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Excerpts

A COUNTRY CHILDHOOD

Part One

THE VILLAGE OF QUNU was situated in a narrow, grassy valley crisscrossed by
clear streams, and overlooked by green hills. It consisted of no more than a few
hundred people who lived in huts, known as rondavels, which were beehive-shaped
structures of mud walls, with a wooden pole in the center holding up a peaked, grass
roof. The floor was made of crushed ant-heap, the hard dome of excavated earth above
an ant colony, and was kept smooth by smearing it regularly with fresh cow dung. The
smoke from the hearth escaped through the roof, and the only opening was a low
doorway one had to stoop to walk through. The rondavels were generally grouped
together in a residential area that was some distance away from the maize fields. There
were no roads, only paths through the grass worn away by barefooted boys and
women. The women and children of the village wore blankets dyed in ocher; only the
few Christians in the village wore Western-style clothing. Cattle, sheep, goats, and
horses grazed together in common pastures. The land around Qunu was mostly
treeless except for a cluster of poplars on a hill overlooking the village. The land itself
was owned by the state. With very few exceptions, Africans at the time did not enjoy
private title to land in South Africa but were tenants paying rent annually to the
government. In the area, there were two small primary schools, a general store, and a
dipping tank to rid the cattle of ticks and diseases.

Maize (what we called mealies and people in the West call corn), sorghum, beans, and
pumpkins formed the largest portion of our diet, not because of any inherent
preference for these foods, but because the people could not afford anything richer.



The wealthier families in our village supplemented their diets with tea, coffee, and
sugar, but for most people in Qunu these were exotic luxuries far beyond their means.
The water used for farming, cooking, and washing had to be fetched in buckets from
streams and springs. This was woman's work, and indeed, Qunu was a village of
women and children: most of the men spent the greater part of the year working on
remote farms or in the mines along the Reef, the great ridge of gold-bearing rock and
shale that forms the southern boundary of Johannesburg. They returned perhaps twice
a year, mainly to plow their fields. The hoeing, weeding, and harvesting were left to
the women and children. Few if any of the people in the village knew how to read or
write, and the concept of education was still a foreign one to many.

My mother presided over three rondavels at Qunu which, as I remember, were always
filled with the babies and children of my relations. In fact, I hardly recall any occasion
as a child when I was alone. In African culture, the sons and daughters of one's aunts
or uncles are considered brothers and sisters, not cousins. We do not make the same
distinctions among relations practiced by Europeans. We have no half brothers or half
sisters. My mother's sister is my mother; my uncle's son is my brother; my brother's
child is my son, my daughter.

Of my mother's three huts, one was used for cooking, one for sleeping, and one for
storage. In the hut in which we slept, there was no furniture in the Western sense. We
slept on mats and sat on the ground. I did not discover pillows until I went away to
school. The stove on which my mother cooked was a three-legged iron pot that rested
on a grate over a hole in the ground. Everything we ate we grew and made ourselves.
My mother planted and harvested her own mealies. After harvesting the mealies, the
women ground the kernels between two stones. A portion of this was made into bread,
while the rest was dried and stored in pots. Unlike mealies, which were sometimes in
short supply, milk from our cows and goats was always plentiful.

From an early age, I spent most of my free time in the veld playing and fighting with
the other boys of the village. A boy who remained at home tied to his mother's apron
strings was regarded as a sissy. At night, I shared my food and blanket with these
same boys. I was no more than five when I became a herd-boy, looking after sheep
and calves in the fields. I discovered the almost mystical attachment that the Xhosa
have for cattle, not only as a source of food and wealth, but as a blessing from God
and a source of happiness. It was in the fields that I learned how to knock birds out of
the sky with a slingshot, to gather wild honey and fruits and edible roots, to drink
warm, sweet milk straight from the udder of a cow, to swim in the clear, cold streams,
and to catch fish with twine and sharpened bits of wire. 1 learned to stick-fight--
essential knowledge to any rural African boy--and became adept at its various
techniques, parrying blows, feinting in one direction and striking in another, breaking
away from an opponent with quick footwork. From these days I date my love of the
veld, of open spaces, the simple beauties of nature, the clean line of the horizon.



As boys, we were mostly left to our own devices. We played with toys we made
ourselves. We molded animals and birds out of clay. We made ox-drawn sleighs out of
tree branches. Nature was our playground. The hills above Qunu were dotted with
large smooth rocks which we transformed into our own roller coaster. We sat on flat
stones and slid down the face of the large rocks. We did this until our backsides were
so sore we could hardly sit down. I learned to ride by sitting atop weaned calves--after
being thrown to the ground several times, one got the hang of it.

I learned my lesson one day from an unruly donkey. We had been taking turns
climbing up and down its back and when my chance came I jumped on and the donkey
bolted into a nearby thornbush. It bent its head, trying to unseat me, which it did, but
not before the thorns had pricked and scratched my face, embarrassing me in front of
my friends. Like the people of the East, Africans have a highly developed sense of
dignity, or what the Chinese call "face". I had lost face among my friends. Even
though it was a donkey that unseated me, I learned that to humiliate another person is
to make him suffer an unnecessarily cruel fate. Even as a boy, I defeated my
opponents without dishonoring them.

Usually the boys played among themselves, but we sometimes allowed our sisters to
join us. Boys and girls would play games like ndize (hide-and-seek) and icekwa
(touch-and-run). But the game I most enjoyed playing with the girls was what we
called khetha, or choose-the-one-you-like. This was not so much an organized game,
but a spur-of-the-moment sport that took place when we accosted a group of girls our
own age and demanded that each select the boy she loved. Our rules dictated that the
girl's choice be respected and once she had chosen her favorite, she was free to
continue on her journey escorted by the lucky boy she loved. But the girls were
nimble-witted--far cleverer than we doltish lads--and would often confer among
themselves and choose one boy, usually the plainest fellow, and then tease him all the
way home.

The most popular game for boys was thinti, and like most boys' games it was a
youthful approximation of war. Two sticks, used as targets, would be driven firmly
into the ground in an upright position about one hundred feet apart. The goal of the
game was for each team to hurl sticks at the opposing target and knock it down. We
each defended our own target and attempted to prevent the other side from retrieving
the sticks that had been thrown over. As we grew older, we organized matches against
boys from neighboring villages, and those who distinguished themselves in these
fraternal battles were greatly admired, as generals who achieve great victories in war
are justly celebrated.

After games such as these, I would return to my mother's kraal where she was
preparing supper. Whereas my father once told stories of historic battles and heroic
Xhosa warriors, my mother would enchant us with Xhosa legends and fables that had



come down from numberless generations. These tales stimulated my childish
imagination, and usually contained some moral lesson. I recall one story my mother
told us about a traveler who was approached by an old woman with terrible cataracts
on her eyes. The woman asked the traveler for help, and the man averted his eyes.
Then another man came along and was approached by the old woman. She asked him
to clean her eyes, and even though he found the task unpleasant, he did as she asked.
Then, miraculously, the scales fell from the old woman's eyes and she became young
and beautiful. The man married her and became wealthy and prosperous. It is a simple
tale, but its message is an enduring one: virtue and generosity will be rewarded in
ways that one cannot know.

Like all Xhosa children, I acquired knowledge mainly through observation. We were
meant to learn through imitation and emulation, not through questions. When I first
visited the homes of whites, I was often dumbfounded by the number and nature of
questions that children asked of their parents--and their parents' unfailing willingness
to answer them. In my household, questions were considered a nuisance; adults
imparted information as they considered necessary.

My life, and that of most Xhosas at the time, was shaped by custom, ritual, and taboo.
This was the alpha and omega of our existence, and went unquestioned. Men followed
the path laid out for them by their fathers; women led the same lives as their mothers
had before them. Without being told, I soon assimilated the elaborate rules that
governed the relations between men and women. I discovered that a man may not
enter a house where a woman has recently given birth, and that a newly married
woman may not enter the kraal of her new home without her husband's permission. I
also learned that to neglect one's ancestors would bring ill-fortune and failure in life. If
you dishonored your ancestors in some fashion, the only way to atone for that lapse
was to consult with a traditional healer or tribal elder, who communicated with the
ancestors and conveyed profound apologies. All of these beliefs seemed perfectly
natural to me.

I came across few whites as a boy at Qunu. The local magistrate, of course, was white,
as was the nearest shopkeeper. Occasionally white travelers or policemen passed
through our area. These whites appeared as grand as gods to me, and I was aware that
they were to be treated with a mixture of fear and respect. But their role in my life was
a distant one, and I thought little if at all about the white man in general or relations
between my own people and these curious and remote figures.

The only rivalry between different clans or tribes in our small world at Qunu was that
between the Xhosas and the Mfengu, a small number of whom lived in our village.
The Mfengu arrived on the eastern Cape after fleeing from Shaka Zulu's armies in a
period known as the Mfecane, the great wave of battles and migrations between 1820
and 1840 set in motion by the rise of Shaka and the Zulu state, during which the Zulu



warrior sought to conquer and then unite all the tribes under military rule. The
Mfengu, who were not originally Xhosa-speakers, were refugees from the Mfecane
and were forced to do jobs that no other African would do. They worked on white
farms and in white businesses, something that was looked down upon by the more
established Xhosa tribes. But the Mfengu were an industrious people, and because of
their contact with Europeans, they were often more educated and "Western" than other
Africans.

When I was a boy, the Mfengu were the most advanced section of the community and
furnished our clergymen, policemen, teachers, clerks, and interpreters. They were also
amongst the first to become Christians, to build better houses, and to use scientific
methods of agriculture, and they were wealthier than their Xhosa compatriots. They
confirmed the missionaries' axiom, that to be Christian was to be civilized, and to be
civilized was to be Christian. There still existed some hostility toward the Mfengu, but
in retrospect, I would attribute this more to jealousy than tribal animosity. This local
form of tribalism that I observed as a boy was relatively harmless. At that stage, I did
not witness nor even suspect the violent tribal rivalries that would subsequently be
promoted by the white rulers of South Africa.

My father did not subscribe to local prejudice toward the Mfengu and befriended two
Mfengu brothers, George and Ben Mbekela. The brothers were an exception in Qunu:
they were educated and Christian. George, the older of the two, was a retired teacher
and Ben was a police sergeant. Despite the proselytizing of the Mbekela brothers, my
father remained aloof from Christianity and instead reserved his own faith for the great
spirit of the Xhosas, Qamata, the God of his fathers. My father was an unofficial priest
and presided over ritual slaughtering of goats and calves and officiated at local
traditional rites concerning planting, harvest, birth, marriage, initiation ceremonies,
and funerals. He did not need to be ordained, for the traditional religion of the Xhosas
is characterized by a cosmic wholeness, so that there is little distinction between the
sacred and the secular, between the natural and the supernatural.

While the faith of the Mbekela brothers did not rub off on my father, it did inspire my
mother, who became a Christian. In fact, Fanny was literally her Christian name, for
she had been given it in church. It was due to the influence of the Mbekela brothers
that I myself was baptized into the Methodist, or Wesleyan Church as it was then
known, and sent to school. The brothers would often see me playing or minding sheep
and come over to talk to me. One day, George Mbekela paid a visit to my mother.
"Your son is a clever young fellow," he said. "He should go to school." My mother
remained silent. No one in my family had ever attended school and my mother was
unprepared for Mbekela's suggestion. But she did relay it to my father, who despite--or
perhaps because of--his own lack of education immediately decided that his youngest
son should go to school.



The schoolhouse consisted of a single room, with a Western-style roof, on the other
side of the hill from Qunu. I was seven years old, and on the day before I was to begin,
my father took me aside and told me that I must be dressed properly for school. Until
that time, I, like all the other boys in Qunu, had worn only a blanket, which was
wrapped around one shoulder and pinned at the waist. My father took a pair of his
trousers and cut them at the knee. He told me to put them on, which I did, and they
were roughly the correct length, although the waist was far too large. My father then
took a piece of string and cinched the trousers at the waist. I must have been a comical
sight, but I have never owned a suit I was prouder to wear than my father's cut-off
pants.

On the first day of school, my teacher, Miss Mdingane, gave each of us an English
name and said that from thenceforth that was the name we would answer to in school.
This was the custom among Africans in those days and was undoubtedly due to the
British bias of our education. The education I received was a British education, in
which British ideas, British culture, British institutions, were automatically assumed to
be superior. There was no such thing as African culture.

Africans of my generation--and even today--generally have both an English and an
African name. Whites were either unable or unwilling to pronounce an African name,
and considered it uncivilized to have one. That day, Miss Mdingane told me that my
new name was Nelson. Why she bestowed this particular name upon me I have no
idea. Perhaps it had something to do with the great British sea captain Lord Nelson,
but that would be only a guess.

Because of the universal respect the regent enjoyed--from both black and white--and
the seemingly untempered power that he wielded, I saw chieftaincy as being the very
center around which life revolved. The power and influence of chieftaincy pervaded
every aspect of our lives in Mghekezweni and was the preeminent means through
which one could achieve influence and status.

My later notions of leadership were profoundly influenced by observing the regent and
his court. I watched and learned from the tribal meetings that were regularly held at
the Great Place. These were not scheduled, but were called as needed, and were held
to discuss national matters such as a drought, the culling of cattle, policies ordered by
the high commissioner or magistrate, or new laws decreed by the government. All
Thembus were free to come--and a great many did, on horseback or by foot.

On these occasions, the regent was surrounded by his amapakati, literally "the middle
ones," a group of councilors of high rank who functioned as the regent's parliament
and judiciary. They were wise men who retained the knowledge of tribal history and
custom in their heads and whose opinions carried great weight.



Letters advising these chiefs and headmen of a meeting were dispatched from the
regent, and soon the Great Place became alive with important visitors and travelers
from all over Thembuland. The guests would gather in the courtyard in front of the
regent's house and he would open the meeting by thanking everyone for coming and
explaining why he had summoned them. From that point on, he would not utter
another word until the meeting was nearing its end.

Everyone who wanted to speak did so. It was democracy in its purest form. There may
have been a hierarchy of importance among the speakers, but everyone was heard,
chief and subject, warrior and medicine man, shopkeeper and farmer, landowner and
laborer. People spoke without interruption and the meetings lasted for many hours.
The foundation of self-government was that all men were free to voice their opinions
and equal in their value as citizens. (Women, I am afraid, were deemed second-class
citizens.)

A great banquet was served during the day, and I often gave myself a bellyache by
eating too much while listening to speaker after speaker. I noticed how some speakers
rambled and never seemed to get to the point. I grasped how others came to the matter
at hand directly, and who made a set of arguments succinctly and cogently. I observed
how some speakers used emotion and dramatic language, and tried to move the
audience with such techniques, while other speakers were sober and even, and
shunned emotion.

At first, I was astonished by the vehemence--and candor--with which people criticized
the regent. He was not above criticism--in fact, he was often the principal target of it.
But no matter how flagrant the charge, the regent simply listened, not defending
himself, showing no emotion at all.

The meetings would continue until some kind of consensus was reached. They ended
in unanimity or not at all. Unanimity, however, might be an agreement to disagree, to
wait for a more propitious time to propose a solution. Democracy meant all men were
to be heard, and a decision was taken together as a people. Majority rule was a foreign
notion. A minority was not to be crushed by a majority.

Only at the end of the meeting, as the sun was setting, would the regent speak. His
purpose was to sum up what had been said and form some consensus among the
diverse opinions. But no conclusion was forced on people who disagreed. If no
agreement could be reached, another meeting would be held. At the very end of the
council, a praise-singer or poet would deliver a panegyric to the ancient kings, and a
mixture of compliments to and satire on the present chiefs, and the audience, led by
the regent, would roar with laughter.

As a leader, I have always followed the principles I first saw demonstrated by the
regent at the Great Place. | have always endeavored to listen to what each and every
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person in a discussion had to say before venturing my own opinion. Oftentimes, my
own opinion will simply represent a consensus of what I heard in the discussion. |
always remember the regent's axiom: a leader, he said, is like a shepherd. He stays
behind the flock, letting the most nimble go out ahead, whereupon the others follow,
not realizing that all along they are being directed from behind.

Chief Joyi

The most ancient of the chiefs who regaled the gathered elders with ancient tales was
Zwelibhangile Joyi, a son from the Great House of King Ngubengcuka. Chief Joyi was
so old that his wrinkled skin hung on him like a loose-fitting coat. His stories unfolded
slowly and were often punctuated by a great wheezing cough, which would force him
to stop for minutes at a time. Chief Joyi was the great authority on the history of the
Thembus in large part because he had lived through so much of it.

