Some early black doctors — a very politically active cohort,

1941 - 1954

Anne Digby

Between 1948 and 1954 increasing government intimidation
along with an accompanying intensification of protest politics
resulted in older, moderate medical leaders withdrawing from
the political frontline. Younger doctors were more radical and
their continued political activism led to vigorous repression
by the apartheid state, and eventually to scarce medical skills
being lost to the people of South Africa.
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Although an occasional individual continued to study in
Europe, World War II made this almost insuperably difficult.
Those who did so might have started their studies earlier, like
James Stewart Sililo, who qualified LRCP and LRCS Edinburgh
and Glasgow in 1944, before setting up practice as the first
black doctor in Pietermaritzburg. The second black doctor in
the town was Mahomed Motala (1921 - 2005.) He was born
in Dundee, but matriculated in 1938 at Sastri College before
studying medicine in Bombay, and qualifying in 1947. His
practice in Pietermaritzburg drew patients from surrounding
black townships where he became well known for not charging
indigent patients. This awareness of his patients” deprivation

led to political activism. Motala revived the branch of the local

Natal Indian Congress, and became chairman of the branch, an
office he utilised to develop friendly relations with the ANC.

In December 1955 the government charged him with treason
and he was fortunate that his medical partners kept the practice
going for several years until the treason charges were dropped
in 1959.
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The difficulty of studying abroad was an important lever
in giving black students access to clinical medicine training
at the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) in 1941 and the
University of Cape Town (UCT) in 1943. South African medical
training was cheaper and therefore more accessible to students
from a working-class rather than middle-class background, so
that the social composition of black doctors widened. About 10
medical students were trained at UCT each year, most of whom
were coloured or of mixed ancestry but with a few Indian
students in addition. Black students continued to be under-
represented so that in 1954 there were only 47 black students
out of a total of 271 students at the UCT Medical School. Blacks
were not admitted to this school, ostensibly because there were
insufficient clinical facilities for their training at Groote Schuur
Hospital.'?

In 1945 Maramoothoo Samy-Padiachy, Cassim H Saib, and
Ralph A A Lawrence were the first black medical students to
graduate from Cape Town. Lawrence, born into an Indian
family in Durban, became a student at UCT in 1940. A student
activist, he was the first black member of the UCT Student
Representative Council and the moving spirit behind a Non-
European Medical Students Association. This protested to
the Cape Hospital Board about a ‘lack of continuity in clinical
training because of having to attend alternative tutorials if
a European patient was being demonstrated’. Lawrence
concluded that ‘medical training under these circumstances
becomes impracticable’. Despite this, black students at UCT
had to sign an undertaking agreeing to these exclusions as a
condition of their annual medical school registration. After an

internship at Somerset Hospital in Cape Town, Lawrence went
abroad in 1948, where he married a Welsh woman, and hence

Signed and sealed. Among those who signed the Faculty of Health
Sciences’ new Charter were Prof. Ralph Kirsch (left), and special guest

Dr Ralph Lawrence. Dr Lawrence was one of the first three black doctors

to graduate from the Faculty in 1947. To mark the occasion, Dr Lawrence
was awarded the title Honorary Visiting Professor. The Charter was signed
and presented at a special Health Sciences assembly in July 2007 to mark
significant milestones in the Faculty’s process of renewal and change.
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was unable to return to apartheid South Africa. He became a
forensic physician and medical consultant in England.?

