Source 2

For her book, Lives of Courage Women for a new South Africa (1989), Diana Russell interviewed 60 South African women about their role in the fight against apartheid. Leila Issel, the youngest of those interviewed, was thirteen at the time. Diana wrote, “Leila is the eldest of Shahieda and Johnny Issel’s three children… In her interview, Leila describes how it has been to grow up from the cradle being harassed by the police, owing to her mother and father’s political activity”. 

My father has been gone or arrested most of my life. He was in hiding when I was a few months old. Apparently the police barged into the house, grabbed me, and asked my mother where he was. They said that if she didn’t tell them, something would happen to me. So my father came out of hiding because he has a soft spot about his children being harassed.

There was a mass rally here at the Rockland’s Civic Centre [in Mitchells Plain] when I was seven years old. I was asked to speak there on behalf of my father, who was banned at the time. Afterward, the police threatened my mother, saying, “We’re going to fetch your daughter at school, and you’re never going to see her again.” I had to go to my teacher’s home each afternoon after school, then she took me to my home at about six o’clock. Someone always had to be with me wherever went to stop the police from getting me.

At the meeting to launch UDF [1983] I spoke about my father being banned, and I read from the papers that the police had given to him when they banned him about how he’d be arrested if he went past a particular place. I said how my father could only visit us or take us to the beach one day every three months. Some of the people there got angry and excited and marched out of the hall. They wanted to go to the nearest police station and knock it down.

My father helped me with my talks the first few times, and he’d tell to be brave. I’ve spoken more than seven or eight times, and find it much easier now.

I was arrested once when I was seven years old, but it was only for a few hours. Two ladies asked me if I would stand with them with a placard saying “RELEASE MY FATHER AND ALL DETAINEES,” if my mother would allow it. I don’t remember what organisation they belonged to, but they were white. The police arrested us and took us to the police station, where we were put in a cell for about four hours. It was my first arrest, and I was very scared but the other people in the cell seemed to feel very at home. They were washing their hair and stuff like that. The two ladies were asking how the police could arrest a seven-year old child. They didn’t used to arrest such young children at that time, although now they’re arresting children of six or seven years old…

Once we were all standing on the steps [of my house], and the police barged in and took my father to their car. I threw a stone at them, and one of them got out, and I almost smacked him because he was saying a lot of nonsense about my parents, like that they are very bad people. The police just drove off.

Last year [1986] my father was on the run. My mother and two of her friends and myself and my two younger brothers were at home after supper on a Thursday night when the police barged in to ask my mother questions. I asked them, “About what?” I told them, “If you don’t answer me, then you can’t take my mother away.” I got upset and started to cry. We went next door to the friends we go to when my mother or father are detained; then the police took my mother away. My mother’s elder sister came to take us to my granny’s, where we slept for a few nights. My mother returned after almost a week.
I was playing outside with my brother one night last year when my granny called us in and told us that our mother had been arrested. She was detained for a month, then released, and then detained again. The police used to tell my mother [when she was in solitary confinement] that her family was turning against her and that her children didn’t want to hear anything more about her. If my grandfather hadn’t gone to visit her in that week, she would have gone mad because of all the things they told her that weren’t true. She was very scared when she came out of prison. She looked thin and very different. When I came home one Friday afternoon, everyone was crying. Then I saw my mommy sitting there, and I was very happy that she was home.
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ISSUES TO THINK ABOUT
How did Leila’s parents’ involvement in the apartheid struggle influence her identity?

What are some of the emotions Leila expresses in this interview? What does this tell you about her experiences?

What is your response to Leila’s experiences? Do you feel sorry for her or do you feel proud of her? Why do you feel this way?

“Being brought up in a politically active family, Leila had no choice but to follow in her mother and father’s footsteps from young age.” Do you agree that Leila had no choice? Do you think this is right?

In what way have your family or circumstances influenced your actions or world view? How much of a choice do you have in the way you see the world and the actions you take? How could you gain more freedom of choice?