But as grizzled as Chief Joyi often seemed, the decades fell off him when he spoke of
having been a young impi, or warrior, in the army of King Ngangelizwe fighting the
British. In pantomime, Chief Joyi would fling his spear and creep along the veld as he
narrated the victories and defeats. He spoke of Ngangelizwe's heroism, generosity, and
humility, and how honored he was to fight for such a leader.

Not all of Chief Joyi's stories revolved around the Thembus. When he first spoke of
non-Xhosa warriors, I wondered why. I was like a boy who worships a local soccer
hero and is not interested in a national soccer star with whom he has no connection.
Only later was I moved by the broad sweep of African history, and the deeds of all
African heroes regardless of tribe.

Chief Joyi railed against the white man, who he believed had deliberately sundered the
Xhosa tribe, dividing brother from brother. The white man had told the Thembus that
their true chief was the great white queen across the ocean and that they were her
subjects. But the white queen brought nothing but misery and perfidy to the black
people, and if she was a chief she was an evil chief. Chief Joyi's war stories and his
indictment of the British made me feel angry and cheated, as though I had already
been robbed of my own birthright.

Chief Joyi said that the African people lived in relative peace until the coming of the
abelungu, the white people, who arrived from across the sea with fire-breathing
weapons. Once, he said, the Thembu, the Mpondo, the Xhosa, and the Zulu were all
children of one father, and lived as brothers. The white man shattered the abantu, the
fellowship, of the various tribes. The white man was hungry and greedy for land, and
the black man shared the land with him as they shared the air and water; land was not
for man to possess. But the white man took the land as you might seize another man's
horse.
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I did not yet know that the real history of our country was not to be found in standard
British textbooks, which claimed South Africa began with the landing of Jan Van
Riebeeck at the Cape of Good Hope in 1652. It was from Chief Joyi that I began to
discover that the history of the Bantu-speaking peoples began far to the north, in a
country of lakes and green plains and valleys, and that slowly over the millennia we
made our way down to the very tip of this great continent. However, I later discovered
that Chief Joyi's account of African history, particularly after 1652, was not always so
accurate.

Initiation

That first night, at midnight, an attendant, or khaukatha, crept around the hut, gently
waking each of us. We were then instructed to leave the hut and go tramping through
the night to bury our foreskins. The traditional reason for this practice was so that our
foreskins would be hidden before wizards could use them for evil purposes, but,
symbolically, we were also burying our youth. I did not want to leave the warm hut
and wander through the bush in the darkness, but I walked into the trees and, after a
few minutes, untied my foreskin and buried it in the earth. I felt as though I had now
discarded the last remnant of my childhood.

We lived in our two huts thirteen in each while our wounds healed. When outside the
huts, we were covered in blankets, for we were not allowed to be seen by women. It
was a period of quietude, a kind of spiritual preparation for the trials of manhood that
lay ahead. On the day of our reemergence, we went down to the river early in the
morning to wash away the white ocher in the waters of the Mbashe. Once we were
clean and dry, we were coated in red ocher. The tradition was that one should sleep
with a woman, who later may become one's wife, and she rubs off the pigment with
her body. In my case, however, the ocher was removed with a mixture of fat and lard.

At the end of our seclusion, the lodges and all their contents were burned, destroying
our last links to childhood, and a great ceremony was held to welcome us as men to
society. Our families, friends, and local chiefs gathered for speeches, songs, and gift-
giving. I was given two heifers and four sheep, and felt far richer than I ever had
before. I who had never owned anything suddenly possessed property. It was a heady
feeling, even though my gifts were paltry next to those of Justice, who inherited an
entire herd. I was not jealous of Justice's gifts. He was the son of a king; I was merely
destined to be a counselor to a king. I felt strong and proud that day. I remember
walking differently on that day, straighter, taller, firmer. I was hopeful, and thinking
that I might someday have wealth, property, and status.
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Principal

The principal of Healdtown was Dr. Arthur Wellington, a stout and stuffy Englishman
who boasted of his connection to the duke of Wellington. At the outset of assemblies,
Dr. Wellington would walk onstage and say, in his deep bass voice, "I am the
descendant of the great duke of Wellington, aristocrat, statesman, and general, who
crushed the Frenchman Napoleon at Waterloo and thereby saved civilization for
Europe-- and for you, the natives." At this, we would all enthusiastically applaud, each
of us profoundly grateful that a descendant of the great duke of Wellington would take
the trouble to educate natives such as ourselves. The educated Englishman was our
model; what we aspired to be were "black Englishmen," as we were sometimes
derisively called. We were taught -- and believed -- that the best ideas were English
ideas, the best government was English government, and the best men were
Englishmen.
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JOHANNESBURG

Gold Mines

IT WAS DAWN when we reached the offices of Crown Mines, which were located on
the plateau of a great hill overlooking the still dark metropolis. Johannesburg was a
city built up around the discovery of gold on the Witwaterstrand in 1886, and Crown
Mines was the largest gold mine in the city of gold. I expected to see a grand building
like the government offices in Umtata, but the Crown Mine offices were rusted tin
shanties on the face of the mine.

There i1s nothing magical about a gold mine. Barren and pockmarked, all dirt and no
trees, fenced in all sides, a gold mine resembles a war-torn battlefield. The noise was
harsh amd ubiquitous; the rasp of shaft-lifts, the jangling of power drills, the distant
rumble of dynamite, the barked orders. Everywhere I looked I saw black men in dusty
overalls looking tired and bent. They lived on the grounds in bleak, single-sex
barracks that contained hundreds of concrete bunks separated from each other by only
a few inches....

Most of these men were in the same hostel; miners were normally housed according to
tribe. The mining companies preferred such segregation because it prevented different
ethnic groups from uniting around a common grievance and reinforced the power of
the chiefs. The separation often resulted in factional fights between different ethnic
groups and clans, which the companies did not effectively discourage.
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Gaur Radebe

Gaur was his own man. He did not treat our employers with exaggerated courtesy, and
often chided them for their treatment of Africans. "You people stole our land from us,"
he would say, "and enslaved us. Now you are making us pay through the nose to get
the worst pieces of it back." One day, after I returned from doing an errand and
entered Mr. Sidelsky's office, Gaur turned to him and said, "Look, you sit there like a
lord whilst my chief runs around doing errands for you. The situation should be
reversed, and one day it will, and we will dump all of you into the sea."

Boxing

Although I had boxed a bit at Fort Hare, it was not until I had lived in Johannesburg
that I took up the sport in earnest. I was never an outstanding boxer. I was in the
heavyweight division, and I had neither enough power to compensate for my lack of
speed nor enough speed to make up for my lack of power. I did not enjoy the violence
of boxing so much as the science of it. I was intrigued by how one moved one's body
to protect oneself, how one used a strategy both to attack and retreat, how one paced
oneself over a match. Boxing is egalitarian. In the ring, rank, age, color, and wealth
are irrelevant. When you are circling your opponent, probing his strengths and
weaknesses, you are not thinking about his color or social status. I never did any real
fighting after I entered politics. My main interest was in training; I found the rigorous
exercise to be an excellent outlet for tension and stress. After a strenuous workout, I
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felt both mentally and physically lighter. It was a way of losing myself in something
that was not the struggle. After an evening's workout I would wake up the next
morning feeling strong and refreshed, ready to take up the fight again.

I attended the gym for one and a half hours each evening from Monday through
Thursday. I would go home directly after work, pick up Thembi, then drive to the
Community Center. We did an hour of exercise, some combination of roadwork,
skipping rope, calisthenics, or shadow boxing, followed by fifteen minutes of body
work, some weight lifting and then sparring. If we were training for a fight or a
tournament, we would extend the training time to two and a half hours.

We each took turns leading the training sessions in order to develop leadership,
initiative, and self-confidence. Thembi particularly enjoyed leading these sessions.
Things would get a bit rough for me on the nights that my son was in charge, for he
would single me out for criticism. He was quick to chastise me whenever | got lazy.
Everybody in the gym called me "Chief," an honorific he avoided, calling me "Mister
Mandela," and occasionally, when he felt sympathy for his old man, "My bra,"
township slang meaning "My brother." When he saw me loafing, he would say in a
stern voice, "Mister Mandela, you are wasting our time this evening. If you cannot
keep up, why not go home and sit with the old women." Everyone enjoyed these jibes
immensely, and it gave me pleasure to see my son so happy and confident.
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ROBBEN ISLAND: THE DARK YEARS

AT MIDNIGHT, I was awake and staring at the ceiling--images from the trial were
still rattling around in my head--when I heard steps coming down the hallway. I was
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locked in my own cell, away from the others. There was a knock at my door and I
could see Colonel Aucamp's face at the bars. "Mandela," he said in a husky whisper,
"are you awake?"

I told him I was. "You are a lucky man," he said. "We are taking you to a place where
you will have your freedom. You will be able to move around; you'll see the ocean and
the sky, not just gray walls."

He intended no sarcasm, but I well knew that the place he was referring to would not
afford me the freedom I longed for. He then remarked rather cryptically, "As long as
you don't make trouble, you'll get everything you want."

Aucamp then woke the others, all of whom were in a single cell, ordering them to
pack their things. Fifteen minutes later we were making our way through the iron
labyrinth of Pretoria Local, with its endless series of clanging metal doors echoing in
our ears.

Once outside, the seven of us--Walter, Raymond, Govan, Kathy, Andrew, Elias, and
myself--were handcuffed and piled into the back of a police van. It was well after
midnight, but none of us was tired, and the atmosphere was not at all somber. We sat
on the dusty floor, singing and chanting, reliving the final moments of the trial. The
warders provided us with sandwiches and cold drinks and Lieutenant Van Wyck was
perched in the back with us. He was a pleasant fellow, and during a lull in the singing,
he offered his unsolicited opinion on our future. "Well," he said, "you chaps won't be
in prison long. The demand for your release is too strong. In a year or two, you will
get out and you will return as national heroes. Crowds will cheer you, everyone will
want to be your friend, women will want you. Ag, you fellows have it made." We
listened without comment, but I confess his speech cheered me considerably.
Unfortunately, his prediction turned out to be off by nearly three decades.

We were departing quietly, secretly, under a heavy police escort, in the middle of the
night, and in less than half an hour we found ourselves at a small military airport
outside the city. We were hustled onto a Dakota, a large military transport plane that
had seen better days. There was no heat, and we shivered in the belly of the plane.
Some of the others had never flown before and they seemed more anxious about our
voyage than our destination; bumping up and down in a plane at fifteen thousand feet
seemed far more perilous than being locked in a cell behind high walls.

After about an hour in the air, dawn lightened the terrain below. The plane had
portholes, and as soon as we could see in the half-light, my comrades pressed their
faces to the glass. We flew southeast, over the dry, flat plains of the Orange Free State
and the green and mountainous Cape peninsula. I, too, craned to see out the portholes,
examining the scenery not as a tourist but as a strategist, looking for areas where a
guerrilla army might hide itself.
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There had been a running argument since the formation of MK as to whether the
countryside of South Africa could support a guerrilla army. Most of the High
Command thought that it could not. When we flew over a wooded, mountainous area
called Matroosberg in the Cape, I yelled to my colleagues that here was terrain where
we could fight. The men became excited and craned to get a better look, and indeed,
the heavily forested area appeared as though it could shelter a nascent guerrilla force.

Minutes later we approached the outskirts of Cape Town. Soon, we could see the little
matchbox houses of the Cape Flats, the gleaming towers of downtown, and the
horizontal top of Table Mountain. Then, out in Table Bay, in the dark blue waters of
the Atlantic, we could make out the misty outline of Robben Island.

We landed on a military airstrip on one end of the island. It was a grim, overcast day,
and when I stepped out of the plane, the cold winter wind whipped through our thin
prison uniforms. We were met by guards with automatic weapons; the atmosphere was
tense but quiet, unlike the boisterous reception I had received on my arrival on the
island two years before.

We were driven to the old jail, an isolated stone building, where we were ordered to
strip while standing outside. One of the ritual indignities of prison life is that when
you are transferred from one prison to another, the first thing that happens is that you
change from the garb of the old prison to that of the new. When we were undressed,
we were thrown the plain khaki uniforms of Robben Island.

Apartheid's regulations extended even to clothing. All of us, except Kathy, received
short trousers, an insubstantial jersey, and a canvas jacket. Kathy, the one Indian
among us, was given long trousers. Normally Africans would receive sandals made
from car tires, but in this instance we were given shoes. Kathy, alone, received socks.
Short trousers for Africans were meant to remind us that we were "boys." I put on the
short trousers that day, but I vowed that I would not put up with them for long.

The warders pointed with their guns where they wanted us to go, and barked their
orders in simple one-word commands: "Move!" "Silence!" "Halt!" They did not
threaten us in the swaggering way that I recalled from my previous stay, and betrayed
no emotion.

The old jail was only temporary quarters for us. The authorities were in the process of
finishing an entirely separate maximum-security structure for political prisoners.
While there, we were not permitted to go outside or have any contact with other
prisoners.

The fourth morning we were handcuffed and taken in a covered truck to a prison
within a prison. This new structure was a one-story rectangular stone fortress with a
flat cement courtyard in the center, about one hundred feet by thirty feet. It had cells
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on three of the four sides. The fourth side was a twenty-foot-high wall with a catwalk
patrolled by guards with German shepherds.

The three lines of cells were known as sections A, B, and C, and we were put in
section B, on the easternmost side of the quadrangle. We were each given individual
cells on either side of a long corridor, with half the cells facing the courtyard. There
were about thirty cells in all. The total number of prisoners in the single cells was
usually about twenty-four. Each cell had one window, about a foot square, covered
with iron bars. The cell had two doors: a metal gate or grille with iron bars on the
inside and a thick wooden door outside of that. During the day, only the grille was
locked; at night, the wooden door was locked as well.

The cells had been constructed hurriedly, and the walls were perpetually damp. Many
mornings, a small pool of water would have formed on the cold floor overnight. When
I raised this with the commanding officer, he told me our bodies would absorb the
moisture. We were each issued three blankets so flimsy and worn they were
practically transparent. Our bedding consisted of a single sisal, or straw, mat. Later we
were given a felt mat, and one placed the felt mat on top of the sisal one to provide
some softness. At that time of year, the cells were so cold and the blankets provided so
little warmth that we always slept fully dressed.

I was assigned a cell at the head of the corridor. It overlooked the courtyard and had a
small eye-level window. I could walk the length of my cell in three paces. When I lay
down, I could feel the wall with my feet and my head grazed the concrete at the other
side. The width was about six feet, and the walls were at least two feet thick. Each cell
had a white card posted outside of it with our name and our prison service [number.
Mine read, "N Mandela 466/64," which meant I was the 466th prisoner admitted to the
island in 1964. I was forty-six years old, a political prisoner with a life sentence, and
that small cramped space was to be my home for I knew not how long.

We were immediately joined by a number of prisoners who had been held in the
general section of the prison, a squat brick building not far from Section B. The
general prison, known as sections F and G, contained about a thousand mostly
common-law prisoners. As many as a quarter of them were political prisoners, and a
handful of those men were put with us in Section B. We were isolated from the
general prisoners for two reasons: we were considered risky from a security
perspective, but even more dangerous from a political standpoint. The authorities were
concerned we might "infect" the other prisoners with our political views.

Among the men put with us was George Peake, one of the founders of the South
African Coloured People's Organization, a Treason Trialist, and most recently a
member of the Cape Town City Council. He had been sentenced for planting
explosives outside a Cape Town prison. Dennis Brutus, another Coloured political
activist, was a poet and writer from Port Elizabeth imprisoned for violating his bans.
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We were also joined by Billy Nair, a longtime member of the Natal Indian Congress,
sentenced for sabotage as a member of Umkhonto we Sizwe.

Within a few days we had more company, including Neville Alexander, a prominent
Coloured intellectual and member of the Non-European Unity Movement, who had
formed a tiny radical offshoot called the Yu Chi Chan Club in Cape Town which
studied guerrilla warfare. Neville had a B.A. from the University of Cape Town and a
doctorate in German literature from Tubingen University in Germany. Along with
Neville, there was Fikile Bam, a law graduate of the University of Cape Town and
another member of the Yu Chi Chan Club; and Zephania Mothopeng, a member of the
PAC National Executive. Zeph had been a teacher in Orlando, and was a staunch
opponent of Bantu Education, and one of the most level-headed of the PAC's leaders.
Three aged peasants from the Transkei, sentenced for plotting to assassinate K. D.
Matanzima, now the chief minister of the "self-governing" Transkei, were also
imprisoned with us.