Another early black medical graduate at UCT was Ralph
Hendrickse. He was born in 1926, enrolled at UCT Medical
School in 1943 and graduated in 1948. He became an intern
at McCord Hospital. During the 6 years that he worked in
Durban he organised opposition among the Natal coloured
population with regard to the Separate Representation of
Voters Bill, and also advocated the extension of voting rights
to all South Africans during the early 1950s. Police harassment
and intimidation eventually drove him overseas, where he
gained an MRCP at Edinburgh. A continued sense of social
obligation informed his choice of specialty, and he worked as a
paediatrician in Nigeria and Britain.*

The number of black medical students at Wits was double
that at UCT, and included black (African) students who were
not admitted to UCT until the 1980s. The first black male
graduates from Wits, Donald Moikangoa and James Njongwe,
qualified from medical school in 1946. Although black
medical students were outnumbered by Indian, Chinese and
coloured students, 25 blacks had qualified as doctors at Wits
by 1950. But the context for this advance remained that of an
overwhelmingly white university.>

The first black female graduate at Wits was Mary Susan
Malahele, later Xakana (1916 - 1982), daughter of a Roodeport
schoolteacher. After qualifying in 1947 she practised as a GP
first in Kliptown and then in Dobsonville, where she also
doctored people in Soweto. Known as Dr Mary, she not only
served her patients, especially tuberculosis cases, but was also
committed to a number of voluntary organisations including
the South African National Tuberculosis Association and the
Transvaal Young Women'’s Christian Association (YWCA).”
Olivia B Bikitsha and H L Mahabane graduated as doctors in
1949. They married medical practitioners, namely Robert Rose
Mahlangeni and Donald Cindi respectively.

A notable female medical graduate of Wits was Margaret
Chuene Mncadi. She was born in the eastern Transvaal, and
gained a degree at Fort Hare before studying medicine. Mncadi
first practised in Benoni, and then took over Wilson Conco’s
practice in Natal. She was an activist in the women’s campaign
against the pass laws, and became Vice President of the ANC
Women'’s League in Natal. Mncadi was named in the Treason
Trial, although not prosecuted. In 1960 she went into exile in
Swaziland.® However, despite female medical graduates like
these, the medical school at Wits remained overwhelmingly
male, with only 1in 5 female students by 1959.4°

Aaron D Lebona (1920 - 2003) was unusual in having first
qualified as a medical aide before graduating as a doctor. Born
the son of a miner and a domestic worker, he qualified as a
medical aide at Fort Hare in 1942. Although this scheme’s
5-year training in sanitary and preventive medicine had
begun in 1937, it was abandoned in 1943 after training only 3




Raiph Hendrikse, James Njongwe, Arthur Letele, Wilson Conco

dozen medical aides. This was partly because of a shortage of
applicants prepared to undergo a training that was only 1 year
shorter than a medical degree, without the benefit of being
able to practise as a doctor on graduation despite having been
taught how to use a stethoscope and administer anaesthetics.
The scheme had therefore promised more than it delivered,
and the opening of full training to black students at the medical
schools at UCT and Wits in the early 1940s sealed its fate."
However, training as a medical aide had not robbed Lebona of
his altruism and determination, as shown in a short article by
him entitled ‘What I hope to do for my own people’, published
in the SAMYJ in 1944." The selflessness expressed in the title
was clearly an inspiring ideal as he wrote of his ‘mission in life’
ard the ‘preparation for my future work among my people’,
reflecting that ‘I felt the urge to join the forces at work fighting
disease, superstition and ignorance among my countrymen."
After graduating from Wits in 1948 he worked at the Bochabela
Location in Bloemfontein, and the Queen Elizabeth II Hospital
in Maseru, Lesotho, before becoming a general practitioner

in Bloemfontein. Later he had to move back to Lesotho for
political reasons, but held official positions there, and initiated a
flving doctor service in 1966."

We have seen that Donald Moikangoa and James Njongwe
were the first black individuals to qualify in medicine at
Wits in 1946. As a young doctor at Serowe Hospital in the
Bechuanaland Protectorate, Dr Moikangoa encountered racial
prejudice, with some white maternity patients objecting to
being in his care.” Njongwe was born in 1919 at Qumbu,
and before undergoing medical training had obtained a BSc
degree at Fort Hare. At Wits he had been a founder member
of the ANC Youth League in 1944, and 5 years later he became
a member of the national ANC Executive. While his self-
confidence and independence alienated some contemporaries,
his hard work and superb organisational skills meant that he
managed the Defiance Campaign in the Eastern Cape in 1952
very efficiently. He also served as President of the provincial
ANC in the Cape from 1952 to 1954. Njongwe’s medical
practice in the township of New Brighton collapsed because he
prioritised politics over his practice. But he moved to Matatiele
and his practice there was a long-standing one.”
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Arthur Letele (1916 - 1965) was born in Lesotho but grew
up in Ladybrand and was schooled at Lovedale Institution,

before reading medicine at Wits, where he qualified in 1946.
The following year he became an intern at Victoria Hospital,
Lovedale where concern for his patients was conspicuous.

