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‘I always tried to be cheerful when I saw my mother. I never told her that Frances was sad and
weepy and wouldn’t eat, and that Keith was clingy and woke me several times a night, or that Pat
was withdrawn and hard to approach.’ Activists Rusty and Hilda Bernstein were arrested with
many other South Africans following the 1960 State of Emergency and held for three months
without trial. Toni, their eldest, at sixteen was left to look after her three younger siblings and was
their only child allowed to visit them in jail. Hilda kept a diary of her time in detention, filled with
letters to the children, drawings for the younger siblings, poems, plays and menus she made to
keep her fellow detainees entertained. Years later, Toni pieces together her mother’s diary,
snippets from her father's writing and her own recollection, trying to make sense of this
tumultuous time. 'Holding the Fort' is the heart-breaking story of a family separated by unjust
laws.
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The layout of this digital edition of Holding the Fort may differ from that of the printed version,
depending on the settings on your reader. The layout displays optimally if you use the default
setting on your reader. Readers can experiment with the settings to have the scans displayed
differently.

For my parents, Hilda and Rusty Bernstein, for their amazing legacy.

Author’s NoteAfter my mother, Hilda Bernstein, died, my sister and I were going through her
papers, getting them ready to send to the archive. Among them were her journals. One was a
diary she had started writing about the events during the tense days leading up to the State of
Emergency that followed the Sharpeville shootings on 21 March 1960. Somehow, she managed
to keep it up throughout her time in prison, supplementing it with sketches of prison life and
poems that she wrote to amuse the other women or send to the children.What had started as a
peaceful demonstration of about 5 000 people protesting the pass laws outside the police
station in Sharpeville, south of Johannesburg, was turned into a massacre when police fired at
the protestors, killing 69 men, women and children and injuring 108. No one had anticipated this
brutal outcome.News of the shootings drew immediate international condemnation, and in the
days following Sharpeville, marches and demonstrations took place across South Africa. The
ANC and PAC called for a ‘stay-at-home’. The government responded by declaring a State of
Emergency, banning all public gatherings, and banning the ANC and PAC, effectively forcing
them underground. Thousands of arrests took place during those days, and many people went
into exile to evade arrest. My parents were among them.This is a personal story of one family in
the three months that followed.

Prologue‘Go back to bed … it’s all right,’ my dad said as I stood in the doorway in my pyjamas,
curlers in my hair. I was halfway back to my room when I realised that it wasn’t all right and came
straight out again.Car doors slamming, followed by insistent knocking and ringing of the doorbell
at three in the morning had startled me from sleep. Then, two men in suits were in our living
room, talking to my parents who had hastily flung on their dressing gowns.I knew who they were.
Special Branch. They always came before dawn, certain that the people they were looking for
would be at home, asleep.Mostly they came looking for illegal documents or banned books. In
our house, with its hundreds of books and papers, this could take hours and hours. My father
would sit there smoking, not saying a single word as they pulled book after book from the
bookshelves, read the title and either tossed it onto a pile to confiscate or left it. He never offered
tea or coffee, just sat watching them, silently. Usually they weren’t English speakers, and they
struggled to read the titles and deal with the mounds of papers written by my parents.But this