This became our core group of about twenty prisoners. Some I knew, some I had heard
of, while others I did not know at all. Normally, in prison, one of the few festive times
is seeing old friends and new faces, but the atmosphere in those first few weeks was so
oppressive we were not even able to greet each other. We had as many guards as
prisoners, and they enforced every regulation with threats and intimidation.

That first week we began the work that would occupy us for the next few months.
Each morning, a load of stones about the size of volleyballs was dumped by the
entrance to the courtyard. Using wheelbarrows, we moved the stones to the center of
the yard. We were given either four-pound hammers or fourteen-pound hammers for
the larger stones. Our job was to crush the stones into gravel. We were divided into
four rows, about a yard-and-a-half apart, and sat cross-legged on the ground. We were
each given a thick rubber ring, made from tires, in which to place the stones. The ring
was meant to catch flying chips of stone, but hardly ever did so. We wore makeshift
wire masks to protect our eyes.

Warders walked among us to enforce the silence. During those first few weeks,
warders from other sections and even other prisons came to stare at us as if we were a
collection of rare caged animals. The work was tedious and difficult; it was not
strenuous enough to keep us warm but it was demanding enough to make all our
muscles ache.

June and July were the bleakest months on Robben Island. Winter was in the air, and
the rains were just beginning. It never seemed to go above forty degrees Fahrenheit.
Even in the sun, I shivered in my light khaki shirt. It was then that I first understood
the clich;aae of feeling the cold in one's bones. At noon we would break for lunch.
That first week all we were given was soup, which stank horribly. In the afternoon, we
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were permitted to exercise for half an hour under strict supervision. We walked briskly
around the courtyard in single file.

On one of our first days pounding rocks, a warder commanded Kathy to take a
wheelbarrow filled with gravel to the truck parked by the entrance. Kathy was a
slender fellow unused to hard physical labor. He could not budge the wheelbarrow.
The warders yelled: "Laat daardie kruiwa loop!" (Let that wheelbarrow move!) As
Kathy managed to nudge it forward, the wheelbarrow looked as if it would tip over,
and the warders began to laugh. Kathy, I could see, was determined not to give them
cause for mirth. I knew how to maneuver the wheelbarrows, and I jumped up to help
him. Before being ordered to sit down, I managed to tell Kathy to wheel it slowly, that
it was a matter of balance not strength. He nodded and then carefully moved the
wheelbarrow across the courtyard. The warders stopped smiling.

The next morning, the authorities placed an enormous bucket in the courtyard and
announced that it had to be half full by the end of the week. We worked hard and
succeeded. The following week, the warder in charge announced that we must now fill
the bucket three-quarters of the way. We worked with great diligence and succeeded.
The next week we were ordered to fill the bucket to the top. We knew we could not
tolerate this much longer, but said nothing. We even managed to fill the bucket all the
way, but the warders had provoked us. In stolen whispers we resolved on a policy: no
quotas. The next week we initiated our first go-slow strike on the island: we would
work at less than half the speed we had before to protest the excessive and unfair
demands. The guards immediately saw this and threatened us, but we would not
increase our pace, and we continued this go-slow strategy for as long as we worked in
the courtyard.

Robben Island had changed since I had been there for a fortnight's stay in 1962. In
1962, there were few prisoners; the place seemed more like an experiment than a full-
fledged prison. Two years later, Robben Island was without question the harshest,
most iron-fisted outpost in the South African penal system. It was a hardship station
not only for the prisoners but for the prison staff. Gone were the Coloured warders
who had supplied cigarettes and sympathy. The warders were white and
overwhelmingly  Afrikaans-speaking, and they demanded a master-servant
relationship. They ordered us to call them "baas," which we refused. The racial divide
on Robben Island was absolute: there were no black warders, and no white prisoners.

Moving from one prison to another always requires a period of adjustment. But
journeying to Robben Island was like going to another country. Its isolation made it
not simply another prison, but a world of its own, far removed from the one we had
come from. The high spirits with which we left Pretoria had been snuffed out by its
stern atmosphere; we were face to face with the realization that our life would be
unredeemably grim. In Pretoria, we felt connected to our supporters and our families;
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on the island, we felt cut off, and indeed we were. We had the consolation of being
with each other, but that was the only consolation. My dismay was quickly replaced
by a sense that a new and different fight had begun.

From the first day, I had protested about being forced to wear short trousers. I
demanded to see the head of the prison and made a list of complaints. The warders
ignored my protests, but by the end of the second week, I found a pair of old khaki
trousers unceremoniously dumped on the floor of my cell. No pin-striped three-piece
suit has ever pleased me as much. But before putting them on I checked to see if my
comrades had been issued trousers as well.

They had not, and I told the warder to take them back. I insisted that all African
prisoners must have long trousers. The warder grumbled, "Mandela, you say you want
long pants and then you don't want them when we give them to you." The warder
balked at touching trousers worn by a black man, and finally the commanding officer
himself came to my cell to pick them up. "Very well, Mandela," he said, "you are
going to have the same clothing as everyone else." I replied that if he was willing to
give me long trousers, why couldn't everyone else have them? He did not have an
answer.

IN JAIL, all prisoners are classified by the authorities as one of four categories: A, B,
C, or D. A is the highest classification and confers the most privileges; D is the lowest
and confers the least. All political prisoners, or what the authorities called "security
prisoners," were automatically classified as D on admission. The privileges affected
by these classifications included visits and letters, studies, and the opportunity to buy
groceries and incidentals all of which are the lifeblood of any prisoner. It normally
took years for a political prisoner to raise his status from D to C.

We disdained the classification system. It was corrupt and demeaning, another way of
repressing prisoners in general and political prisoners in particular. We demanded that
all political prisoners be in one category. Although we criticized it, we could not
ignore it: the classification system was an inflexible feature of prison life. If you
protested that, as a D Group prisoner, you could receive only one letter every six
months, the authorities would say, Improve your behavior, become a C Group
prisoner, and you will be able to receive two letters every six months. If you
complained that you did not receive enough food, the authorities would remind you
that if you were in A Group, you would be able to receive money orders from the
outside and purchase extra food at the prison canteen. Even a freedom fighter benefits
from the ability to buy groceries and books.

The classifications generally ran parallel to the length of one's sentence. If you were
sentenced to eight years, you would generally be classified as D for the first two years,
C for the next two, B for the following two, and A for the last two. But the prison
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authorities wielded the classification system as a weapon against political prisoners,
threatening to lower our hard-won classifications in order to control our behavior.

Though I had been in prison for nearly two years before I was taken to Robben Island,
I was still in D Group when I arrived. While I de- sired the privileges that came with
higher classifications, I refused to compromise my conduct. The fastest way to raise
one's classification was to be docile and not complain. "Ag, Mandela, you are a

troublemaker," the warders would say. "You will be in D Group for the rest of your
life."

Every six months, prisoners were called before the prison board to have their
classifications evaluated. The board was meant to assess our behavior in terms of
prison regulations, but we found that it preferred to act as a political tribunal rather
than a mere evaluator of behavior. During my first meeting with the board, the
officials asked me questions about the ANC and my beliefs. Although this had nothing
to with the classification system, I was vain enough to answer and think that [ might
convert them to my beliefs. It was one of the few times we were treated as human
beings, and I for one responded. Later I realized that this was simply a technique on
the part of the authorities to glean information from us, and I had fallen for it. Shortly
afterward, we agreed among ourselves not to discuss politics with the prison board.

As a D Group prisoner, | was entitled to have only one visitor, and to write and receive
only one letter every six months. I found this one of the most inhumane restrictions of
the prison system. Communication with one's family is a human right; it should not be
restricted by the artificial gradations of a prison system. But it was one of the facts of
prison life.

Visits and letters were restricted to "first degree" relatives. This was a restriction we
not only found irksome but racist. The African sense of immediate family i1s far
different from that of the European or Westerner. Our family structures are larger and
more inclusive; anyone who claims descent from a common ancestor is deemed part of
the same family.

In prison, the only thing worse than bad news about one's family is no news at all. It is
always harder to cope with the disasters and tragedies one imagines than with the
reality, however grim or disagreeable. A letter with ill tidings was always preferable to
no letter at all.

But even this miserable restriction was abused by the authorities. The anticipation of
mail was overwhelming. Mail call took place once a month, and sometimes six months
would go by without a letter. To be allowed one letter in six months and then not to
receive it is a great blow. One wonders: What has happened to my wife and children,
to my mother and my sisters? When I did not receive a letter I felt as dry and barren as
the Great Karroo desert. Often the authorities would withhold mail out of spite. I can
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remember warders saying, "Mandela, we have received a letter for you, but we cannot
give it to you." No explanation of why, or who the letter was from. It required all my
self-discipline not to explode at such times. Afterward, I would protest through the
proper channels, and sometimes get it.

When letters did arrive, they were cherished. A letter was like the summer rain that
could make even the desert bloom. When I was handed a letter by the authorities, |
would not rush forward and grab it as I felt like doing, but take it in a leisurely
manner. Though I yearned to tear it open and read it on the spot, I would not give the
authorities the satisfaction of seeing my eagerness, and I would return slowly to my
cell as though I had many things to occupy me before opening a letter from my family.

During the first few months, I received one letter from Winnie, but it was so heavily
censored that not much more than the salutation was left. The island's censors would
black out the offending passages in ink, but they later changed this when they realized
we could wash away the ink and see what was underneath. They began to use razors to
slice out whole paragraphs. Since most letters were written on both sides of a single
piece of paper, the material on the other side would also be excised. They seemed to
relish delivering letters in tatters. The censorship delayed the delivery of mail because
warders, some of whom were not proficient in English, might take as long as a month
to censor a letter. The letters we wrote were censored as well; they were often as cut
up as the letters we received.

At the end of August, after I had been on the island less than three months, I was
informed by the authorities that I would have a visitor the following day. They would
not tell me who it was. Walter was informed that he, too, would have a visitor, and I
suspected, I hoped, I wished--I believed that it would be a visit from Winnie and
Albertina.

From the moment Winnie learned we had been brought to the island, she had been
trying to arrange a visit. As a banned person, Winnie had to receive a special
dispensation from the minister of justice, for she was technically not permitted to
communicate with me.

Even with the help of the authorities, visiting Robben Island was not an easy
proposition. Visits were a maximum of thirty minutes long, and political prisoners
were not permitted contact visits, in which the visitor and prisoner were in the same
room.

Visits did not seem to be planned in advance by the authorities. One day, they would
contact your wife and say, "You have permission to visit your husband tomorrow."
This was enormously inconvenient, and often had the effect of making visits
impossible. If a family member was able to plan a visit in advance, the authorities
would sometimes deliberately delay issuing a permit until after the plane had departed.
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Since most of the men's families lived far from the Cape and had very little money,
visits by family members were often far beyond their means. Some men who came
from poor families did not see their wives for many years at a time, if at all. I knew of
men who spent a decade or more on Robben Island without a single visit.

The visiting room for noncontact visits was cramped and windowless. On the
prisoner's side, there was a row of five cubicles with small square pieces of glass that
looked out on identical cubicles on the other side. One sat in a chair and looked
through the thick, smudged glass that had a few small holes drilled into it to permit
conversation. One had to talk very loudly to be heard. Later the authorities installed
microphones and speakers in front of the glass, a marginal improvement.

Walter and I were called to the visitors' office in the late morning and took seats at the
far end of the room. I waited with some anxiety, and suddenly, filling out the glass on
the other side of the window was Winnie's lovely face. Winnie always dressed up for
prison visits, and tried to wear something new and elegant. It was tremendously
frustrating not to be able to touch my wife, to speak tenderly to her, to have a private
moment together. We had to conduct our relationship at a distance under the eyes of
people we despised.

I could see immediately that Winnie was under tremendous strain. Seeing me in such
circumstances must have been trying. Just getting to the island itself was difficult, and
added to that were the harsh rituals of the prison, the undoubted indignities of the
warders, and the impersonality of the contact.

Winnie, I later discovered, had recently received a second banning order and had been
terminated from her job at the Child Welfare Office as a result. Her office was
searched by the police shortly before she was fired. The authorities were convinced
that Winnie was in secret communication with me. Winnie loved her job as a social
worker. It was the hands-on end of the struggle: placing babies with adoptive parents,
finding work for the unemployed and medical help for the uninsured. The banning and
harassment of my wife greatly troubled me: I could not look after her and the children,
and the state was making it difficult for her to look after herself. My powerlessness
gnawed at me.

Our conversation was awkward at first, and was not made easier by the presence of
two warders standing directly behind her and three behind me. Their role was not only
to monitor but to intimidate. Regulations dictated that conversation had to be in either
English or Afrikaans-- African languages were forbidden and could involve family
matters only. Any line of talk that departed from the family and verged on the political
might mean the abrupt termination of the visit. If one mentioned a name unfamiliar to
the warders, they would interrupt the conversation, and ask who the person was and
the nature of the relationship. This happened often, as the warders were generally
unfamiliar with the variety and nature of African names. It was frustrating to spend
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precious minutes of one's visit explaining to a warder the different branches of one's
family tree. But their ignorance also worked in our favor: it allowed us to invent code
names for people we wanted to talk about and pretend that we were referring to family
members.

That first visit was important, for I knew that Winnie was anxious about my health:
she had heard stories that we were being physically abused. I quickly informed her
that I was fine and she could see that I was fit, though a bit thinner than before. She,
too, was thinner, something I always attributed to stress. After a visit in which
Winnie's face looked drawn or tense, I would urge her to put on a bit of weight. She
was always dieting, and [ was always telling her not to. I inquired one by one about all
the children, about my mother and sisters, and Winnie's own family.

Suddenly, I heard the warder behind me say, "Time up! Time up!" I turned and looked
at him with incredulity. It was impossible that half an hour had passed. But, in fact, he
was right; visits always seemed to go by in the blink of an eye. For all the years that I
was in prison, | never failed to be surprised when the warder called, "Time up!"
Winnie and I were both hustled from our chairs and we waved a quick farewell. 1
always felt like lingering after Winnie left, just to retain the sense of her presence, but
I would not let the warders see such emotion. As I walked back to the cell, I reviewed
in my head what we had talked about. Over the next days, weeks, and months, I would
return to that one visit again and again. I knew I would not be able to see my wife
again for at least six months. As it turned out, Winnie was not able to visit me for
another two years.

ONE MORNING in early January, as we lined up to be counted before beginning
work in the courtyard, we were instead marched outside and ordered into a covered
truck. It was the first time that we had left our compound. No announcement was
made as to our destination, but I had an idea of where we were headed. A few minutes
later we emerged from the truck in a place that I had first seen when I was on the
island in 1962: the lime quarry.

The lime quarry looked like an enormous white crater cut into a rocky hillside. The
cliffs and the base of the hillside were blindingly white. At the top of the quarry were
grass and palm trees, and at the base was a clearing with a few old metal sheds.

We were met by the commanding officer, Colonel Wessels, a rather colorless fellow
who cared only about strict adherence to prison regulations. We stood at attention as
he told us that the work we would be doing would last six months and afterward we
would be given light tasks for the duration of our terms. His timing was considerably
off. We remained at the quarry for the next thirteen years.

After the C.O.'s speech, we were handed picks and shovels and given rudimentary
instructions as to the mining of lime. Mining lime is not a simple task. That first day,
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we were clumsy with our new tools and extracted little. The lime itself, which is the
soft, calcified residue of seashells and coral, is buried in layers of rock, and one had to
break through to it with a pick, and then extract the seam of lime with a shovel. This
was far more strenuous than the work in the courtyard, and after our first few days on
the quarry we fell asleep immediately after our supper at 4:30 in the afternoon. We
woke the next morning aching and still tired.

The authorities never explained why we had been taken from the courtyard to the
quarry. They may simply have needed extra lime for the island's roads. But when we
later discussed the transfer, we assumed it was another way of enforcing discipline, of
showing us that we were not different from the general prisoners who worked in the
island's stone quarry-- and that we had to pay for our crimes just as they did. It was an
attempt to crush our spirits.

But those first few weeks at the quarry had the opposite effect on us. Despite blistered
and bleeding hands, we were invigorated. I much preferred being outside in nature,
being able to see grass and trees, to observe birds flitting overhead, to feel the wind
blowing in from the sea. It felt good to use all of one's muscles, with the sun at one's
back, and there was simple gratification in building up mounds of stone and lime.

