
transforming a life 
lesley greensmith 

II began on 15 May 1986 - a 
particularly miserable, cold day 

at the Port Elizabeth advice office. 
There was nothing much we could 
do for the majority of the hungry 
and depressed people desperately 
needing work. 

Towards the end of the morning, 
Mellisango Johnson, aged 38, came 
in. Through an interpreter he told 
me he was angry and bitter he had 
bw:n released from prison 13 days 
earlier after serving a two-year 
sentence lor a crime he did not 
commit. 

During his time in prison he had 
lost his job and his home and was 
now totally destitute, without food, 
shelter or even sufficient clothes to 
keep warm. M r Johnson had been 
convicted of culpable homicide. At 
his trial he had had no legal 
representation and was sentenced 
to four years" imprisonment. He 
was unable to read and write and 
was very depressed. As he was not 
very articulate he was not able to 
tell me what he wanted me todo , or 
how I could help him. His 
immediate need was food, so the 
first thing I did was to ask a local 
church to supply him with a food 
parcel. A l l I could get out o( Mr 
Johnson was that he was angry. *| 
didn't do it! ' kept coming through. 

Wanting to show him that I 
sympathised, but really feeling 
there was nothing to be done, 1 
phoned a sympathetic advocate at 
the Legal Resources Centre. 

Jeremy Pickering listened to the 
story and like me was sympathetic 
but pessimistic. However, despite a 
busy schedule Jeremy asked me to 
send Mr Johnson over and he 
would see him out o f compassion 
and in an attempt to explain the 
situation to him. 

The case went out of my mirtd.as 
I was caught up with other 
problems. A few weeks later I 
received a call from a jubilant 
Jeremy telling ine that he had a case 
- as it turned out. a very good 

case indeed. Upon investigation 
Jeremy had found out that while 
Mr Johnson was in prison he had 
lodged a 'jail appeal' and had been 
granted leave to appeal by a 
Supreme Court judge. This jai l 
appeal came before the Supreme 
Court on 18 May 1984: it was 
upheld and the conviction and 
sentence were set aside on that day. 
But the court decision was not acted 
upon and Mellisango Johnson was 
kept in prison for a further two 
years! 

In a letter to the Minister of 
Jus t i ce c l a i m i n g R I 5 0 000 
damages, the Legal Resources 
Centre said that despite M r 
Johnson's being entitled to release 
from prison immediately, he was 
held until 2 May 1986 — two years 
later. M r Johnson, being unable to 
read or write, had asked a fellow 
prisoner to fill in the forms for his 
appeal. These were then given to a 
sergeant at St Albans Prison. He 
was then told he could appeal but 
had to get his own attorney. As he 
was in no position to instruct an 
attorney and had heard nothing else 
about his appeal, he presumed the 
whole thing had fallen through. 

At no time during his imprison­
ment did he hear whether his appeal 
would be heard, that i t had been 
heard or the outcome. 

To cut a long story short - after 
legal wrangling M r Johnson 
decided to accept an offer of 
compensation of R50 000 in an out-
of-court settlement by the Minister 
of Law and Order. It may have been 
a fortune for Mellisango Johnson. 
but debatable whether it was worth 
several, years of his freedom. The 
Legal Resources Centre arranged 
that M r Johnson obtain expert 
ad\ ice on how to invest his money. 

A happy ending to a sad story: 
but is this the tip of the iceberg? 
However, it is an encouraging case 
for all advice office workers. 

Just keep trying, sometimes it 
pays off - handsomely. • 