time they weren’t looking for banned material; they were looking to arrest my mom and
dad.Documenting this in her journal, my mother wrote:3 am Friday, 8 April 1960‘Rusty, they’re
here, go, go, go,’ I whispered urgently. I thought there was still time for him to get out through the
back door. He put on a dressing gown and went to the front door. In any case, it was no use.
They were ringing the bell and pounding on the front door, and at the same time the banging
started on our kitchen door, while the beams of powerful torches flashed around the
house.Rusty demanded identification before opening the door. Toni came out of her room in her
nightgown, with curlers in her hair, and stood listening.They had come for both of us. Rusty only
heard ‘Mr Bernstein’ and went into the room to pack a case, but the man in charge, Visser, said,
‘Mr and Mrs Bernstein. What do you intend doing about the children?’ It was the same one who
had arrested Rusty three years ago for High Treason, when I was in a nursing home with our
new baby, Keith.‘I want to make a phone call,’ I told him.‘Just for that,’ he replied. I phoned the
Lewittons. A man’s voice answered. ‘Archie, they’ve come for both of us.’‘This is the CID1,
madam,’ the voice replied, ‘you are not allowed to speak to anyone.’ The receiver was banged
down. At that moment, I felt completely bewildered. But a few moments later Fuzzy phoned back.
‘They’re arresting Archie,’ she said. ‘As soon as he has gone, Andrew and I will get dressed and
come over.’She needn’t have hurried. It was 3 o’ clock when they woke us, and 6 before we left
the house.They began on our books again – before the Treason arrests, they had removed about
360 books and pamphlets from our home, including such treasonable literature as Crime and
Punishment and Britain Rebuilds. And we had not had a single one returned.Now they
painstakingly went through a long bookcase, taking all sorts of things: Wendell Willkie’s One
World, Basil Davidson’s The African Awakening. Our copy of The [South African] Treason Trial by
Forman and Sachs, with the signatures of all the Treason accused in the front.2There was only
one thing I feared – that Keith would wake before we left. I could not bear to see him, or even go
into his room.I stood by anxiously as mom spoke on the phone, then we sat on her bed while
she gave me numbers of people to phone and things to do. ‘Take you winter coat,’ I said as I
watched her pack.I was acutely aware of my role as the eldest of four children and knew I
needed to take responsibility for my younger siblings. I’d had previous experience. I was cool,
calm and level-headed in a crisis, but also anxious about what was going to happen. In some
ways I’d had to grow up quickly. That night, while helping my mother pack and then watching as
both my parents were taken away, I began to assume the role of an adult.Friday, 8 April
continuedThey took our telephone pad with numbers of all our friends and the children’s friends.
Visser allowed Toni to copy out some of the numbers.We were dressed and waiting, each with a
small case with pyjamas and a few things. I felt in a daze, but Toni was the practical one who told
me all the useful things to take. ‘Pack your hair curlers,’ she said, ‘you’ll need them.’ (I did and we
all did!) And ‘Take your big coat.’At last, at 6 am, they were ready. We had woken Patrick and told
him what had happened. He lay in bed and cried quietly. Frances was away for a few days with
relatives. In one way it was better not to have to see her before we left, but I dreaded her return.
She had been unhappy and anxious before going away and had cried and asked what she



would do if we were not there when she returned.We kissed Toni goodbye and climbed into the
police car. I felt unutterably miserable and tearful. With Rusty beside me, we drove through the
early morning streets. It was just getting light, the sky beautiful with colour, clouds and dark
trees. As we sped along, I saw a newspaper poster which read 1 500 TAKEN IN POLICE
SWOOP and was aghast at the number.Mom’s diary

The BeginningThis was not the first time my parents were arrested – and it would not be the last.
By 1960, both my mother and father had been banned and their lives severely restricted. Three
years earlier, in December 1956, just days after my brother Keith was born, my father was
arrested along with 156 other leaders and charged with High Treason. That trial was still
dragging on.My parents were deeply involved in anti-government politics in apartheid South
Africa. They were members of the South African Communist Party (SACP) and the white section
of the ANC (African National Congress) – which had to be segregated at that time – and held
important positions in both movements. They believed strongly in equality and in the
perniciousness of the South African government.As with all children of political parents, we
developed an extra awareness, antennae which picked up on whisperings, meetings and extra
tension in our parents. We all knew that below the surface of our lives as ordinary children of
white South Africans, we were different. Our parents’ views were not those of most white South
Africans. We had been taught not to ask too many questions and to be careful when talking on
the phone as the Special Branch listened in on all our phone calls. Some of us older children
would sometimes discuss things among ourselves. ‘Did your dad go out last night?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Must
have been to the same place as mine.’ At sixteen, I knew far more about what was happening,
and why, than my younger siblings.My parents had explained to us about the apartheid
government and why they were working against it. They explained why apartheid was wrong and
that all people were equal. We learned that in other countries people weren’t defined by the
colour of their skin, and that people didn’t think the way they did in South Africa. They talked to
us about socialist countries and why socialism would make society fairer for everyone. When I
was older, my father gave me books to read that explained their philosophy.Black colleagues of
my parents came to our house for secret meetings or had lunch or tea with us. In the South
Africa of 1960, this was not only illegal but was considered outrageous by most white people.
When I was younger, if I arrived home with school friends, I was sometimes embarrassed to find
my parents’ black friends sitting in our living room. My friends’ association of black people was
with the domestic workers in their homes. Their families would have been shocked, even
horrified, to find black people socialising on equal terms in our home, and I found it difficult to
explain the scenario to them. I would tell them that the visitor was a very important person or
chief, and this seemed to make their presence more acceptable.The weeks leading up to my
parents’ arrests that April were tense. Both the ANC and Pan Africanist Congress of Azania
(PAC) were planning protests against the hated pass laws which forced African men to carry
passes, thereby severely limiting their movements. This law allowed the police to stop black men