Within a few days, we were walking to the quarry, rather than going by truck, and this
too was a tonic. During our twenty-minute march to the quarry, we got a better sense
of the island, and could see the dense brush and tall trees that covered our home, and
smell the eucalyptus blossoms, spot the occasional springbok or kudu grazing in the
distance. Although some of the men regarded the march as drudgery, I never did.

Although our work at the quarry was meant to show us that we were no different from
the other prisoners, the authorities still treated us like the lepers who once populated
the island. Sometimes we would see a group of common-law prisoners working by the
side of the road, and their warders would order them into the bushes so they would not
see us as we marched past. It was as if the mere sight of us might somehow affect their

discipline. Sometimes out of the corner of an eye we could see a prisoner raise his fist
in the ANC salute.

Near the quarry, the dirt road diverged, and to the right the general prisoners trooped
off to the rock quarry. This crossroads was later to become an important site of
communications with them. Where the road branched, we could see in the brush the
small white cottage where Robert Sobukwe lived. The house had been built for a black
warder years before, and now Sobukwe lived in it by himself. It was a tiny plot,
unkempt and overgrown, and one would not even know that anyone lived there, except
for the guard who stood in front.

Sobukwe's sentence had ended in 1963, but under what became known as the
Sobukwe clause of the General Law Amendment Act of 1963, the minister of justice
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could hold political prisoners indefinitely without charge. That is precisely what they
did with Bob. For six years, Sobukwe lived a kind of half-life on the island; he was a
free man who was denied his liberty. Sometimes we were able to get a glimpse of him
in his garden, but that was all.

After arriving in the morning, we would fetch our picks, shovels, hammers, and
wheelbarrows from a zinc shed at the top of the quarry. Then we would array
ourselves along the quarry face, usually in groups of three or four. Warders with
automatic weapons stood on raised platforms watching us. Unarmed warders walked
among us, urging us to work harder. "Gaan aan! Gaan aan!" (Go on! Go on!), they
would shout, as if we were oxen.

By eleven, when the sun was high in the sky, we would begin to flag. By that time, I
would already be drenched in sweat. The warders would then drive us even harder.
"Nee, man! Kom aan! Kom aan!" (No, man! Come on! Come on!), they would shout.
Just before noon, when we would break for lunch, we would pile the lime into
wheelbarrows and cart it over to the truck, which would take it away.

At midday, a whistle would blow, and we would make our way to the bottom of the
hill. We sat on makeshift seats under a simple zinc shed shielding us from the sun. The
warders ate at a larger shed with tables and benches. Drums of boiled mealies were
delivered to us and a rusty four-gallon drum of water. Each prisoner received a jam tin
of water. Hundreds of seagulls, screaming and swooping, circled above us as we ate,
and a well-aimed dropping could sometimes spoil a man's lunch.

We worked until four, when we again carted the lime to the waiting truck. By the end
of the day, our faces and bodies were caked with white dust. We looked like pale
ghosts except where rivulets of sweat had washed away the lime. When we returned to
our cells, we would scrub ourselves in the cold water, which never seemed to
completely rinse away the dust.

Worse than the heat at the quarry was the light. Our backs were protected from the sun
by our shirts, but the sun's ray's would be reflected into our eyes by the lime itself. The
glare hurt our eyes and, along with the dust, made it difficult to see. Our eyes teared
and our faces became fixed in a permanent squint. It would take a long time after each
day's work for our eyes to adjust to the diminished light.

After our first few days at the quarry, we made an official request for sunglasses. The
authorities refused. This was not unexpected, for we were then not even permitted
reading glasses. I had previously pointed out to the commanding officer that it did not
make sense to permit us to read books but not permit us glasses to read them with.

During the following weeks and months, we requested sunglasses again and again. But
it was to take us almost three years before we were allowed to have them, and that was

28



only after a sympathetic physician agreed that the glasses were necessary to preserve
our eyesight. Even then, we had to purchase the glasses ourselves.

For us, such struggles for sunglasses, long trousers, study privileges, equalized food
were corollaries to the struggle we waged outside prison. The campaign to improve
conditions in prison was part of the apartheid struggle. It was, in that sense, all the
same; we fought injustice wherever we found it, no matter how large, or how small,
and we fought injustice to preserve our own humanity.

Shortly after we started working at the quarry, we were joined in Section B by a
number of other prominent political prisoners. Several were MK men who had been
arrested in July of 1964 and convicted of more than fifty acts of sabotage in what
became known as the "little Rivonia Trial." These included Mac Maharaj, a member
of the SACP and one of the sharpest minds in the struggle; Laloo Chiba, a member of
the Indian Congress, and a stalwart colleague who proved a great asset in prison; and
Wilton Mkwayi, the Treason Trialist who had been mistakenly let go during a moment
of confusion when the State of Emergency was declared in 1960. He had left South
Africa secretly, received military training, and become commander-in-chief of MK
after the Rivonia Trial. We were also joined by Eddie Daniels, a Coloured member of
the Liberal Party, who had been convicted for sabotage operations undertaken by the
African Re- sistance Movement, a small sabotage group composed of members of the
Liberal Party. Eddie was to become one of my greatest friends in prison.

To counterbalance the effect of these new political allies, the authorities also put a
handful of common-law prisoners in our section. These men were hardened criminals,
convicted of murder, rape, and armed robbery. They were members of the island's
notorious criminal gangs, either the Big Fives or the Twenty-Eights, which terrorized
other prisoners. They were brawny and surly, and their faces bore the scars of the
knife fights that were common among gang members. Their role was to act as agents
provocateurs, and they would attempt to push us around, take our food, and inhibit any
political discussions we tried to have. One of these fellows was known as Bogart, after
the American tough-guy movie actor. He had a cell opposite Walter's and Walter used
to complain that he would demand Walter's breakfast from him each morning, and that
he was too scared to refuse.

The gang members worked in their own clique apart from us at the quarry. One day,
they began singing what sounded like a work song. In fact, it was a famous work song
with their own adapted lyrics: "Benifunani eRivonia?," which means "What did you
want at Rivonia?" The next line was something like "Did you think that you would
become the government?" They sang exuberantly and with a mocking tone. They had
obviously been encouraged by the warders, who were hoping that the song would
provoke us.
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Although the more hotheaded among us wanted to confront them, instead, we decided
to fight fire with fire. We had far more and better singers among us than they had, and
we huddled together and planned our response. Within a few minutes, we were all
singing the song "Stimela," a rousing anthem about a train making its way down from
Southern Rhodesia. "Stimela" is not a political song, but in the context, it became one,
for the implication was that the train contained guerrillas coming down to fight the
South African army.

For a number of weeks our two groups sang as we worked, adding songs and changing
lyrics. Our repertoire increased, and we were soon singing overt political songs, such
as "Amajoni," a song about guerrilla soldiers, the title of which was a corruption of the
English slang word for soldier, Johnny; and "Tshotsholoza," a song that compares the
struggle to the motion of an oncoming train. (If you say the title over and over, it
mimics the sound of the train.) We sang a song about the Freedom Charter, and
another about the Transkei, whose lyrics said, "There are two roads, one road is the
Matanzima road, and one road is the Mandela road, which one will you take?"

The singing made the work lighter. A few of the fellows had extraordinary voices, and
I often felt like putting my pick down and simply listening. The gang members were
no competition for us; they soon became quiet while we continued singing. But one of
the warders was fluent in Xhosa and understood the content of our songs, and we were
soon ordered to stop singing. (Whistling was also banned.) From that day on we
worked in silence.

I saw the gang members not as rivals but as raw material to be converted. There was a
nonpolitical prisoner among us, nicknamed Joe My Baby, who later joined the ANC
and proved invaluable in helping us smuggle material in and out of prison.

One day we heard that Bogart had been savagely beaten by a warder at the quarry. I
did not see the assault, but I saw the results. His face cut and badly bruised, Bogart
approached me in our corridor and asked for help. I immediately agreed to take up his
case.

We were always looking for ways to stand up to the authorities, and the report of a
beating was the kind of incident we could raise with the head office. Shortly before
this, we had learned that a certain PAC man named Ganya had been beaten by a
warder in the general section. In my role as an attorney, I wrote a letter to the
commissioner of prisons protesting on behalf of Ganya. I was brought to the Head
Office, where I was confronted by prison officials. In the same breath they denied that
the beating had occurred and wanted to know how I had heard about it. I insisted that
the warder who had beaten Ganya be removed from the island. They refused, saying
there was no evidence against him. But shortly afterward the warder in question was
transferred off the island.
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I had been emboldened by this case, so when Bogart asked for help I immediately
demanded to see the commanding officer. The next day I was summoned to the head
office, where the commander blandly informed me that the case had been investigated
and dismissed. "That's a violation of regulations," I said. "The case must be tried."

"No," he said, "we have attempted to interview the so-called complainant and he
denies that he was ever assaulted."”

"That's impossible," I said. "I spoke to him only yesterday." The commander gestured
to a lieutenant and said, "Then see for yourself." The lieutenant led Bogart into the
room. His face was covered with bandages. The commander asked him whether or not
he had been beaten. "No, baas," he said quietly, without meeting my gaze, "I was
never assaulted." He was then dismissed.

"Well, Mandela," the commander said. "The case 1s closed." The commander had
succeeded in humiliating me. He had obviously bribed Bogart with extra food and
tobacco to drop his charges. From that point on, I demanded a signed and written
statement from a prisoner before I agreed to take up his case.

ONE DAY in the summer of 1965, we discovered some fat glistening on our porridge
at breakfast and chunks of fresh meat with our pap at supper. The next day some of the
men received new shirts. The guards at the quarry and the warders in our section
seemed a bit more deferential. All of us were suspicious; in prison, no improvement
happens without a reason. A day later we were notified that the International Red
Cross would be arriving the following day.

This was a crucial occasion, more important than any of our previous visitors. The
Red Cross was responsible and independent, an international organization to whom
the Western powers and the United Nations paid attention. The prison authorities
respected the Red Cross and by respected, I mean feared, for the authorities respected
only what they were afraid of. The prison service distrusted all organizations that
could affect world opinion, and regarded them not as legitimate investigators to be
dealt with honestly but as meddling interlopers to be hoodwinked if possible.
Avoiding international condemnation was the authorities' principal goal.

In those early years, the International Red Cross was the only organization that both
listened to our complaints and responded to them. This was vital, because the
authorities ignored us. Regulations required that the authorities provide some official
procedure for acknowledging our complaints. They did so, but only in the most
perfunctory manner. Every Saturday morning, the chief warder would come into our
section and call out, "Klagtes and Versoeke! Klagtes and Versoeke!" (Complaints and
Requests! Complaints and Requests!) Those of us with klaagte and versoeke which
was nearly everyone lined up to see the chief warder. One by one, we would make
formal complaints about food, or clothing, or visits. To each, the chief warder would

31



nod his head and simply say, "Ja, ja," and then, "Next!" He did not even write down
what we said. If we tried to speak for our organizations, the warders would yell, "No
ANC or PAC here! Verstaan?" (Understand?)

Shortly before the Red Cross's visit we had submitted a formal list of complaints to the
commissioner of prisons. At the time we were only permitted paper and pencil to write
letters. We had secretly consulted with each other at the quarry and in the lavatory,
and put together a list. We submitted it to our chief warder, who did not want to take it
and accused us of violating regulations by making such a list. One of our complaints
to the Red Cross would be that the authorities did not listen to our complaints.

On the day of their visit, I was called to the head office to meet with the Red Cross
representative. That year, and for the following few years, the representative was a Mr.
Senn, a former director of prisons in his native Sweden who had emigrated to
Rhodesia. Senn was a quiet, rather nervous man in his mid-fifties who did not seem at
all comfortable in his surroundings.

The meeting was not monitored, a critical difference from nearly all of our other
visitors. He asked to hear all of our complaints and grievances, and listened very
carefully, taking extensive notes. He was very courteous and thanked me for all that I
told him. Even so, that first visit was rather tense. Neither of us yet knew what to
expect from the other.

I complained quite vociferously about our clothing, affirming that we did not want to
wear short trousers and needed proper clothing including socks and underwear, which
we were not then given. I recounted our grievances regarding food, visits, letters,
studies, exercise, hard labor, and the behavior of warders. I made certain requests I
knew the authorities would never satisfy, such as our desire to be transferred to prisons
nearer our homes.

After our session, Senn met with the commissioner of prisons and his staff while I
waited. | assumed that he relayed our complaints to the authorities, indicating the ones
he thought were reasonable. Not long after Senn's visit our clothing did improve and
we were given long trousers. But Senn was not a progressive fellow by any means; his
years in Rhodesia seemed to have acclimatized him to racism. Before I had returned to
my cell, I reminded him of our complaint that African prisoners did not receive bread.
Mr. Senn appeared flustered, and glanced over at the colonel, who was head of the
prison. "Bread is very bad for your teeth, you know, Mandela," Mr. Senn said.
"Mealies are much better for you. They make your teeth strong."

In later years, the International Red Cross sent more liberal men who wholeheartedly
fought for improvements. The organization also played a critical role in an area that
was less obvious but no less important to us. They often provided money to wives and
relatives who would not otherwise have been able to visit us on the island. Later, at
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Christmastime, the Red Cross would give us funds to buy small gifts for our families
so that we could send sweets or a card to our wives and children.

The International Red Cross helped us buy materials that we needed for our studies.
After we had been sent to Robben Island, there was concern among our supporters that
we would not be permitted to study. Within a few months of our arrival, the authorities
announced that those who wanted to study could apply for permission. Most of the
men did so and even though they were D Group prisoners, permission was granted.
The state, after the Rivonia Trial, was feeling confident and thought giving us study
privileges would be harmless. Later, they came to regret it. Postgraduate study was not
permitted, but they made an exception in my case because I had established a
precedent when I was in Pretoria.

Very few of the men in our section had B.A.'s and many registered for university-level
courses. Quite a few did not have high school degrees and elected courses to qualify
for that degree. Some of the men were already well educated, like Govan Mbeki and
Neville Alexander, but others had not gone past Standard V or VI. Within months,
virtually all of us were studying for one degree or another. At night, our cell block
seemed more like a study hall than a prison.

But the privilege of studying came with a host of conditions. Certain subjects, such as
politics and military history, were prohibited. For years, we were not permitted to
receive funds except from our families, so that poor prisoners rarely had money for
books or tuition. This made the opportunity to study a function of how much money
one had. Nor were we permitted to lend books to other prisoners, which would have
enabled our poorer colleagues to study.

There was always controversy about whether or not we should accept study privileges.
Some members of the PAC felt that we were accepting a handout from the
government, which compromised our integrity. They argued that studying should not
be a conditional privilege but an unfettered right. While I agreed, I could not accept
that we should therefore disavow studying. As freedom fighters and political
prisoners, we had an obligation to improve and strengthen ourselves, and study was
one of the few opportunities to do so.

Prisoners were permitted to enroll at either the University of South Africa (UNISA) or
Rapid Results College, which was for those studying for their high school
qualification. In my own case, studying under the auspices of the University of
London was a mixed blessing. On the one hand I was assigned the sorts of stimulating
books that would not have been on a South African reading list; on the other, the
authorities inevitably regarded many of them as unsuitable and thus banned them.

Receiving books at all was often a challenge. You might make an application to a
South African library for a book on contract law. They would process your request and
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then send you the book by post. But because of the vagaries of the mail system, the
remoteness of the island, and the often deliberate slowness of the censors, the book
would reach you after the date that it needed to be returned. If the date had passed, the
warders would typically send the book back without even showing it to you. Given the

nature of the system, you might receive a late fine without ever having received the
book.

In addition to books, we were permitted to order publications necessary to our studies.
The authorities were extremely strict about this, and the only kind of publication that
would pass muster might be a quarterly on actuarial science for a prisoner studying
accounting. But one day, Mac Maharaj told a comrade who was studying economics to
request The Economist. We laughed and said we might as well ask for Time
magazine, because The Economist was also a newsweekly. But Mac simply smiled
and said the authorities won't know that; they judge a book by its title. Within a
month, we were receiving The Economist and reading the news we hungered for. But
the authorities soon discovered their mistake and ended the subscription.

Once most of the men began to study, we complained that we did not even have the
minimum facilities necessary for studying, such as desks and chairs. I made this
complaint to the International Red Cross. Finally, the authorities built in each cell a
kind of stand-up desk, a simple wooden board that jutted out from the wall at about
chest-level.

