Article in Sowetan, 25 June, 2004 

Farewell to the elder statesman. 

----------

Aggrey Klaaste was a journalist of the people, and he stayed loyal to the last. He earned a professional’s salary, yet he never lost sight of the community. He played with words, but not with people. 

He was a far cry from the ethical problems of last year’s disgraced City Press editor, Vusi Mona. He is a current symbol of how honest journalism can connect with the community. He deserves to have a scholarship erected in his name, and as a journalism professor, I will be asking his family for permission to do this. New generations of journalists should know about his work.

We are talking about a survivor, a man who managed the tough task of steering a path between defeat on the one side and dramatic confrontation with Apartheid on the other. He toned things down and kept Sowetan safe from the bans of apartheid; but at the same time he still managed to keep the paper credible with the community. If there was one quality that he brought to the paper, it was his ability to inspire reader trust that the paper spoke about them and for them. 

During much of his career, the wider society was polarised between two sides. No one could say Klaaste was a rabble-rousing revolutionary in the struggle, but he could certainly not be dismissed as a cowardly collaborator. This was because the man preached respect, and people in turn respected him. He supported the broad liberation movement, yet he never lost sight of the individuals involved, especially the ordinary people as distinct from the activists. 

Somehow, Klaaste withstood the countless pressures over the decades – whether from impatient politicos, from liberal whites, or from the apartheid state. And he kept his ability to break into a wicked grin about it all. 

This earnest bespectacled editor had a fine sense of humour. When Sowetan changed hands in 1993, he quipped that the staff faced a “double whammy”.  Being sold and leaving the Argus company was one thing; being bought up by NAIL was another. 

Editorship for him was neither a matter of glamour nor power. Of course he liked, as much as anyone else, the attention and influence that went with the status. But he lorded it over no-one. 

Unlike many editors, Klaaste did not lay down his pen and leave the writing to others. Time after time, his “On the line” column appeared, always with something fresh to say about the world. Sometimes it was piercing and to the point, sometimes more rough-and-ready. It was always worth reading. Although Klaaste in print was not a profound political analyst, he was a very deep humanist. And, he had a way with words that made you appreciate the joys of reading.

In 1999, I successfully motivated for him to receive an honorary doctorate from Rhodes University for his services to journalism. By that time already, this editor had already earned himself the status of elder statesman in the profession. 

We need good role models in the media, and we are lucky to have had Aggrey Klaaste. His contribution will live on long after he has gone. 

