s u n .  I felt i t  embrace m e  a n d  

felt myself glow. The l ingering sweetness of that b rief moment is  sti l l  with me a s  I 

rearra nged my thoughts back o nto their  proper track. 

'M ac' had sent me to the cou rtyard to exercise. It is too smal l  to run a round so I swung my 

a rms and did star-jumps and bu n ny hops and stretches in no particu lar  order or system. It is  

a moment for f i l l ing my lungs i n  the fresh a i r  and a l lowing myself to let go some of the 

cramped tension of  my cel l  that had f i l led my muscles. I swu ng my head from s ide to s ide  

and shrugged my shoulders and skipped and stood o n  one leg then the other. I shook my 

hands at  their wrists and th rew a cou ple of  pu nches at  n oth ing in particu lar. I t  i s  j ust sta rt i n g  



to feel a b it looser, a bit better, a b it freer when 'M ac' h it the i ron gate with h is  key a n d  

shouted "shower!" .  I am nonplussed . 

"That is o n ly five min utes M ac," I complained.  

"No matter. Time !" 

"But I am supposed to get 30 min utes at least," I tried agai n .  

"Tel l  i t  t o  the magistrate. It's Friday. W e  fin ish early and there are a l o t  o f  y o u  t o  get 

through ." He held the gate open for me. 

I remembered my di lemma as I stood there. To rebel or to obey? I had gra bbed my bundle 

of clothes and my towel, turned from the cou rtyard and headed for the shower . . .  

Why do we obey, I wondered. I sh ifted sl ightly on my mat as  I thought again  about the 

moment the day before.  I j u st d i d .  I t  i s  not a rea l d i lemma . I t  d id not even ta ke me very long 

to j ust obey h im. What wou l d  h e  have done? H it me? He wou ld n't dare.  If  I j ust sat there 

and told h im to tuck off what wou l d  he have done? Probably gone to get another warder 

and push me o ut. I had not real ly  thought thro ugh the options. I had just passively obeyed.  

It came d own to th is :  he had the keys. I n  here the keys are the power. The man with the 

keys has the a uthority. H e  h as those keys o n  his  belt and that gives h im the power. He 

swings those keys around h i s  fingers and at  the end of their  string and they do a dance of 

domination, l i ke the d isplay of a ma le horned chameleon in mating season .  He twirled that 

power hypnotica l ly. Over me. Over a l l  of us.  One man can control a l l  of these dangerous 

pol itical d etainees who are th reats to the secu rity of the state and who have plan ned 

sabotage because he has the keys. So I obeyed and stretched out my shower for as  long as 

possible to reta i n  a l ittle d ign ity . . .  

Those keys . . .  I heard them a t  a d istance - muted - many times a day. The key opening o r  

closing m y  d o o r  is articulate, enu nciating every syl lable o f  its journey with practiced 

precision. The sound of the key slamming into the lock is as distinct as a ch u rch bel l  at 

midday on a Su nday in G raaf Reinet. The 'th ump' of the lock closing is acoustic perfection.  

Its openi n g  n ote above a l l  other sounds is  as  p u re a nd perfect a s  the moment when Mozart 

sends a lone voice h igh above the instrumental backdrop s inging 'Kyrie' . Its effect, though, is 

the opposite of any ca l l, poetry o r  inspiration. It is a n  u ndeniable message: a sentence. It is a 

gavel to the chest, a squeeze of the temples. Even the sound of the lock being turned open 

i s  the ping of the popped 0-ring before the gas escaped in flames. 

Where is I ?  

Oh, yes. H ow long I am to be i n  here. S o  that i s  lOam-ish yesterday. There i s  no shower o r  

exercise o n  a weekend or o n  pu bl ic holidays so I w i l l  on ly be a l lowed o u t  on Tuesday 

morning again .  That's four d ays. Times 24 hours a day. Let's see. That's nearly 96 hours of 

solitary. If you take away th ree meals a day and a bout ten minutes of seeing warders and 



p rison ers that's about 30 min utes a day when I see anyone. That's about two hours.  So 

that's 94 hours of total isolation I need to get through. I've done about 26 so far. So I have 

about 68 left. That's about two-thirds. Not bad.  I ca n do th is. 

I reach the end of the sum. Arithmetic had become an easy channel  for my thoughts, I 

thought. Calculations - particu larly simple ones - fi l led a decent part of the day. If I found a 

p remise complex enough it could keep me going for fifteen min utes o r  so at a time. It is 

particularly satisfying if I could combine it with some p hysical activity, l ike pacing the cel l .  