This was not precisely what we had envisaged. After a tedious day at the quarry, one
did not much feel like working at a stand-up desk. A number of us complained about
the desks, and Kathy was the most vociferous. He informed the commanding officer
that not only was it an imposition to have stand-up desks, but that they sloped so
steeply that the books fell off. The commanding officer made a surprise visit to
Kathy's cell, asked for a book, and plunked it on his desk. It did not move. He asked
Kathy for another and placed it on top of the first one; again, nothing happened.
Finally, after placing four books on the desk, he turned to a sheepish Kathy and said,
"Ag, there's nothing wrong with these desks," and walked out. But about six months
later, the authorities relented and we were given three-legged wooden stools and the
stand-up desks were lowered.

One complaint I voiced to the Red Cross concerned the arbitrary way we were charged
by the warders. To be "charged" meant that a warder claimed that a prisoner had
violated a specific regulation, which could be punished by isolation or by loss of meals
and privileges. Warders generally did not treat this lightly, for when a prisoner was
charged he was allowed a judicial hearing and, depending on the seriousness of the
offense, a magistrate was brought in from Cape Town. At the time, the authorities
were refusing to permit hearings. When I complained to the International Red Cross
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about this, I had yet to experience the problem myself. But that situation was soon
remedied.

On weekends, during our first year on the island, we were kept inside our section all
day except for a half hour of exercise. One Saturday, after returning from exercise in
the courtyard, I noticed that a warder had left a newspaper on the bench at the end of
the corridor. He had become rather friendly to us, and I assumed that he had not left
the newspaper there by accident.

Newspapers were more valuable to political prisoners than gold or diamonds, more
hungered for than food or tobacco; they were the most precious contraband on Robben
Island. News was the intellectual raw material of the struggle. We were not allowed
any news at all, and we craved it. Walter, even more than myself, seemed bereft
without news. The authorities attempted to impose a complete blackout; they did not
want us to learn anything that might raise our morale or reassure us that people on the
outside were still thinking about us.

We regarded it as our duty to keep ourselves current on the politics of the country, and
we fought long and hard for the right to have newspapers. Over the years, we devised
many ways of obtaining them, but back then we were not so adept. One of the
advantages of going to the quarry was that warders' sandwiches were wrapped in
newspaper and they would often discard these newsprint wrappers in the trash, where
we secretly retrieved them. We would distract the warders' attention, pluck the papers
out of the garbage, and slide them into our shirts.

One of the most reliable ways to acquire papers was through bribery, and this was the
only area where I tolerated what were often unethical means of obtaining information.
The warders always seemed to be short of money, and their poverty was our
opportunity.

When we did get hold of a paper, it was far too risky to pass around. Possession of a
newspaper was a serious charge. Instead, one person would read the paper, usually
Kathy or, later, Mac Maharaj. Kathy was in charge of communications, and he had
thought of ingenious ways for us to pass information. Kathy would go through the
paper and make cuttings of relevant stories, which were then secretly distributed to the
rest of us. Each of us would write out a summary of the story we were given; these
summaries were then passed among us, and later smuggled to the general section.
When the authorities were particularly vigilant, Kathy or Mac would write out his
summary of the news and then destroy the paper, usually by tearing it into small
pieces and placing it in his ballie, which the warders never inspected.

When I noticed the newspaper lying on the bench, I quickly left my cell, walked to the
end of the corridor, looked in both directions, and then plucked the newspaper off the
bench and slipped it into my shirt. Normally, I would have hidden the newspaper
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somewhere in my cell and taken it out only after bedtime. But like a child who eats his
sweet before his main course, | was so eager for news that I opened the paper in my
cell immediately.

I don't know how long I was reading; I was so engrossed in the paper that I did not
hear any footsteps. Suddenly, an officer and two other warders appeared and I did not
even have time to slide the paper under my bed. I was caught black-and-white-handed,
so to speak. "Mandela," the officer said, "we are charging you for possession of
contraband, and you will pay for this." The two warders then began a thorough search
of my cell to see if they could turn up anything else.

Within a day or two a magistrate was brought in from Cape Town and I was taken to
the room at headquarters that was used as the island's court. In this instance, the
authorities were willing to call in an outside magistrate because they knew they had an
open-and-shut case. | offered no defense, and was sentenced to three days in isolation
and deprivation of meals.

I do not think that I was set up by the warder who left the newspaper on the bench,
though some assumed I had been. At the hearing, the authorities grilled me as to how I
got the newspaper, and I refused to answer. If I had been railroaded, the authorities
would have known how I'd gotten it.

The isolation cells were in our same complex, but in another wing. Although just
across the courtyard, they felt enormously distant. In isolation, one was deprived of
company, exercise, and even food: one received only rice water three times a day for
three days. (Rice water is simply water in which rice has been boiled.) By comparison,
our normal ration of pap seemed like a feast.

The first day in isolation was always the most painful. One grows accustomed to
eating regularly and the body is not used to being deprived. I found that by the second
day I had more or less adjusted to the absence of food, and the third passed without
much craving at all. Such deprivation was not uncommon among Africans in everyday
life. T myself had gone without food for days at a time in my early years in
Johannesburg.

As I have already mentioned, I found solitary confinement the most forbidding aspect
of prison life. There is no end and no beginning; there is only one's own mind, which
can begin to play tricks. Was that a dream or did it really happen? One begins to
question everything. Did I make the right decision, was my sacrifice worth it? In
solitary, there is no distraction from these haunting questions.

But the human body has an enormous capacity for adjusting to trying circumstances. I
have found that one can bear the unbearable if one can keep one's spirits strong even
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when one's body is being tested. Strong convictions are the secret of surviving
deprivation; your spirit can be full even when your stomach is empty.

In those early years, isolation became a habit. We were routinely charged for the
smallest infractions and sentenced to isolation. A man might lose his meals for a
sidelong glance or be sentenced for failing to stand when a warder entered the room.
Some PAC prisoners, who often flouted the rules simply for the sake of doing so,
spent a great deal of time in isolation. The authorities believed that isolation was the
cure for our defiance and rebelliousness.

The second time I was charged and spent time in isolation occurred shortly after the
first. As I have mentioned, we were having great difficulty making our complaints
heard. The remoteness of the prison made the authorities feel they could ignore us
with impunity. They believed that if they turned a deaf ear to us, we would give up in
frustration and the people on the outside would forget about us.

One day we were working at the lime quarry when the commanding officer came to
observe us, accompanied by a gentleman whom we at first did not recognize. One of
my colleagues whispered to me that it was Brigadier Aucamp from the Head Office,
our commanding officer's commanding officer. (He i1s not to be confused with
Lieutenant Aucamp of Pretoria Local, who looked after us during the Rivonia Trial.)
The two men stood at a distance, watching us.

Aucamp was a short, heavyset fellow in a suit rather than a military uniform. He
normally came to the island on biannual inspections. On those occasions, we were
ordered to stand at attention at the grille of our cells and hold up our prison cards as he
walked by.

I decided that Aucamp's unexpected appearance was a singular opportunity to present
our grievances to the man who had the power to remedy them. I put down my pick and
began to walk over to them. The warders immediately became alarmed and moved
toward me. | knew that I was violating regulations, but I hoped the warders would be
so surprised by the novelty of my action that they would do nothing to stop me. That
proved to be the case.

When I reached the two men, the commanding officer said bluntly, "Mandela, go back
to your place. No one called you." I disregarded him and addressed Aucamp, saying I
had taken this extraordinary action because our complaints were being ignored. The
C.O. interrupted me: "Mandela, I order you back to your place." I turned to him and
said in a measured tone, "I am here already, I will not go back." I was hoping that
Aucamp would agree to hear me out, but he studied me coldly and then turned to the
warders and said calmly, "Charge him."
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I continued to speak as the guards led me away. "Take him back to the cells," the C.O.
said. I was charged and, once again, I had no defense. The punishment this time was
four days in isolation. There was a lesson in what I had done, a lesson I already knew
but had disobeyed out of desperation. No one, least of all prison officials, ever likes to
have his authority publicly challenged. In order to respond to me, Aucamp would have
had to humiliate his subordinate. Prison officials responded much better to private
overtures. The best way to effect change on Robben Island was to attempt to influence
officials privately rather than publicly. I was sometimes condemned for appearing to
be too accommodating toprison officials, but I was willing to accept the criticism in
exchange for the improvement.

THE MOST IMPORTANT PERSON in any prisoner's life is not the minister of
justice, not the commissioner of prisons, not even the head of prison, but the warder in
one's section. If you are cold and want an extra blanket, you might petition the
minister of justice, but you will get no response. If you go to the commissioner of
prisons, he will say, "Sorry, it is against regulations." The head of prison will say, "If I
give you an extra blanket, I must give one to everyone." But if you approach the
warder in your corridor, and you are on good terms with him, he will simply go to the
stockroom and fetch a blanket.

I always tried to be decent to the warders in my section; hostility was self-defeating.
There was no point in having a permanent enemy among the warders. It was ANC
policy to try to educate all people, even our enemies: we believed that all men, even
prison service warders, were capable of change, and we did our utmost to try to sway
them.

In general we treated the warders as they treated us. If a man was considerate, we were
considerate in return. Not all of our warders were ogres. We noticed right from the
start that there were some among them who believed in fairness. Yet, being friendly
with warders was not an easy proposition, for they generally found the idea of being
courteous to a black man abhorrent. Because it was useful to have warders who were
well disposed toward us, I often asked certain men to make overtures to selected
warders. No one liked to take on such a job.

We had one warder at the quarry who seemed particularly hostile to us. This was
troublesome, for at the quarry we would hold discussions among ourselves, and a
warder who did not permit us to talk was a great hindrance. I asked a certain comrade
to befriend this fellow so that he would not interrupt our talks. The warder was quite
crude, but he soon began to relax a bit around this one prisoner. One day, the warder
asked this comrade for his jacket so that he could lay it on the grass and sit on it. Even
though I knew it went against the comrade's grain, I nodded to him to do it.
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A few days later, we were having our lunch under the shed when this warder
wandered over. The warder had an extra sandwich, and he threw it on the grass near us
and said, "Here." That was his way of showing friendship.

This presented us with a dilemma. On the one hand, he was treating us as animals to
whom he could toss a bit of slop, and I felt it would undermine our dignity to take the
sandwich. On the other hand, we were hungry, and to reject the gesture altogether
would humiliate the warder we were trying to befriend. I could see that the comrade
who had befriended the warder wanted the sandwich, and I nodded for him to take it.

The strategy worked, for this warder became less wary around us. He even began to
ask questions about the ANC. By definition, if a man worked for the prison service he
was probably brainwashed by the government's propaganda. He would have believed
that we were terrorists and Communists who wanted to drive the white man into the
sea. But as we quietly explained to him our nonracialism, our desire for equal rights,
and our plans for the redistribution of wealth, he scratched his head and said, "It
makes more bloody sense than the Nats."

Having sympathetic warders facilitated one of our most vital tasks on Robben Island:
communication. We regarded it as our duty to stay in touch with our men in F and G,
which was where the general prisoners were kept. As politicians, we were just as
intent on fortifying our organization in prison as we had been outside. Communication
was essential if we were to coordinate our protests and complaints. Because of the
greater numbers of prisoners coming and going in the general section, the men in F
and G tended to have more recent information about not only what was happening in
the movement, but about our friends and families.

Communication between sections was a serious violation of regulations. We found
many effective ways around the ban. The men who delivered our drums of food were
from the general section, and in the early months we managed to have whispered
conversations with them in which we conveyed brief messages. We formed a
clandestine communications committee, composed of Kathy, Mac Maharaj, Laloo
Chiba, and several others, and their job was to organize all such practices.

One of the first techniques was engineered by Kathy and Mac, who had noticed that
on our walks to the quarry, the warders often tossed away empty matchboxes. They
began secretly collecting them, and Mac had the idea of constructing a false bottom to
the box and placing in it a tiny written message. Laloo Chiba, who once trained as a
tailor, wrote out minuscule coded messages that would be placed in the converted
matchbox. Joe Gqgabi, another MK soldier who was with us, would carry the
matchboxes on our walks to the quarry and drop them at a strategic crossing where we
knew the general prisoners would pass. Through whispered conversations at food
deliveries, we explained the plan. Designated prisoners from F and G would pick up
the matchboxes on their walks, and we retrieved messages in the same fashion. It was

39



far from perfect, and we could easily be foiled by something as simple as the rain. We
soon evolved more efficient methods.

We looked for moments when the warders were inattentive. One such time was during
and after meals. We helped ourselves to our food, and we worked out a scheme
whereby comrades from the general section who worked in the kitchen began placing
letters and notes wrapped in plastic at the bottom of the food drums. We sent return
communication in a similar way, wrapping notes in the same plastic and placing them
at the bottom of the mounds of dirty dishes that were routed back to the kitchen. We
would do our best to create a mess, scattering food all over the plates. The warders
even complained about the disarray, but never bothered to investigate.

Our toilets and showers were adjacent to the isolation section. Prisoners from the
general section were often sentenced to isolation there and would use the same set of
toilets we did, though at different times. Mac devised a method of wrapping notes in
plastic and then taping them inside the rim of the toilet bowl. We encouraged our
political comrades in the general section to be charged and placed in isolation so that
they could retrieve these notes and send replies. The warders never bothered to search
there.

In order not to have our notes read or understood by the authorities if they were found,
we devised ways of writing that could not easily be seen or deciphered. One way was
to write messages with milk. The milk would dry almost immediately, and the paper
would look blank. But the disinfectant we were given to clean our cells, when sprayed
on the dried milk, made the writing reappear. Unfortunately, we did not regularly
receive milk. After one of us was diagnosed with an ulcer, we used his.

Another technique was to write in tiny, coded script on toilet paper. The paper was so
small and easily hidden that this became a popular way of smuggling out messages.
When the authorities discovered a number of these communications, they took the
extraordinary measure of rationing toilet paper. Govan was then ailing and not going
to the quarry, and he was given the task of counting out eight squares of toilet paper
for each prisoner per day.

But even with all these ingenious methods, one of the best ways was also the easiest:
getting sent to the prison hospital. The island had one hospital, and it was difficult to
segregate us from the general prisoners while we were there. Sometimes prisoners
from the different sections even shared the same wards, and men from Section B and
prisoners from F and G mingled and exchanged information about political
organizations, strikes, go-slows, whatever the current prison issues were.

Communication with the outside world was accomplished in two ways: through
prisoners whose sentences were completed and who were leaving the island, and
through contact with visitors. Prisoners who were leaving would smuggle out letters in
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their clothes or baggage. With outside visitors, the situation was even more dangerous,
because the risks were also borne by the visitor. When lawyers visited us, warders
were not permitted in the room and we would sometimes pass a letter to the lawyer to
be taken out. Lawyers were not searched. In these meetings, we could also
communicate by writing as we had during the Rivonia Trial. Because the room was
bugged, we might say, "Please tell..." and then pause and write "O.T.," meaning Oliver
Tambo, on a piece of paper, "that we approve of his plan to cut down the size of the..."
and then write, "National Executive."

Through a plastic-wrapped note hidden in our food drums, we learned in July of 1966
that the men in the general section had embarked on a hunger strike to protest poor
conditions. The note was imprecise, and we did not know exactly when the strike had
started or exactly what it was about. But we would support any strike of prisoners for
whatever reason they were striking. Word was passed among us, and we resolved to
initiate a sympathetic strike beginning with our next meal. A hunger strike consists of
one thing: not eating.

Because of the time lag in communications, the general prisoners probably did not
learn of our participation for a day or so. But we knew that the news would hearten
them. The authorities would be telling them that we were not participating in the
strike, that we were gorging ourselves on gourmet meals. This was standard operating
procedure; in a crisis, the authorities inevitably started a disinformation campaign to
play one section against the other. In this case, while the ANC unanimously supported
the strike, some PAC men in the general section did not.

During the first day of our strike, we were served our normal rations and refused to
take them. On the second day, we noticed that our portions were larger and a few more
vegetables accompanied our pap. On the third day, juicy pieces of meat were served
with supper. By the fourth day, the porridge was glistening with fat, and great hunks
of meat and colorful vegetables were steaming on top. The food was positively
mouthwatering. The warders smiled when we passed up the food. The temptation was
great, but we resisted, even though we were being driven especially hard at the quarry.
We heard that in the main section, prisoners were collapsing and being taken away in
wheelbarrows.