For example, he recorded that a young patient, Sipelo Zozi,

had acute broncho-pneumonia, and noted that ‘The father

is unwilling to have the child treated in hospital, and it [sic]

is therefore in grave danger at the moment.” Moving to
Kimberley to set up his first practice, Letele became Secretary of
the Kimberley Youth League, having earlier joined the league
as one of its first members in 1944. His political activism led

to four arrests, including one during the Defiance Campaign.
He became a member of the ANC Executive in 1953, and ANC
Treasurer General 2 years later. He was charged with treason in
1956, although (as with Dr Motala above) the charge was later
withdrawn. In 1961 prudence dictated exile in Lesotho, where
he set up practice, and there he continued to represent the ANC
overseas.”

William Frederick Nkomo (1915 - 1972) qualified from Wits
as a doctor in 1947, before setting up practice in Atteridgeville,
near Pretoria. Nkomo was the first black on the Wits Student
Representative Council, the first President of the ANC Youth
League, an activist in the Black People’s Convention, and later
the first African President of the South African Institute of Race
Relations (SAIRR). Lionel Mxolisi Majombozi qualified as a
doctor at Wits. While a medical student he was a founder of the
ANC Youth League. In 1948 he set up practice in King William’s
Town, and like some other black colleagues, experienced
problems with the referral of his patients to the local Grey
Hospital.'* He was killed in a car accident in 1949."

Wilson Zamindlela Conco (1919 - 1996) was the son of a
Zulu cattle farmer from Ixopo, Natal. He did his premedical
studies at Fort Hare before reading medicine at Wits, where,

579

as a brilliant student, he graduated top of his year in 1948. But
the appointment of Conco as demonstrator in the histology
laboratory provoked a furore among Nationalist MPs that led to
his demotion to the position of demonstrator to non-European
students only, an experience that began to radicalise him.'®

He set up practice in Umzimkhulu where, as a practitioner
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of Western medicine, he showed sensitivity to the traditional Ntatho Motlana qualified at Wits and went into practice in
cultural beliefs of his Natal patients.” However, it was the Orlando, Johannesburg. He had been a founder member of the
poverty of these rural patients that deepened his political ANC Youth League. Dilizantaba Mji was born in Buntingville,
commitment, although this was informed by a belief in non- Nggqeleni (near Mthatha) and qualified as a doctor at Wits in
violence and passive resistance. He was active in the Defiance 1952. Even before this he had been politically active, heading
Campaign of 1952, served as acting Treasurer of the ANC, the Transvaal Youth League, and for a short time he was a
participated in the Congress of the People and chaired the member of the ANC’s national executive committee, and was
Kliptown meeting, which produced the Freedom Charter in banned by the state. After a short spell in the Cape in 1954 he
1955. The government banned him and later charged him with returned to Johannesburg where, along with Dr Motlana, Mji
treason. Conco was chosen by the defence lawyers to give the made news by being the first intern at Baragwanath Hospital.
first speech at the Treason Trial, where he spoke eloquently on However they could work only in wards with black sisters, and
the aspirations of the black population. Dr Conco moved to as registrars they could treat only black patients; as such they
Golela in Swaziland, after his release in 1961. Further moves were restricted in their exposure to the range of pathologies
followed ~ in 1968 to London and in the early 1970s to Canada, present in a full cross-section of the population.?* Mji later
where he specialised in psychiatry.” He returned from exile in practised at Orlando, in Johannesburg, and in Durban.

1990.
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