Five times I h a d  measu red the exact a rea of my cel l .  Fi rst, using t h e  s i d e  o f  my mat a n d  my 

b lanket I turned the area between the cel l  door and the toi let into a defi ned rectangle. I 

placed each of my size 10" bare feet seven times one in front of another a long the edge of 

the b lan ket, four times along the door, seven times back down the wal l  and fou r  times along 

the wal l  where the toi let is back to the starting point. I rea l ised, of course, that I on ly 

n eeded to do the length and the width once, but that wou l d  reduce the p recision and, more 

importantly, the amount of time it would take. This done I would total up the area in my 

head to 28 "Keith Coleman sq uare feet" to be converted from 10" square feet to the more 

conventional  12" square feet later. That is its own p leasu re, to be looked forward to and 

savoured. I then moved the mat to the next rectangu lar  part of the cel l  doing the same u nti l  

I had each section memorised and tota l led. The total is disappo i ntingly rou n d .  20 Keith 

Coleman Square Feet by 12 wide. That's 240 KCSF. Converting is easy. Divide by 10 and 

multiply by 12. Is  that right? No, that's s i l ly. Multiply by 10 and d ivide by 12. That's a bit 

trickier. G ood. 20 times 10 is 200 divide by 12 is .. . I kept working at the a rithmetic unti l  I had 

it. 

It is in  my third ce l l  that I fi rst thought of measuring the area I is in. I d id it to see if I could. It 

is  an interesting chal lenge and something constructive to do to keep my mind active. The 

second time I did it because I had learned how to do it. I did it a third time to check my 

ca lcu lations. The fou rth I told myself I is doing it beca use I needed to check my checking. 

The fifth time I had to admit I is doing it because there is nothing else to do, which ruined 

the l ittle p leasure it gave me. I had to watch myself at those times. The signals  on my mental 

state had to be received . Obsessions needed discip l in ing. After that I a l lowed myself to 

measu re the area only twice in  each new cell to which I is transferred . 

I cast aside the memory of the calcu lation. My mind had sh ifted from doing calculations to 

remembering calcu lations made. Not a good activity. Move on. 

Despite myself I n ote the sti l lness aga i n .  In my cavern even the air  itself is sti l l .  I know this 

for I have been watching the progress of a smoke ring, b lown in  p racticed absent-minded 

perfection an epoch earl ier. I had l it up unconsciously, d rawn the smoke d eeply from my 

cigarette i nto my l ungs, leaving just the right amou nt in  my mouth, formed my l ips into an 

'0' and cl icked my jaw. It seemed so long ago that the smoke r ing had shot out at  great 

speed, twi rl ing and forming and somehow managing to stay whol e  and i ntegra l .  The '0' 

travel led as far as it could eventual ly losing momentum six feet away. It had stopped then 



and pa used for the longest time to consider what it should do next. N ever before had I given 

l ife to smoke rings with such choice. They had a lways been snatched away by the win d  or 

d estroyed by the passing swish of a body or caught in the del ighted cup of a hand.  There it 

waits now, its propulsion over, its momentum spent. Whi le the smoke ring considered its 

possib i l ities I take stock of the present. My mind does n ot seem to want to wonder very far 

at the moment either. It too seems sti l l .  It is the wrong time to b reathe deeply to kick start 

th inking with a n  extra shot of oxygen so it is to my senses I turn . They seem stronger, 

avai lable for use.  

Time itself seems sti l l .  Without a watch to tel l  me so and without a sun to mark o u r  travel 

through the h eavens or a shadow move across the earth; without the march of l ife th rou gh 

the cou rse of a convention a l  day how am I to ma rk time? There are no signs of l ife besides 

my own . I s  that a noise? I cock my head to the side to l isten.  It is s i lent. There are no sounds 

to make out b ut, perhaps . . .  perhaps a low murmur where soun d  cou l d  be. Nothing to make 

sense of. Odd that, I think. My senses need to be made sense of. Without a mind the senses 

make no sense. Noises n eed context and sorting or they are j u st noise. Words n eed 

processi n g  or they are just babble.  Russian or Chinese and most languages of the world 

were impenetra ble noise of which my fou rth sense could not make sense. Are there a ny 

senses that make sense without the need for sense to be made? Tastes need . . .  what? 

Impact? G ood tastes and bad tastes sti l l  get sorted i n  the bra in .  Choices are made a bout l i ke 

and d is l ike .  M aybe. That thought doesn't seem to ma ke sense. There, aga i n :  sense and 

sense. But th is  time the o pposite. I need the senses to ma ke sense of  the thought. The 

abstract thought needs to be made concrete. Th inking about th ink ing is as  unhealthy as 

remembering mental maths.  Better to stop. Switch tack. 