I was called to the Head Office for an interview with Colonel Wessels. Such sessions
were delicate, as my fellow prisoners knew that the authorities would attempt to
influence me to call off the strike. Wessels was a direct man and demanded to know
why we were on a hunger strike. I explained that as political prisoners we saw protest
to alter prison conditions as an extension of the anti-apartheid struggle. "But you don't
even know why they are striking in F and G," he said. I said that did not matter, that
the men in F and G were our brothers and that our struggle was indivisible. He
snorted, and dismissed me.
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The following day we learned of an extraordinary course of events: the warders had
gone on their own food boycott, refusing to go to their own cafeteria. They were not
striking in support of us, but had decided that if we could do such a thing, why
couldn't they? They were demanding better food and improved living conditions. The
combination of the two strikes was too much for the authorities. They settled with the
warders and then, a day or two later, we learned the authorities had gone to the general
section and asked for three representatives to negotiate changes. The general prisoners
declared victory and called off the hunger strike. We followed suit a day later.

That was the first and most successful of the hunger strikes on the island. As a form of
protest, they did not have a high success rate and the rationale behind them always
struck me as quixotic. In order for a hunger strike to succeed, the outside world must
learn of it. Otherwise, prisoners will simply starve themselves to death and no one will
know. Smuggled-out information that we were on a hunger strike would elicit
newspaper stories, which in turn would generate pressure from advocacy groups. The
problem, particularly in the early years, was that it was next to impossible to alert
people on the outside that we were waging a hunger strike inside.

For me, hunger strikes were altogether too passive. We who were already suffering
were threatening our health, even courting death. I have always favored a more active,
militant style of protest such as work strikes, go-slow strikes, or refusing to clean up;
actions that punished the authorities, not ourselves. They wanted gravel and we
produced no gravel. They wanted the prison yard clean and it was untidy. This kind of
behavior distressed and exasperated them, whereas I think they secretly enjoyed
watching us go hungry.

But when it came to a decision, I was often outvoted. My colleagues even jokingly
accused me of not wanting to miss a meal. The proponents of hunger strikes argued
that it was a traditionally accepted form of protest that had been waged all over the
world by such prominent leaders as Mahatma Gandhi. Once the decision was taken,
however, I would support it as wholeheartedly as any of its advocates. In fact, during
the strikes I was often in the position of remonstrating with some of my more
wayward colleagues who did not want to abide by our agreement. "Madiba, | want my
food," I remember one man saying. "I don't see why I should go without. I have served
the struggle for many years."

Comrades would sometimes eat on the sly. We knew this for a simple reason: by the
second day of a hunger strike, no one needs to use the toilet. Yet one morning you
might see a fellow going to the toilet. We had our own internal intelligence service
because we knew that certain men were weak in this regard.

IN THE MIDST of the July 1966 hunger strike I had my second visit from my wife.
It was almost exactly two years after the first visit, and it nearly did not happen at all.
Winnie had been under constant harassment since her first visit in 1964. Her sisters
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and brother were persecuted by the police, and the authorities attempted to forbid
anyone in her family from living with her. Some of this I learned at the time, much of
it I found out later. Some of the nastiest items were known to me because when I
would return from the quarry, I often would find neatly cut clippings about Winnie
that had been anonymously placed on my bed by the warders.

In small and spiteful ways, the authorities did their best to make Winnie's journeys as
unpleasant as possible. For the previous two years, her visits had been stymied by
local magistrates and by the repeated bannings that prevented her from traveling. I had
recently heard through counsel that Winnie had been informed by the police that she
could visit me only if she carried a pass. Winnie, who had been protesting the
government's policy regarding women's passes since the 1950s, rightly refused to
carry the hated document. The authorities were clearly attempting to humiliate her and
me. But I thought it was more important that we see each other than to resist the petty
machinations of the authorities, and Winnie consented to carry a pass. I missed her
enormously and needed the reassurance of seeing her, and we also had vital family
matters to discuss.

The regulations governing each of Winnie's visits were long and complicated. She was
barred from taking a train or car and had to fly, making the trip much more expensive.
She was required to take the shortest route from the airport to Caledon Square, the
Cape Town police station, where she was required to sign various documents. She had
to report to the same station on the way back and sign more documents.

I had also learned from a newspaper clipping that a Special Branch officer broke into
our Orlando house while Winnie was dressing and she reacted angrily, pushing the
officer out of the bedroom. The lieutenant laid a charge of assault against her, and |
asked my friend and colleague George Bizos to defend her, which he ably did. We had
seen stories about this in the newspapers, and some of the men even joked with me
about Winnie's bellicosity. "You are not the only boxer in the family, Madiba," they
said.

This second visit was for only half an hour, and we had much to discuss. Winnie was a
bit agitated from the rough treatment in Cape Town and the fact that, as always, she
had to ride in the hold of the ferry where the fumes from the engine made her ill. She
had taken pains to dress up for me, but she looked thin and drawn.

We reviewed the education of the children, the health of my mother, which was not
very good, and our finances. A critical issue was the education of Zeni and Zindzi.
Winnie had placed the girls in a school designated as Coloured, and the authorities
were harassing the principal on the grounds that it was a violation of the law for the
school to accept African pupils. We made the difficult decision to send Zeni and
Zindzi to boarding school in Swaziland. This was hard on Winnie, who found her
greatest sustenance in the two girls. I was consoled by the fact that their education
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would probably be superior there, but I worried about Winnie. She would be lonely
and prey for people who sought to undermine her under the guise of being her friends.
If anything, Winnie was too trusting of people's motives.

To get around the restrictions on discussing nonfamily matters, we used names whose
meaning was clear to us, but not to the warders. If [ wanted to know how Winnie was
really doing, I might say, "Have you heard about Ngutyana recently; is she all right?"
Ngutyana is one of Winnie's clan names, but the authorities were unaware of that.
Then Winnie could talk about how and what Ngutyana was doing. If the warder asked
who Ngutyana was, we would say she was a cousin. If I wanted to know about how
the external mission of the ANC was faring, I would ask, "How is the church?"
Winnie would discuss "the church" in appropriate terms, and I might then ask, "How
are the priests? Are there any new sermons?" We improvised and managed to
exchange a great deal of information that way.

As always, when the warder yelled, "Time up!," I thought only a few minutes had
passed. I wanted to kiss the glass good-bye, but restrained myself. I always preferred
for Winnie to leave first so she would not have to see me led away by the warders, and
I watched as she whispered a good-bye, hiding her pain from the warders.

After the visit, I replayed all the details in my mind, what Winnie wore, what she said,
what I said. I then wrote her a letter going over some of what we had discussed, and
reminding her of how much I cared for her, how unshakable our bond was, how
courageous she was. I saw my letters to her both as love letters and as the only way I
could give her the emotional support she needed.

Soon after the visit, I learned that Winnie had been charged for failing to report to the
police on her arrival in Cape Town as well as refusing to furnish the police with her
address when she left. Having already given her address at the ferry, she was asked
again when she returned, and refused, saying she had done so earlier.

Winnie was arrested and released on bail. She was tried and sentenced to a year's
imprisonment, which was suspended except for four days. Winnie was subsequently
dismissed from her second job as a social worker because of the incident, and lost her
main source of income.

The state did its utmost to harass me in ways they thought I would be powerless to
resist. Toward the end of 1966, the Transvaal Law Society, at the instigation of the
minister of justice, made a motion to strike me off the rolls of attorneys as a result of
my conviction in the Rivonia Trial. Apparently they were not discouraged by the
earlier unsuccessful attempt to remove my name from the rolls because of my
conviction in the Defiance Campaign.
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I found out about the Law Society's action only after it had been initiated. The
Transvaal Law Society was an extremely conservative organization, and they were
seeking to punish me at a time when they assumed I would be unable to defend
myself. It is not easy for a prisoner on Robben Island to defend himself in court, but
that is precisely what I intended to do.

I informed the authorities that I planned to contest the action and would prepare my
own defense. I told prison officials that in order to prepare adequately, I would need to
be exempt from going to the quarry and would also require a proper table, chair, and
reading light to work on my brief. I said I needed access to a law library and
demanded to be taken to Pretoria.

My strategy was to overwhelm the prison authorities and the courts with legitimate
requests, which I knew they would have a difficult time satisfying. The authorities
always found it distressing when 1 wanted to defend myself in court because the
accompanying publicity would show that I was still fighting for the same values |
always had.

Their first response was, "Mandela, why don't you retain a lawyer to defend you? He
will be able to handle the case properly. Why put yourself out?" I went ahead and
applied to the registrar of the Supreme Court for the records, documents, and books
that [ would need. I also requested a list of the state's witnesses and summaries of their
prospective testimony.

I received a letter stating that before the court would grant my requests they would
need to know the nature of my defense. This was extraordinary. To ask the nature of a
lawyer's defense before the trial? No defendant can be compelled to reveal his defense
before he is actually in court. I wrote back to tell them that the nature of my defense
would become clear to them when I filed my papers and not until then.

This was the beginning of a flurry of correspondence between me and the registrar as
well as the state attorney, who was representing the Law Society. I would not back
down on any of my requests. The authorities were equally intransigent: I could not be
taken off quarry detail, I could not have a table and chair, and under no circumstances
would I be able to go to Pretoria to use the law library.

I continued to bedevil the Law Society and registrar with demands, which they
continued to deflect. Finally, several months and many letters later, without any
fanfare and with just a cursory notification to me, they dropped the entire matter. The
case was becoming more than they had bargained for. They had reckoned I would not
have the initiative or wherewithal to defend myself; they were mistaken.
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I was able to read in detail about the official reactions to my opposition to the Law
Society's actions because we were receiving a daily newspaper just as if it were
delivered to our door. In effect, it was.

The warder who supervised us at night was a quiet, elderly Jehovah's Witness whom
Mac Maharaj had befriended. One night, he wandered over to Mac's cell and told him
that he wanted to enter a newspaper contest that required an essay. Would Mac, he
wondered, be willing to assist him in writing it? The old warder hinted that if Mac
helped him, there would be a reward. Mac agreed, and duly wrote the essay. A
fortnight later, the old man came to Mac very excited. He was now a finalist in the
competition; would Mac write him another essay? The warder promised Mac a cooked
chicken in return. Mac told the old warder that he would think about it.

The next day, Mac came to Walter and me and explained the situation. While Walter
encouraged Mac to accept the food, I appreciated his reluctance to do so, because it
would appear that he was getting special treatment. That night, he told the warder he
would write the essay in exchange for a pack of cigarettes. The old warder agreed, and
the following evening presented Mac with a newly bought pack of cigarettes.

The next day, Mac told us that he now had the leverage he wanted over the old warder.
How? we asked. "Because | have his fingerprints on the cigarette pack," Mac said,
"and I can blackmail him." Walter exclaimed that that was immoral. I did not criticize
Mac, but asked what he would blackmail him for. Mac raised his eyebrow:
"Newspapers," he said. Walter and I looked at each other. I think Walter was the only
man on Robben Island who relished newspapers as much as I did. Mac had already
discussed his plan with the communications committee, and although we both had
reservations about Mac's technique, we did not stop him.

That night Mac told the warder that he had his fingerprints on the pack of cigarettes
and that if the old man did not cooperate, he would expose him to the commanding
officer. Terrified of being fired and losing his pension, the warder agreed to do
whatever Mac wanted. For the next six months, until the warder was transferred, the
old man would smuggle that day's newspaper to Mac. Mac would then summarize the
news and reduce it to a single small piece of paper, which would circulate among us.
The unfortunate warder did not win the contest, either.

It would be hard to say what we did more of at the quarry: mine lime or talk. By 1966,
the warders had adopted a laissez-faire attitude: we could talk as much as we wanted
as long as we worked. We would cluster in small groups, four or five men in a rough
circle, and talk all day long, about every subject under the sun. We were in a perpetual
conversation with each other on topics both solemn and trifling.

There is no prospect about prison which pleases with the possible exception of one.
One has time to think. In the vortex of the struggle, when one is constantly reacting to
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changing circumstances, one rarely has the chance to carefully consider all the
ramifications of one's decisions or policies. Prison provided the time much more than
enough time-- to reflect on what one had done and not done.

We were constantly engaged in political debates. Some were dispatched in a day,
others were disputed for years. I have always enjoyed the cut-and-thrust of debating,
and was a ready participant. One of our earliest and longest debates concerned the
relationship between the ANC and the Communist Party. Some of the men, especially
those MK soldiers who had been trained in socialist countries, believed that the ANC
and the party were one and the same. Even some very senior ANC colleagues, such as
Govan Mbeki and Harry Gwala, subscribed to this theory.

The party did not exist as a separate entity on Robben Island. In prison, there was no
point in making the distinction between the ANC and the party that existed on the
outside. My own views on the subject had not altered in many years. The ANC was a
mass liberation movement that welcomed all those with the same objectives.

Over time, the debate concerning the ANC and the party grew progressively
acrimonious. A number of us proposed one way to resolve it: we would write to the
ANC in exile in Lusaka. We prepared a secret twenty- two-page document on the
subject with a covering letter from myself to be sent to Lusaka. It was a risky
maneuver to prepare and smuggle out such a document. In the end, Lusaka confirmed
the separation of the ANC and the party and the argument eventually withered away.

Another recurrent political discussion was whether or not the ANC leadership should
come exclusively from the working class. Some argued that because the ANC was a
mass organization made up mainly of ordinary workers, the leadership should come
from those same ranks. My argument was that it was as undemocratic to specify that
the leaders had to be from the working class as to declare that they should be
bourgeois intellectuals. If the movement had insisted on such a rule, most of its
leaders, men such as Chief Lutuli, Moses Kotane, Dr. Dadoo, would have been
ineligible. Revolutionaries are drawn from every class.

Not all debates were political. One issue that provoked much discussion was
circumcision. Some among us maintained that circumcision as practiced by the Xhosa
and other tribes was not only an unnecessary mutilation of the body, but a reversion to
the type of tribalism that the ANC was seeking to overthrow. It was not an
unreasonable argument, but the prevailing view, with which I agreed, was that
circumcision was a cultural ritual that had not only a salutary health benefit but an
important psychological effect. It was a rite that strengthened group identification and
inculcated positive values.

The debate continued for years, and a number of men voted in favor of circumcision in
a very direct way. A prisoner working in the hospital who had formerly practiced as an
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ingcibi set up a secret circumcision school, and a number of the younger prisoners
from our section were circumcised there. Afterward, we would organize a small party
of tea and biscuits for the men, and they would spend a day or two walking around in
blankets, as was the custom.

One subject we hearkened back to again and again was the question of whether there
were tigers in Africa. Some argued that although it was popularly assumed that tigers
lived in Africa, this was a myth and they were native to Asia and the Indian
subcontinent. Africa had leopards in abundance, but no tigers. The other side argued
that tigers were native to Africa and some still lived there. Some claimed to have seen
with their own eyes this most powerful and beautiful of cats in the jungles of Africa.

I maintained that while there were no tigers to be found in contemporary Africa, there
was a Xhosa word for tiger, a word different from the one for leopard, and that if the
word existed in our language, the creature must have once existed in Africa.
Otherwise, why would there be a name for it? This argument went round and round,
and | remember Mac retorting that hundreds of years ago there was a Hindi word for a
craft that flew in the air, long before the airplane was invented, but that did not mean
that airplanes existed in ancient India.

"ZITHULELE," the Quiet One, was what we called the tolerant, soft-spoken warder in
charge of us at the quarry. He routinely stood a great distance from us while we
worked and did not appear to care what we did as long as we were orderly. He never
berated us when he found us leaning on our spades and talking.

We responded in kind. One day, in 1966, he came to us and said, "Gentlemen, the
rains have washed away the lines on the roads, we need twenty kilos of lime today.
Can you help?" Although we were working very little at the time, he had approached
us as human beings, and we agreed to assist him.

That spring, we had felt a certain thawing on the part of the authorities, a relaxation of
the iron-fisted discipline that had prevailed on the island. The tension between
prisoners and warders had lessened somewhat.

But this lull proved to be short-lived and came to an abrupt end one morning in
September. We had just put down our picks and shovels on the quarry face and were
walking to the shed for lunch. As one of the general prisoners wheeled a drum of food
toward us, he whispered, "Verwoerd is dead." That was all. The news quickly passed
among us. We looked at each other in disbelief and glanced over at the warders, who
seemed unaware that anything momentous had occurred.