at any time and if they weren’t carrying their passes, they would be arrested.The Sharpeville
shootings were a turning point in South African history and signalled the end of peaceful protest
in the country as it became clear that non-violent action wasn’t going to bring about change. A
year later, Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), the ANC’s military wing, was formed underground.A few
days after Sharpeville, my mother called me to her bedroom to explain what was happening.
‘The ANC is calling for the whole country to go on strike to protest the killings at Sharpeville,’ she
said. ‘We don’t know what will happen, but we think some people will be arrested – and some of
us will have to go into hiding for a while. You must be prepared so that you can help with the
younger children.’ Neither my mother nor my father anticipated they would both be
arrested.Telling me this made me feel included – and grown up. I watched both my parents
carefully in the days that followed, trying to pick up clues as to what was going on. For a few
days, life continued as before but we knew we were living in a time of crisis.My parents, who
were involved at a high level in planning protests, knew that the ‘stay-at-homes’ and strikes that
were being called would provoke a reaction from the authorities. They didn’t know what the
government would do, but they knew it was likely that a State of Emergency would be declared,
and dissidents arrested.A night after Sharpeville, my father received a phone call from Ahmed
‘Kathy’ Kathrada, one of his colleagues in the ANC. Kathy had a coded message for him about
rumours of impending police raids. They had a plan, warning various activists not to sleep at
home. Arrests were beginning to take place.In his book, Memory Against Forgetting3, my dad
writes:The Sharpeville storm, far from blowing itself out, is whipping up like a cyclone … Protest
strikers are staying away from work and bonfires of burning passes are blazing in the
townships.By the time I had worked through my list, it’s too late to find a place away from home
for myself. I decide to take a chance and go home. These alerts often proved false in the past.
There is no reason why this one should be different.It is and it isn’t. There is no night-time knock
at our door, but in the morning, we discover there have been raids on homes all over the country
and many arrests. Hilda and I spend the day trying to find out which of our friends and political
colleagues have been arrested. There’s no way of finding out where those arrested have been
taken but police spokesmen have told the press that more ‘detentions’ can be expected.We
don’t doubt that we figure somewhere on the State list of ‘undesirables’ and while arrests are
continuing, we are living on the brink. With four children to look after, we can hardly bolt from
home, even temporarily. We agree that one of us should sleep somewhere else, away from
home, each night.We have grown so used to living on the edge of crises that we don’t now act
with urgency. Inertia has set in. For a few days, we keep up the semblance of normal life for the
benefit of the children, even though we know our time is running out.The day after the arrests, I
tell my employer that I won’t be coming to work until further notice. He understands that this is to
do with my politics, but not that I am telling him my world is about to implode. It’s five months
before he sees me again. In downtown Johannesburg, there is nothing to suggest the country is
teetering on the brink. Business life is going on as normal.In the days that followed, several
leading figures disappeared from their homes ahead of the police.Each evening Hilda and I have