I l ick my l ips s lowly, just with the tip of my tongue, tasting the exit tra i l  and after-burn of the 

smoke ri ng. I look again at the suspended ring, looking this time not at the smoke but at the 

empty hole in  the middle.  My mind vaguely acknowledges absence, notes emptiness. And 

can not help fol lowi ng the tra i l .  

I look inside. My inner world is a mi rror image of the outer space I occu py. My heart is  sti l l  

and barely beats. My blood fi l ls my vei ns and barely flows. My brain th inks b ut barely makes 

sense. My thoughts expand but h ave no soul .  Where I shine l ight I see on ly da rkness. 

I turn away. Stop .  Don't go there.  Don't look in. Look o ut. 

Look, the smoke ring has made a decision .  It has.  G ravity, it seems, has encouraged the 

smoke to s ink. Several tendri ls  a re making their way out of the r ing, p ushing down towards 

the floor. Each is  gathering momentum, pul l ing wisps of smoke together. As I watch they 

gather a n d  form into new rings, as if by genetic p redisposit ion.  The mother ring has n ow 

given birth to four smal ler rings, each attached to her by an ephemeral umbi l ica l smoke 

cord. The whole ed ifice sits in the a i r  l ike a smal l  space ship .  The mother sh ip is sti l l, so l id .  

What wil l  h appen next? 
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Each ring stops and pauses. It is now their turn to consider what to do next. As they hover, 

the DNA i n  the smoke speaks. They know what to do.  The th innest wisps of smoke start 

reaching out from her chi ld  satel l ites. The satel l ite sh ips begin giving fl ight to their own 

satel lites. 

I am tra nsfixed.  My creation is a l ive with possibi l ity. A th ird generation? The tension of the 

moment is, q u ite l iteral ly, i n  the a i r. I daren't b reathe o r  move. I wait. 

It co l lapses. A scientific law is broken and the perfect sym m etry and order ceases. The 

smoke breaks and s inks and rises and d isperses in  a disorderly pattern, l ike a crowd from a 

baton cha rge. Perhaps it is the weight of the smoke. Or its surface tension weakened . Or 

n ew DNA is needed. Perh a ps it s imply lacked the i magination of what to do n ext. Having 

accompl ished a second stage it could not think to a th ird .  Perh a ps, l i ke us, it cou l d  see o n ly 

one horizon at a t ime. Having fixated on that horizon and achieved it, it is n ot prepared for 

the next. 

Is this a m etaphor for me? I had prepared for the interrogation and n ot for the sol itary. I h ad 

seen off the questions and dea lt with that horizon.  Am I now col lapsing s lowly under the 

weight of the confinement? I d id n ot think so, but perhaps I had better be vig i lant. 

I stand up, breathe deeply and swish my hand through the a i r. The smoke disappears. 

67 hours to go. Sti l l  two-th i rds.  

I settle comfortably, inhale deeply on the cigarette and blow a nother smoke ring. 

One more, I promise. Only one more. 

I used to sea rch out s i lence. It is a quest of mine.  I loved si lence more than any other 

sensation, except perhaps a lover's touch. 

Perhaps it is beca use si lence is so rare. There is almost never a moment in  a city when there 

is more than a fleeting instant of s i lence at a time. There is a l most always a dog barking, a 

p lane flyi n g  overhead, a car in the d ista nce, a m u rm u r  of voices, a radio b laring, a door 

s lamming. Sitting at the seaside there is the constant rush of waves, with the occasional  odd 

del icious mom ent of si lence as the brea kers gather and the last wave has rushed u p  the 

beach and paused before withdrawi ng, scraping and foaming as it  goes. I n  a forest or farm 

there is the bel low of catt le or chirp of b i rd or swish of branch in  the wind . In our modern 

world moments of s i lence, of pure sti l l ness, a re on ly to be found when a l l  machines a nd 

an nou nce rs and echoes pause s imultaneously, i n  a coincidence of orchestration .  I savo u red 

those moments when they happened. But they were always tinged with a longing for them 

to last; a n d  frustration that they did not. 

I loved m usic, in  part, because the most beautifu l p ieces captu red those moments. To my 

ear music is as much about the spaces between the notes as  the notes themselves. The 



pauses and rests after the h igh o r  low note contained as much feel ing a n d  heartache a n d  

bea uty a s  the n ote itself. I t  i s  why I loved M i les Davis whose sense o f  melody a n d  rhyt h m  

and cadence i s  match ed b y  the magn ificent space he created for t h e  m usic t o  relax i n .  A 

soaring note, fo l lowed by a s i lence, gave me a moment to reflect back to myself  the 

emotion of the n ote itself. It is l i ke M i les dressed me in  a feel ing then a l lowed m e  to step 

back and see myself in  it before movi ng on to the next. 