We did not know how the prime minister had died. Later, we heard about the obscure
white parliamentary messenger who stabbed Verwoerd to death, and we wondered at
his motives. Although Verwoerd thought Africans were beneath animals, his death did
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not yield us any pleasure. Political assassination is not something I or the ANC has
ever supported. It is a primitive way of contending with an opponent.

Verwoerd had proved to be both the chief theorist and master builder of grand
apartheid. He had championed the creation of the bantustans and Bantu Education.
Shortly before his death he had led the Nationalists in the general election of 1966, in
which the party of apartheid had increased its majority, winning 126 seats to the 39
achieved by the United Party, and the single seat won by the Progressive Party.

As often happened on the island, we had learned significant political news before our
own guards. But by the following day, it was obvious the warders knew, for they took
out their anger on us. The tension that had taken months to abate was suddenly at full

force. The authorities began a crackdown against political prisoners as though we had
held the knife that stabbed Verwoerd.

The authorities always imagined that we were secretly linked with all kinds of
powerful forces on the outside. The spate of successful guerrilla attacks against the
South African police forces in Namibia by the South-West African People's
Organization (SWAPO) -- an ally of the ANC-- had also unnerved them. I suppose we
should have been flattered that the government thought our nascent military ability
was sophisticated enough to successfully eliminate their head of state. But their
suspicions merely reflected the insecurities of narrow, shortsighted men who blamed
their problems not on their own misguided policies but on a shadowy opponent by the
name of the ANC.

The punishment against us was never enunciated as an official policy, but it was a
renewal of the harsh atmosphere that prevailed upon our arrival on the island. The
Quiet One was replaced with a man who was a vicious martinet. His name was Van
Rensburg and he had been flown to the island on twenty-four hours' notice after the
assassination. His reputation preceded him, for his name was a byword among
prisoners for brutality.

Van Rensburg was a big, clumsy, brutish fellow who did not speak but shouted.
During his first day on the job we noticed he had a small swastika tattooed on his
wrist. But he did not need this offensive symbol to prove his cruelty. His job was to
make our lives as wretched as possible, and he pursued that goal with great
enthusiasm.

Each day over the next few months, Van Rensburg would charge one of us for
insubordination or malingering. Each morning, he and the other warders would discuss
who would be charged that afternoon. It was a policy of selective intimidation, and the
decision on who would be charged was taken regardless of how hard that prisoner had
worked that day. When we were trudging back to our cells, Van Rensburg would read
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from a list, "Mandela [or Sisulu or Kathrada], I want to see you immediately in front
of the head of prison."

The island's administrative court began working overtime. In response, we formed our
own legal committee made up of myself, Fikile Bam, and Mac Maharaj. Mac had
studied law and was adept at putting the authorities on the defensive. Fiks, who was
working toward a law degree, was a bright, resourceful fellow who had become the
head of the prisoners' committee in our section. The job of our legal committee was to
advise our comrades on how to conduct themselves in the island's administrative
court.

Van Rensburg was not a clever fellow, and while he would lord it over us at the
quarry, we could outwit him in court. Our strategy was not to argue with him in the
field, but to contest the charges in court where we would have a chance to make our
case before slightly more enlightened officers. In administrative court, the charge
would be read by the presiding magistrate. "Malingering at the quarry," he might say,
at which Van Rensburg would look smug. After the charge had been read in full, I
always advised my colleagues to do one thing and one thing only: ask the court for
"further particulars." This was one's right as a defendant, and though the request
became a regular occurrence, Van Rensburg would almost always be stumped. Court
would then have to be adjourned while Van Rensburg went out to gather "further
particulars."

Van Rensburg was vindictive in large ways and small. When our lunch arrived at the
quarry and we would sit down to eat we now had a simple wooden table Van
Rensburg would inevitably choose that moment to urinate next to our food. I suppose
we should have been grateful that he did not urinate directly on our food, but we
lodged a protest against the practice anyway.

One of the few ways prisoners can take revenge on warders is through humor, and
Van Rensburg became the butt of many of our jokes. Among ourselves we called him
"Suitcase." Warders' lunch boxes were known as "suitcases" and normally a warder
would designate a prisoner, usually his favorite, to carry his "suitcase," and then
reward him with half a sandwich. But we always refused to carry Van Rensburg's
"suitcase," hence, the nickname. It was humiliating for a warder to carry his own lunch
pail.

One day, Wilton Mkwayi inadvertently referred to "Suitcase" within Van Rensburg's
hearing. "Who is Suitcase?" Van Rensburg bellowed. Wilton paused for a moment and
then blurted out, "It's you!"

"Why do you call me Suitcase?" Van Rensburg asked. Wilton paused. "Come, man,"
Van Rensburg said. "Because you carry your own 'suitcase," Wilton replied
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tentatively. "The general prisoners carry the 'suitcases' of their warders, but we won't
carry yours so we call you Suitcase."

Van Rensburg considered this for a moment, and instead of getting angry, announced,
"My name is not Suitcase, it's Dik Nek." There was silence for a moment, and then all
of us burst into laughter. In Afrikaans, Dik Nek literally means "Thick Neck"; it
suggests someone who is stubborn and unyielding. Suitcase, I suspect, was too thick to
know that he had been insulted.

One day at the quarry, we resumed our discussion of whether or not the tiger was
native to Africa. We were not able to talk as freely during Van Rensburg's tenure as
we had been before, but we were able to talk nonetheless while we worked.

The principle advocate of those who argued that the tiger was not native to Africa was
Andrew Masondo, an ANC leader from the Cape who had also been a lecturer at Fort
Hare. Masondo could be a volatile fellow, and he was vehement in his assertions that
no tigers had ever been found in Africa. The argument was going back and forth and
the men had put down their picks and shovels in the heat of the argument. This
attracted the attention of the warders, and they shouted at us to get back to work. But
we were so absorbed in the argument that we ignored the warders. A few of the lower-
ranking warders ordered us to go back to work, but we paid them no attention. Finally,
Suitcase marched over and bellowed at us in English, a language in which he was not
expert: "You talk too much, but you work too few!"

The men now did not pick up their tools because they were bent over in laughter.
Suitcase's grammatical mistake struck everyone as extremely comical. But Suitcase
was not at all amused. He immediately sent for Major Kellerman, the commanding
officer.

Kellerman arrived on the scene a few minutes later to find us in much the same state
as we had been before. Kellerman was relatively new to the island, and was
determined to set the right tone. One of the warders then reported to Kellerman that
Andrew Masondo and I had not been working, and we were to be charged with
malingering and insubordination. Under Kellerman's authority, we were then
handcuffed and taken to isolation.

From that point on, Suitcase seemed to hold a special grudge against me. One day,
while he was supervising us at the quarry, I was working next to Fikile Bam. We were
off by ourselves, on the far side of the quarry. We worked diligently, but since we
were both studying law at the time, we were discussing what we had read the night
before. At the end of the day, Van Rensburg stood in front of us and said, "Fikile Bam
and Nelson Mandela, I want to see you in front of the head of prison."
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We were brought before the lieutenant, who was the head of pris- on, and Van
Rensburg announced, "These men did not work the whole day. I'm charging them for
defying orders." The lieutenant asked if we had anything to say. "Lieutenant," I
responded, "we dispute the charge. We have been working and, in fact, we have
evidence that we have been working, and it is essential to our defense." The lieutenant
scoffed at this. "All you men work in the same area," he said. "How is it possible to
have evidence?" 1 explained that Fiks and I had been working apart from the others
and that we could show exactly how much work we had done. Suitcase naively
confirmed that we had been off by ourselves, and the lieutenant agreed to have a look.
We drove back to the quarry.

Once there, Fiks and I walked to the area where we had been working. I pointed to the
considerable pile of rocks and lime that we had built up and said, "There, that is what
we have done today." Suitcase had never even bothered to examine our work and was
rattled by the quantity of it. "No," he said to the lieutenant, "that is the result of a
week's work." The lieutenant was skeptical. "All right, then," he said to Suitcase,
"show me the small pile that Mandela and Bam put together today." Suitcase had no
reply, and the lieutenant did something I have rarely seen a superior officer do: he
chastised his subordinate in the presence of prisoners. "You are telling lies," he said,
and dismissed the charges on the spot.

One morning in early 1967, during Suitcase's tenure, we were preparing to walk to the
quarry when Suitcase informed us that an order had come down from Major
Kellerman forbidding us to talk. Not only was conversation banned on our walks;
henceforth, there would be no conversation permitted at the quarry. "From now on,
silence!" he yelled.

This command was greeted by profound dismay and outrage. Talking and discussing
issues were the only things that made the work at the quarry tolerable. Of course, we
could not discuss it on the way to the quarry because we were ordered not to talk, but
during our lunch break the ANC leadership and the heads of the other political groups
managed secretly to hash out a plan.

While we were surreptitiously hatching our plan, Major Kellerman himself appeared
and walked into our lunch shed. This was highly unusual; we had never had such a
high-ranking visitor in our lowly shed. With a cough of embarrassment, he announced
that his order had been a mistake and that we could resume talking at the quarry, just
as long as we did it quietly. He then told us to carry on and spun on his heel and was
gone. We were glad the order was rescinded, but suspicious as to why.

For the remainder of the day, we were not forced to work very hard. Suitcase did his
best to be friendly, and said that as a gesture of goodwill he had decided to withdraw
all pending charges against us.
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That afternoon, I discovered that my cell had been moved from number 4, near the
entrance of the passageway, to number 18, at the back. All of my belongings had been
dumped into the new cell. As always, there was no explanation.

We guessed that we were to have a visitor and I had been moved because the
authorities did not want me to be the first among the prisoners to talk to whoever was
coming. If each prisoner in turn voiced his complaints, the authorities could yell
"Time up!" before a visitor reached cell 18. We resolved that in the interest of unity,
each individual along the passageway would inform any visitor that while everyone
had individual complaints, the prisoner in number 18 would speak for all.

The following morning, after breakfast, we were informed by Suitcase that we would
not be going to the quarry. Then Major Kellerman appeared to say that Mrs. Helen
Suzman, the lone member of the liberal Progressive Party in Parliament and the only
voice of true opposition to the Nationalists, would be arriving shortly. In less than
fifteen minutes, Mrs. Suzman all five feet two inches of her came through the door of
our passageway, accompanied by General Steyn, the commissioner of prisons. As she
was introduced to each prisoner, she asked him whether or not he had any complaints.
Each man replied the same way: "I have many complaints, but our spokesman is Mr.
Nelson Mandela at the end of the corridor." To General Steyn's dismay, Mrs. Suzman
was soon at my cell. She firmly shook my hand and cordially introduced herself.

Unlike judges and magistrates, who were automatically permitted access to prisons,
members of Parliament had to request permission to visit a prison. Mrs. Suzman was
one of the few, if not the only, members of Parliament who took an interest in the
plight of political prisoners. Many stories were circulating about Robben Island, and
Mrs. Suzman had come to investigate for herself.

As this was Mrs. Suzman's first visit to Robben Island, I attempted to put her at ease.
But she was remarkably confident and utterly unfazed by her surroundings, and
proposed that we get down to business right away. General Steyn and the commanding
officer stood by her, but I did not mince words. I told her of our desire to have the
food improved and equalized and to have better clothing; the need for facilities for
studying; our right to information such as newspapers; and many more things. I told
her of the harshness of the warders, and mentioned Van Rensburg in particular. |
pointed out that he had a swastika tattooed on his forearm. Helen reacted like a lawyer.
"Well, Mr. Mandela," she said, "we must not take that too far because we don't know
when it was made. Perhaps, for example, his parents had it tattooed on him?" I assured
her that was not the case.

Normally, I would not complain about an individual warder. One learns in prison that
it is better to fight for general principles than to battle each individual case. However
callous a warder may be, he is usually just carrying out prison policy. But Van
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Rensburg was in a class by himself, and we believed that if he were gone, it would
make a disproportionate difference for all of us.

Mrs. Suzman listened attentively, jotting down what I said in a small notebook, and
promised to take these matters up with the minister of justice. She then made an
inspection of our cells, and talked a bit with some of the other men. It was an odd and
wonderful sight to see this courageous woman peering into our cells and strolling
around our courtyard. She was the first and only woman ever to grace our cells.

Van Rensburg was exceedingly nervous during Mrs. Suzman's visit. According to
Kathy, while Mrs. Suzman and 1 were talking, Van Rens- burg apologized for all his
past actions. But his contrition did not last long, for the next day he informed us he
was reinstating all the charges against us. We later learned that Mrs. Suzman had
taken up our case in Parliament, and within a few weeks of her visit, Suitcase was
transferred off the island.

I NEVER IMAGINED the struggle would be either short or easy. The first few years
on the island were difficult times both for the organization outside and those of us in
prison. After Rivonia, much of the movement's underground machinery had been
destroyed. Our structures had been discovered and uprooted; those who were not
captured were scrambling to stay one step ahead of the enemy. Virtually every one of
the ANC's senior leaders was either in jail or in exile.

In the years after Rivonia, the ANC's External Mission, formerly responsible for fund-
raising, diplomacy, and establishing a military training program, took up the reins of
the organization as a whole. The External Mission not only had to create an
organization in exile, but had the even more formidable task of trying to revitalize the
underground ANC inside South Africa.

The state had grown stronger. The police had become more powerful, their methods
more ruthless, their techniques more sophisticated. The South African Defense Force
was expanding. The economy was stable, the white electorate untroubled. The South
African government had powerful allies in Great Britain and the United States who
were content to maintain the status quo.

But elsewhere the struggle against imperialism was on the march. In the middle to late
1960s, armed struggles were being fought throughout southern Africa. In Namibia
(then South-West Africa), SWAPO was making its first incursions in the Caprivi
Strip; in Mozambique and Angola, the guerrilla movement was growing and
spreading. In Zimbabwe (then Rhodesia), the battle against white minority rule was
advancing. lan Smith's white government was bolstered by the South African Defense
Force, and the ANC regarded the battle in Zimbabwe as an extension of our struggle at
home. In 1967, we learned that the ANC had forged an alliance with the Zimbabwe
African People's Union (ZAPU), which had been formed by Joshua Nkomo.
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That year, a group of MK soldiers who had been training in Tanzania and Zambia
crossed the Zambezi River into Rhodesia with the intention of making their way
home. This first group of MK soldiers was christened the Lutuli Detachment and they
were the spearhead of the armed struggle. In August, as the Lutuli Detachment,
accompanied by ZAPU troops, moved southward, they were spotted by the Rhodesian
army. Over the next few weeks, fierce battles were fought and both sides sustained
casualties. Finally, our troops were overpowered by the superior numbers of the
Rhodesian forces. Some were captured, and other retreated into Bechuanaland which
had become independent Botswana. By the beginning of 1968, another larger ANC
detachment had entered Rhodesia and fought not only the Rhodesian army but South
African policemen who had been posted to Rhodesia.

We heard of this months later by rumor, but did not learn the full story until some of
the men who had fought there were imprisoned with us. Though our forces were not
victorious, we quietly celebrated the fact that our MK cadres had engaged the enemy
in combat on their own terms. It was a milestone in the struggle. Justice Panza, one of
the commanders of the Lutuli Detachment, was later imprisoned with us. He briefed us
on the detachment's military training, political education, and valor in the field. As a
former commander-in-chief of MK, I was terribly proud of our soldiers.

With the news of MK's battles abroad, we also learned of Chief Lutuli's death at home.
The circumstances were curious: he had been hit by a train in an area near his farm
where he often walked. I was granted permission to write a letter to his widow.
Lutuli's death left a great vacuum in the organization; the chief was a Nobel Prize
winner, a distinguished, internationally known figure, a man who commanded respect
from both black and white. For these reasons, he was irreplaceable. Yet in Oliver
Tambo, who was acting president-general of the ANC, the organization found a man
who could fill the chief's shoes. Like Lutuli, he was articulate yet not showy, confident
but humble. He too epitomized Chief Lutuli's precept: "Let your courage rise with
danger."

We organized a small memorial service for the chief in Section B and permitted
everyone who wanted to speak to do so. It was a quiet, respectful service, with only
one sour note. When Neville Alexander of the Unity Movement rose to speak, it was
apparent that he had come not to praise the chief but to bury him. Without even
perfunctory regrets at the man's passing, he accused Lutuli of being a patsy of the
white man, mainly on the grounds that the chief had accepted the Nobel Peace Prize.

