For the past 15 years, Linda Morris has been
offering support to South African women imprisoned
in Thailand. The experience has given her a new
perspective on freedom and, best of all, an
unexpected friendship. By Lisa-Anne Julien
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guard our loved
ones from iniquity,
or ensure all their
choices are wise and
full of integrity. If (heaven forbid) they
make poor decisions that threaten
their lives, we hope they find their redemption with the help of caring,
compassionate people – people like
Linda Morris. This 50-year-old Cape
Town-based mother of five has kept
an emotional and political vigil for the
freedom of seven women held in
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prison in Bangkok, Thailand, for drug
smuggling. Five of the women have
been there since 1994; a sixth died of
a brain tumour, reportedly from lack
of early detection and appropriate
medical support. The six women were
all arrested in 1994, within two weeks
of each other, after agreeing to become
drug “mules” in exchange for R10,000
each. They received sentences from
35 years to life, some of which have
been reduced as a result of amnesties.
In 1996 and 1999, two more women
were convicted of similar charges.

Time done is enough
Gladys Naidoo is one of the women
with whom Linda has become particularly close. The geographical distance
between Thailand and South Africa
has served to intensify the feelings of
isolation normally associated with
prison, and in a letter written to Linda,
Gladys’s loneliness is palpable. She
says: “It’s such an endless fight; seems
as if we were locked up and the keys
thrown away.” Gladys’s day begins at
5:20 a.m., when she has to fight for
a small supply of limited hot water and
use one of the two eastern-style toilets
available to the 170 women. Lock-up
is at 4:30 p.m. Normally, all 170 women
are crammed into one sleeping shelter,
and are allowed 50 centimetres of
space on a folded blanket. The building is partially open, so the prisoners
are constantly wet during rainy season.

c l i p p i n g s : c o u r t e s y i n d e p e n d e n t n e w s pa p e r s .

FREE
SPIRIT

While she was living in
Thailand from 1993 to 1995,
Linda became aware of the
challenges facing the imprisoned women, through her
links with the expatriate community. “After the women
were jailed, the wife of the
South African ambassador at
the time asked a group of us if
we would like to visit them for
moral, financial and material
support,” Linda recalls. Although, for others, interest in
visiting the women waned with
time, Linda felt passionate about
trying to alleviate the grim conditions of prison life, and
continued to visit every two
FAR LEFT: Gladys
Naidoo has been
or three weeks until she left
in prison in Bangkok
Thailand. “It gladdened my
since 1994. LEFT: Linda
heart to bring them some
Morris. FAR RIGHT:
News reports about
sunshine,” Linda says, who
local drug mules in
has sent letters to everyone
overseas prisons.
from Richard Branson to
Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Tutu, highlighting the plight of
the prisoners and hoping to get them
released. “In no way have I ever condoned what they did, but I have tried
not to stand in judgment of their actions, either.”

connections

“I admire Gladys’s

Like many others, financial hardking of Thailand. Gibson visited the
ship was the impetus behind Gladys’s
head of corrections in Thailand to
enquire about the progress of outdecision to become a mule. “A desperate situation required a desperate
standing pardon applications, and was
measure, but this decision has gotten
told that the king grants just one out
of thousands a month.
out of hand,” she once wrote to Linda.
Despite the agonising progress, the
“No words can express the pain, hurt
and agony I have been through, and
courage of Gladys and the others like
her is admirable. Gibson says: “I found
have put my family through.” And
when the drug traffickers’ strategy
them all to be in good health and spirits,
is understood, one has to wonder
which is quite remarkable, considering
whether the punishment fits the crime.
the circumstances in which they now
“Syndicates recruit several mules at to Douglas Gibson, South Africa’s am- find themselves.”
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narcotics,” Linda explains. “But they on to President Zuma. He confirms the kindness effect
also designate some as decoys, who are South Africa’s stance: “The govern- Gladys’s friendship has given Linda
then arrested by airport customs offi- ment will not interfere with the course the opportunity to reflect on aspects
cials after a tip-off from the syndicates. of justice in foreign countries, and the of life that we often take for granted.
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‘Take my baby back to Cape Town’

ZARA NICHOLSON
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documents, having her
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confused; she didn’t
understand a word of Spanish.

cowering figures inside were a
scared Peruvian woman and
another South African.
“The place was so dark that I
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