the same discussion; we must take cover ourselves; that it will upset the children and disrupt
their lives. We never get beyond discussion.My father was, in fact, making arrangements – for
drivers to take other people who were in hiding to Swaziland – but he put off the day when he
and my mother would have to leave themselves.They did agree that mom would leave home
early each evening, sleep somewhere else, and only return in the morning.I intend to do the
same but am always too tired to actually do so.The night of their arrests, my father writes:I reach
home dog-tired. I am half intending to find somewhere else to spend the night but find that Hilda
is still at home. She, too, has decided to sleep out after the children have been put to bed.But
their plan was thwarted by the arrival of a colleague who had been tipped off to leave home
ahead of the police. My mom gave up her safe place to him and had nowhere else to go. They
were both exhausted by then and so both stayed at home. That same night they were
arrested.None of us went to school the following morning but hung about the house, not sure
what would happen next. Later that morning, my uncle Harold arrived to discuss what
arrangements would be made for us with Yvonne ‘Fuzzy’ Lewitton. The Lewittons were family
friends who lived close by. Fuzzy was anxious to get home to make her own arrangements for
her disrupted life and that of her children. Her husband, Archie, had been detained that night as
well, and she’d not only had to find a way to manage his pharmacy in town but her own job as a
psychology lecturer at the University of the Witwatersrand. She had yet to tell her nine-year-old
daughter, Linda – a weekly boarder at a private school – of her father’s arrest. The couple’s son,
Andrew, fourteen, was at home.I didn’t want us children to be separated and sent to stay with
friends or relatives. I knew that it would be better for all of us if we could stay at home together
and was hoping that a way would be found for this to happen. I felt adult enough to be left in the
house with the children. Unrealistically, I imagined that I could care for them with the assistance
of our two helpers, Bessie and Claude.We didn’t know how long our parents would be in
detention and grown up as I was in some ways, I had no idea of finances or of running a
household. I didn’t think about how the younger children would get to and from school and
nursery, or how, even with Bessie and Claude, I could care for the four of us, and give enough
love and attention to my brothers and sister. Keith, whom we all adored, was only three years
old. He had rust-coloured hair and was cute and chubby. Patrick was eleven: he also had red hair
and although he was very introverted, he and his gang of friends were always getting up to
mischief. Then there was sweet, sunny Frances, who was nearly eight. At sixteen, I was far too
young to care for three children.I stood around while the adults discussed arrangements, unable
to find a way to express my feelings. In any case, I wasn’t consulted. Although my father’s
relatives were comfortably off, with large houses and staff, they lived in other suburbs and there
would be practical problems getting us to and from school and friends if we moved in with them.
The Lewittons lived three streets away from us, and we would still be near our schools and
friends. It was finally decided that, for the time being, I would move to the Lewittons’ house with
Pat and Keith, while Frances – who was on holiday with our aunt and cousins – would join us a
few days later.Three streets apart but very different houses. Our house – in the suburb of



Observatory in Johannesburg, with its big houses set in large gardens – was spacious, with
huge windows which let in ample sunlight. We had a lovely garden, with fruit trees and a pool.
Theirs, in neighbouring Bellevue, was small and dark. The entrance served as the dining area.
The kitchen opened onto a small concrete back yard. One of the two front rooms was the living
room, while the other had been made into the main bedroom. There were two more bedrooms at
the back of the house, one of which Andrew and Linda shared. It was always a mess of clothes,
toys and books. It felt cramped and unattractive. None of us wanted to stay there.I don’t
remember how our parents’ disappearance was explained to little Keith. I also don’t recall how
much Pat and Frances understood about what was happening or why our parents had been
arrested. I do remember that we were all miserable about being uprooted but we kept quiet
about it.All around the country, there were hundreds of other children being farmed out to friends
or relatives and having to adjust to one or both of their parents facing an open-ended period in
prison without trial. It must have been hard for Fuzzy to take on four children, one of whom was
only three years old.We were all at different schools and distressed about our parents’ arrests.
Fuzzy’s children were also upset by their father’s disappearance; she had a lot on her plate. I
knew Fuzzy well and liked her. She and Archie often visited our home. She never spoke down to
me or treated me as a child. But she wasn’t my mother and living at their house was a far cry
from being at home.While we were moving into the Lewittons’ home, my parents were being
driven to Marshall Square, a large police station in the centre of Johannesburg, where they were
processed, their money and watches confiscated and separated into male and female cells.At
Marshall Square, my dad found there were already fifteen others in the male cells. In his memoir,
he writes:Some – like Archie – are former communists who have long since dropped out of
politics. Some have even changed their political orientation entirely. They are all disoriented and
shocked to find themselves summarily jailed. What have they done to deserve this? They have
had no part in contemporary politics. They cannot seriously be regarded as any sort of a threat
to the State. The only possible explanation must be that the Security Services are still using lists,
which are ten years out of date. In the evening, we are driven to the Fort to be locked up together
with all those arrested earlier in the week.Among the women detainees were also several who
had long since left politics. My mom describes their first day:Friday, 8 April continuedAt last, at
about 1 o’ clock, we were taken to waiting prison vans. We began to sing, we said goodbye to
the men, who were taken to prison in another van, and were driven through the streets at
breakneck speed.
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Flick Peirson, “Must read sad and compelling. Interesting. Knew some of the people mentioned
in book. Would love to know what happened to them. Very strong and brave.”

The book by Theodore B. Leinwand has a rating of 5 out of 5.0. 1 people have provided
feedback.
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