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Vanessa Redgrave’s brother Corin (left) plays the dapper Williams in the

enia

eV~

A new PBS
documentary

tells how

wealthy socialite
Gecil Williams

helped steer hlack —
and gay—rights

in South Africa

By Richard Tate
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n 1962, on a dirt road in Howick, South
rica, Cecil Williams and Nelson Man-
dela were quietly arrested. For weeks
Mandela had been posing as chauffeur to
Williams, a handsome, aristocratic white
man, to elude police while rallying sup-
port for the growing antiapartheid re-
bellion. But Williams abhorred the
institutionalized servitude imposed
on black South Africans, and that
day he insisted on doing his share of
the driving. The sight of Williams be-
hind the wheel while Mandela rode in
back was too odd for police to ignore, and the
two men were recognized. Mandela was sen-
tenced to life in prison; Wiltiams, himself a
freedom fighter—and a gay man—was re-
leased the following day.

Though Williams was a central figure in
early antiapartheid activism, he died in exile
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in London in 1979 and has been all but forgot-
ten. The Man Who Drove With Mandela, air-
ing as part of the PBS Independent Lens se-
ries through November (check local listings),
attempts to change that. Produced and direct-

ed by Greta Schiller (Paris Was a
oman) and written by journalist

Mark Gevisser, the film is a pastiche
of interviews with Williams’s politi-
cal comrades, home movies of gay
life in South Africa in the '50s, and
monologues based on Willlams'’s writ-
ing that are performed in character by
Corin Redgrave. “We never directly asked
[Mandela)] about Cecil’'s homosexuality,” says
Schiller, referring to a portion of the iilm n
which the former president of South Atrica re-
calls the events of that day. “But I knew he
supported gay and lesbian people because he
has openly gay people In his government, p
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W}‘LO was Sappho? Was Eleanor Roosevelt a lesljian? Who were Ka’c}lerine
[ ee Bates, Karl Ulrichs, or Babe Didrikson Zaharias? Spanning the centuries
from ancient Greece to the Clinton White House, David Bianco examines,
explains, explores, and sometimes debunks gay and lesbian history in
this entertaining and illuminating collection.

On
Bhoks

www.alyson.com

"The oldest
~ gay bar 1n

[ 1

S
- -

China, Crystal, Silver
& Collectibles

» Old & New | -. - (!Ia&*ihf,tifitte'i'n £ xile
o [2 5,000 Patterns . ';WllBﬁURBON STREET
e G Million Pieces P N e 6307
e Buy & Sell . N
Call for FREE lists.
- Gay Owned -
(over 100 gay employees)

e ALWAYS HIRING * R
REPLACEMENTS, 1TD. § Visit our web site:

PO Box 26029, Greensboro, NC 27420 Dept. AD

1-800-REPLACE (1-800-737-5223)

www.replacements.com

.

i

¥

‘the country

www.lafittes.com

he included us in his inauguration
speech, and he supports the repeal of all
antigay laws. Albie Sachs [a South
African constitutional court justice] told
Mark that if yvou want to understand
why the African National Congress 1S SO

tolerant of gay people, look to Comrade
Cecil Williams.”

An acclaimed theater director in the
1950s, Williams was a prormnent figure
in the social scene of South Africa In
spite of his subversive politics and gay
life. In his penthouse apartment in Jo-
hannesburg, he threw fashionable din-
ner parties attended by Laurence Olivi-
er, Danny Kaye, and Mandela—although
never on the same night. And though he
was tried for treason in 1959 for leading
the Springbok Legion, the first antilas-
cist group in South Africa, Williams con-
inued his political activities and main-
tained a thriving theater career,
directing shows with integrated casts.

What is striking about Williams’s life
is that his politics never seemed to inter-
sect with his identity as a gay man. Like
Bayard Rustin, the gay man who
worked closely with Martin Luther King
Jr. to organize the 1960s U.S. civil rights
movement, Williams didn't push speciil-
cally for gay rights. “I think he never
dreamed of mixing the personal—his
sex life—with the political,” Schiller
says. “Those ideas came to the fore-
ground much later in the world.”

But Williams and his unwavering

commitment to equality made an 1m-
pression on those who worked closely

with him. Many of his associates knew
he was gay even though he rarely dis-
cussed his personal life. 50 when
apartheid fell and Mandela and
Williams's old friends found themselves
responsible for ushering In a New era,
South Africa became the first and only
country in the world to provide constitu-
tional civil rights protections to gay men
and lesbians—a significant legacy. “For
o nurnber of elder statesmen of the liber-
ation movement, Cecil was crucial in

changing their ideas about whether or
not one could trust a pervert,” Schiller

says. “He put his own career and person-
3l life at risk for a greater cause.” ll
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Tate is a, freclance writer based 1n
Los Angeles.
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