I had d iscovered perfect s i lence in the heart of the desert of Namib ia  d u ri n g  a walk thro u gh 

the Fish River ca nyon in the Kalahari .  I n  the desert there are no trees to make the wind 

whistle or leaves to rustle. Sands shift soundlessly. There are n o  cars or m otors o r  h u m a n  

hab itation for h u nd reds of m i les. No animals  cal l .  The on ly sou nds com e  from laughter a n d  

conversation; a n d  when that stops, from the cru nch o f  footsteps i n  the sa n d .  When those 

stop there is a deep s i lence, deeper than anything I had experienced a nywh ere. More than a 

coincidenta l moment, it extends forward and backwards through t ime.  As I breathed it in ,  

deeper and further, the si lence fe lt infin ite, helped by the soaring evening sky higher t h a n  

any I h a d  seen . I t  is a space I cou l d  fi l l  a n d  which cou ld fi l l  m e .  I t  i s  a p lace where a l l  

q u estions, searches and lectu res cou l d  cease. The voices o f  self-do u bt and admonition a n d  

a m bition fel l  dumb.  Argument stopped. I t  is peace and wel lbeing. S i lence is my home. 

For five days I re l ished the moment when we wou l d  stop wa l king to have water; or fi n i s h  

eating the evening m e a l  and t h e  crackl ing fire wou l d  d ie  down . My companions understood 

my q uest and fe lt it  too.  Each adventu re into si lence j u stified my search for it and i nsti l led  in  

m e  a lust for more. 

I now occu py a world of s i lence. Yet there is no pleasure in  it.  U n l ike the si lence of t h e  

desert i t  does not cloak me with its essence. Its nature does n ot n u rture.  I try each day to 

med itate with in it, as if  to test its fab ric each new day. I have found n o  sti l ln ess there. I h ave 

found no ca l m .  It does not sti l l  my heart and remove my doubts. It does . . .  noth i n g. It 

contains . . .  nothing. It is not fi l led with peace, but the opposite. It is em pty of sound. The 

sound has been stolen.  My companion has been kid napped and is being held handcuffed in  

a nother place. 

I put my ear to the wa l l  and feel a p u lse. Against the floor a cold h u m .  Against the air vent I 

can hear a d istant swish, an undefi ned sound. Cou l d  it be voices? I walk b ack to the m i d d l e  

o f  t h e  cel l  a n d  l isten again.  Si lence. Only si lence. 

I cough. I whisper a few words. I stomp my feet to the floor. The n otes they make are but 

accents between the spaces. My sounds are reflected back to m e  in  a mocking tone as if t h e  

s i lence challenges me t o  fi l l  i t .  T h e  s i lence swamps t o o  few notes and the n otes a m plify t h e  

s i lence. I t  is  t h e  opposite o f  m usic. 

I am bereft. The s i lence I longed for has been perverted .  I doubt I wil l  ever hold it d e a r  

again .  I a m  certain that when I do fi nd m y  way back t o  the home o f  perfect s i lence I wi l l  fin d  



the fu rn iture has been moved, the paint peeled and the view ruined.  It wil l  be tarnished by 

the memo ry of this place. 

I now long for the sounds I wished to escape. I wou l d  give a meal  for a lau gh, a carton of 

cigarettes for one rendition of "Kind of Bl ue", another day of sol itary for a loud and 

passionate a rgument. I want to hear echoes, the end of  a sentence, applause and other 

sounds of the past. I want to be cloaked in  the noise of l ife, the sounds free peopl e  m ake 

when they are whimsical a n d  wi ld and caring of each other when l iving in the moment.  I 

want to h ear the sounds of industry, creation, m ovement, a baby's cry and other sounds of 

hope and the futu re. 

I try my own voice aga i n .  

" M y  name is Keith," I say i nto the cel l  a t  conversational  volume.  "I a m  a detainee in  J o h n  

Vorster Sq ua re.  I have been in  solitary confinement for 52 days . . .  " I peter o u t .  My voice h ad 

a l ready fa l len to a m umble under its own absurd weight. Spea kin g  to no one - speaki n g  to 

myself - rea l ly is crazy. Without another ear to hear, my words have no place being 

spoken.  I have no words to say into the si lence, n o  sensib le  content to engage the 

emptiness. 