Apart from its wrong-headedness, Neville's speech was entirely contrary to the climate
of cooperation between organizations we were trying to create on the island. From the
moment [ arrived on the island, I had made it my mission to seek some
accommodation with our rivals in the struggle. I saw Robben Island as an opportunity
to patch up the long and often bitter differences between the PAC and the ANC. If we
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could unite the two organizations on the island, that could set a precedent for uniting
them in the liberation struggle as a whole.

Yet from the beginning, relations with the PAC had been more competitive than
cooperative. Some of the PAC men had already been on the island, and saw our arrival
as an encroachment on their territory. We heard from some of our men that the most
senior PAC prisoners had expressed regret that we had not been hanged.

In 1962, when I had first been on the island, the PAC had greatly outnumbered the
ANC. In 1967, the numbers were reversed. Yet this seemed to harden the PAC 1n their
positions. They were unashamedly anti-Communist and anti-Indian. In the early years,
I had talks with Zeph Mothopeng, who had been on the PAC's National Executive
Committee. Zeph argued that the PAC was more militant than the ANC, and that in
prison, the ANC should follow the PAC's lead. The PAC maintained that negotiations
with the authorities were a betrayal, but that did not stop them from taking advantage
of the benefits that resulted from negotiations. In 1967, I held talks with Selby
Ngendane on the question of unity. Outside of prison, Ngendane had been violently
opposed to the Freedom Charter, but in prison, Selby mellowed. We eventually wrote
separate letters to our respective organizations in the general section advocating the
idea of unity. The ANC also worked well with Clarence Makwetu, who later became
president of the PAC. Makwetu, who had once been a member of the ANC Youth
League, was in our section and was a balanced, sensible man. We had many fruitful
discussions about the unity of our two organizations, but after Makwetu was released
and was succeeded in the PAC leadership on Robben Island by John Pokela, the talks
foundered.

The PAC's insecurity occasionally had comical results. At one point, an order came
from Pretoria that [ was to be isolated from all other prisoners at the quarry. I would
work separately, eat separately, and have my own guard. We noticed that this new
ruling caused some agitation among the PAC. Several days later, the PAC decided that
their leader, Zeph Mothopeng, would also be isolated, and on their own they had him
work and eat separately from everyone else for as long as I did.

The PAC often refused to participate in meetings that had no overt party affiliation.
When we called meetings to discuss our grievances and later had news sessions to
discuss what we had learned from the paper, the PAC boycotted these gatherings. |
found this greatly annoying. The PAC, we learned, were ignorant of changes in their
own organization on the outside. At the time, the PAC members on the island refused
to believe our claims that the exiled PAC had opened its doors to whites and Indians
as members. That was heresy. Yet we had read in the paper that the white activist
Patrick Duncan had become a member of the PAC executive. The PAC members
derided this at the time as ANC propaganda.
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The ANC formed its own internal organization on the island. Known as the High
Command, or more officially, the High Organ, it consisted of the most senior ANC
leaders on Robben Island, the men who had been members of the National Executive
Committee: Walter Sisulu, Govan Mbeki, Raymond Mhlaba, and myself. I served as
the head of the High Organ.

From its inception, we decided the High Organ would not try to influence external
ANC policy. We had no reliable way of evaluating the situation in the country, and
concluded it would neither be fair nor wise for us to offer guidance on matters about
which we were uninformed. Instead, we made decisions about such matters as
prisoners' complaints, strikes, mail, food all of the day-to-day concerns of prison life.
We would, when possible, convene a general members meeting, which we regarded as
vital to the health of our organization. But as these meetings were extremely
dangerous and thus infrequent, the High Organ would often take decisions that were
then communicated to all the other members. The High Organ also operated a cell
system, with each cell consisting of three members.

In the first few years on the island, the High Organ also acted as a representative
committee for all the political prisoners in our section. In 1967, we organized a
petition demanding better treatment that was signed by virtually everyone, including
members of the PAC, the Unity Movement, and the Liberal Party, represented by
Eddie Daniels. This arrangement was acceptable to all until Neville Alexander
complained that the High Organ was neither democratic nor truly representative, and
that some other body ought to be created.

Neville's original suggestion eventually turned into a prisoners' committee composed
of people from all political parties. There was fear among the other organizations that
the ANC would attempt to dominate it, and the committee's rules were crafted so that
its powers were purely consultative and its decisions not binding. Even so, it was still
difficult to agree on a common approach to problems. We suggested that Fikile Bam, a
member of the Yu Chi Chan Club, preside over meetings. Later, the committee
leadership would rotate. Eventually the committee became known as Ulundi, and
acted as a disciplinary committee for all political prisoners.

The High Organ was the source of some controversy because of its ethnic
composition: all four permanent members were from Xhosa backgrounds. This was a
matter of coincidence rather than design; the senior ANC leadership on the island, the
only four to have served on the National Executive Committee, happened to be Xhosa.
It would not have been proper to take a less senior comrade and put him on the High
Organ simply because he was not a Xhosa. But the fact that the High Organ was
Xhosa-dominated disturbed me because it seemed to reinforce the mistaken perception
that we were a Xhosa organization.
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I have always found this criticism to be vexing and based on both ignorance of ANC
history and maliciousness. I would refute it by noting that the presidents of the ANC
have been Zulus, Mosothos, Pedis, and Tswanas, and the executive has always been a
mixture of tribal groups. I recall once working in our courtyard on a sunny afternoon,
while some men from the general section were working on the roof above me. They
shouted at me, "Mdala! — Old man!, — why do you only talk to Xhosas?" The
accusation stung me. I looked up and said, "How can you accuse me of
discrimination? We are one people." They seemed satisfied by that, but their
perception stuck in my mind. From then on, whenever I knew I would be walking in
front of men from the general section, I would try to converse with Kathy or Eddie
Daniels, or someone who was not a Xhosa.

We subsequently decided that there should be a fifth, rotating member of the High
Organ. This member was usually not a Xhosa; Kathy, for example, was the fifth
member of the High Organ for more than five years. Laloo Chiba also served for a
time, and in the end, the criticism died a slow and unremarkable death.

I did not by any means dominate the High Organ, and in fact, a number of proposals
that [ felt strongly about were rejected. This is as it should be, but I sometimes found it
frustrating. There were two issues regarding the authorities about which I could never
persuade my colleagues. Prison regulations stated that prisoners must stand in the
presence of a senior officer. I advocated that we should remain seated, as it was
demeaning to have to recognize the enemy when he did not recognize us as political
prisoners. My comrades believed this was a trivial matter and the negative
consequences of resistance would outweigh any benefits.

The second issue was rejected by the High Organ on similar grounds. The warders
called us by either our surnames or our Christian names. Each, I felt, was degrading,
and I thought we should insist on the honorific "Mister." I pressed for this for many
years, without success. Later, it even became a source of humor as my colleagues
would occasionally call me "Mr." Mandela.

TIME MAY SEEM to stand still for those of us in prison, but it did not halt for those
outside. I was reminded of this when I was visited by my mother in the spring of 1968.
I had not seen her since the end of the Rivonia Trial. Change is gradual and
incremental, and when one lives in the midst of one's family, one rarely notices
differences in them. But when one doesn't see one's family for many years at a time,
the transformation can be striking. My mother suddenly seemed very old.

She had journeyed all the way from the Transkei, accompanied by my son Makgatho,
my daughter Makaziwe, and my sister Mabel. Because I had four visitors and they had
come a great distance, the authorities extended the visiting time from a half an hour to
forty-five minutes.
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I had not seen my son and daughter since before the trial and they had become adults
in the interim, growing up without me. I looked at them with amazement and pride.
But though they had grown up, I am afraid I still treated them more or less as the
children they had been when I went to prison. They may have changed, but I hadn't.

My mother had lost a great deal of weight, which concerned me. Her face appeared
haggard. Only my sister Mabel seemed unchanged. While it was a great pleasure to
see all of them and to discuss family issues, I was uneasy about my mother's health.

I spoke with Makgatho and Maki about my desire for them both to pursue further
schooling and asked Mabel about relatives in the Transkei. The time passed far too
quickly. As with most visits, the greatest pleasure often lies in the recollection of it,
but this time, I could not stop worrying about my mother. I feared that it would be the
last time I would ever see her.

Several weeks later, after returning from the quarry, I was told to go to the Head
Office to collect a telegram. It was from Makgatho, informing me that my mother had
died of a heart attack. I immediately made a request to the commanding officer to be
permitted to attend her funeral in the Transkei, which he turned down. "Mandela," he
said, "while I know you are a man of your word and would not try to escape, I cannot
trust your own people, and we fear that they would try to kidnap you." It added to my
grief that I was not able to bury my mother, which was my responsibility as her eldest
child and only son.

Over the next few months I thought about her a great deal. Her life had been far from
easy. I had been able to support her when I was practicing as an attorney, but once I
went to prison, I was unable to help her. I had never been as attentive as I should have
been.

A mother's death causes a man to look back on and evaluate his own life. Her
difficulties, her poverty, made me question once again whether I had taken the right
path. That was always the conundrum: Had I made the right choice in putting the
people's welfare even before that of my own family? For a long time, my mother had
not understood my commitment to the struggle. My family had not asked for or even
wanted to be involved in the struggle, but my involvement penalized them.

But I came back to the same answer. In South Africa, it is hard for a man to ignore the
needs of the people, even at the expense of his own family. I had made my choice, and
in the end, she had supported it. But that did not lessen the sadness I felt at not being
able to make her life more comfortable, or the pain of not being able to lay her to rest.

In the early hours of the morning of May 12, 1969, the security police awakened
Winnie at our home in Orlando and detained her without charge under the 1967
Terrorism Act, which gave the government unprecedented powers of arrest and
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detention without trial. The raid, I later learned, was part of a nationwide crackdown in
which dozens of others were detained, including Winnie's sister. The police dragged
Winnie away while Zeni and Zindzi clung to her skirts. She was placed in solitary
confinement in Pretoria, where she was denied bail and visitors; over the next weeks
and months, she was relentlessly and brutally interrogated.

When Winnie was finally charged six months later [ managed to send instructions that
she be represented by Joel Carlson, a longtime anti-apartheid lawyer. Winnie and
twenty-two others were charged under the Suppression of Communism Act for
attempting to revive the ANC. Later, George Bizos and Arthur Chaskalson, both
members of the Rivonia team, joined the defense. In October, seventeen months after
her arrest, the state withdrew its case without explanation, and Winnie was released.
Within two weeks, she was again banned, and placed under house arrest. She
immediately applied for permission to visit me and was rebuffed.

There was nothing I found so agonizing in prison as the thought that Winnie was in
prison too. I put a brave face on the situation, but inwardly I was deeply disturbed and
worried. Nothing tested my inner equilibrium as much as the time that Winnie was in
solitary confinement. Although I often urged others not to worry about what they
could not control, I was unable to take my own advice. I had many sleepless nights.
What were the authorities doing to my wife? How would she bear up? Who was
looking after our daughters? Who would pay the bills? It is a form of mental torture to
be constantly plagued by such questions and not have the means to answer them.

Brigadier Aucamp allowed me to send letters to Winnie, and relayed one or two from
her. Normally, prisoners awaiting trial are not permitted mail, but Aucamp permitted it
as a favor to me. I was grateful, but knew the authorities had not granted permission
out of altruism: they were reading our letters, hoping to glean some information that
would assist their case against Winnie.

During this time I experienced another grievous loss. One cold morning in July of
1969, three months after I learned of Winnie's incarceration, I was called to the main
office on Robben Island and handed a telegram. It was from my youngest son,
Makgatho, and it was only a sentence long. He informed me that his older brother, my
first and oldest son, Madiba Thembekile, whom we called Thembi, had been killed in
a motorcar accident in the Transkei. Thembi was then twenty-five years old, and the
father of two small children.

What can one say about such a tragedy? I was already overwrought about my wife, I
was still grieving for my mother, and then to hear such news|.|.|.|I do not have words to
express the sorrow, or the loss I felt. It left a hole in my heart that can never be filled.

I returned to my cell and lay on my bed. I do not know how long I stayed there, but I
did not emerge for dinner. Some of the men looked in, but I said nothing. Finally,
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Walter came to me and knelt beside my bed, and I handed him the telegram. He said
nothing, but only held my hand. I do not know how long he remained with me. There
is nothing that one man can say to another at such a time.

I asked permission of the authorities to attend my son's funeral. As a father, it was my
responsibility to make sure that my son's spirit would rest peacefully. I told them they
could send a security cordon with me, and that I would give my word that I would
return. Permission was denied. All I was permitted to do was write a letter to Thembi's
mother, Evelyn, in which I did my best to comfort her and tell her that I shared her
suffering.

I thought back to one afternoon when Thembi was a boy and he came to visit me at a
safe house in Cyrildene that I used for secret ANC work. Between my underground
political work and legal cases, I had not been able to see him for some time. I
surprised him at the house and found him wearing an old jacket of mine that came to
his knees. He must have taken some comfort and pride in wearing his father's clothing,
just as I once did with my own father's. When I had to say good-bye again, he stood up
tall, as if he were already grown, and said, "I will look after the family while you are
gone."
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FREEDOM

Release/Microphone

One of the first questions to be resolved was where I would spend my first night of
freedom. My inclination was to spend the night in the Cape Flats, the bustling black
and Coloured townships of Cape Town, in order to show my solidarity with the
people. But my colleagues and, later, my wife argued that for security reasons I should
stay with Archbishop Desmond Tutu in Bishop's Court, a plush residence in a white
suburb. It was not an area where I would have been permitted to live before I went to
prison, and I thought it would send the wrong signal to spend my first night of
freedom in a posh white area. But the members of the committee explained that
Bishop's Court had become multiracial under Tutu's tenure, and symbolized an open,
generous nonracialism.

The prison service supplied me with boxes and crates for packing. During my first
twenty or so years in prison, I accumulated very few possessions, but in the last few
years | had amassed enough property-- mainly books and papers to make up for
previous decades. I filled over a dozen crates and boxes.

My actual release time was set for 3 P.M., but Winnie and Walter and the other
passengers from the chartered flight from Johannesburg did not arrive until after two.
There were already dozens of people at the house, and the entire scene took on the
aspect of a celebration. Warrant Officer Swart prepared a final meal for all of us, and 1
thanked him not only for the food he had provided for the last two years but the
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companionship. Warrant Officer James Gregory was also there at the house, and I
embraced him warmly. In the years that he had looked after me from Pollsmoor
through Victor Verster, we had never discussed politics, but our bond was an
unspoken one and I would miss his soothing presence. Men like Swart, Gregory, and
Warrant Officer Brand reinforced my belief in the essential humanity even of those
who had kept me behind bars for the previous twenty-seven and a half years.

There was little time for lengthy farewells. The plan was that Winnie and I would be
driven in a car to the front gate of the prison. I had told the authorities that I wanted to
be able to say good-bye to the guards and warders who had looked after me and I
asked that they and their families wait for me at the front gate, where I would be able
to thank them individually.

At a few minutes after three, I was telephoned by a well-known SABC presenter who
requested that I get out of the car a few hundred feet before the gate so that they could
film me walking toward freedom. This seemed reasonable, and I agreed to do it. This
was my first inkling that things might not go as calmly as I had imagined.

By 3:30, I began to get restless, as we were already behind schedule. I told the
members of the reception committee that my people had been waiting for me for
twenty-seven years and I did not want to keep them waiting any longer. Shortly before
four, we left in a small motorcade from the cottage. About a quarter of a mile in front
of the gate, the car slowed to a stop and Winnie and I got out and began to walk
toward the prison gate.

At first, I could not really make out what was going on in front of us, but when I was
within one hundred fifty feet or so, I saw a tremendous commotion and a great crowd
of people: hundreds of photographers and television cameras and newspeople as well
as several thousand well-wishers. I was astounded and a little bit alarmed. I had truly
not expected such a scene; at most, I had imagined that there would be several dozen
people, mainly the warders and their families. But this proved to be only the
beginning; I realized we had not thoroughly prepared for all that was about to happen.

Within twenty feet or so of the gate, the cameras started clicking, a noise that sounded
like some great herd of metallic beasts. Reporters started shouting questions;
television crews began crowding in; ANC supporters were yelling and cheering. It was
a happy, if slightly disorienting chaos. When a television crew thrust a long, dark,
furry object at me, I recoiled slightly, wondering if it were some newfangled weapon
developed while I was in prison. Winnie informed me that it was a microphone.

When I was among the crowd I raised my right fist and there was a roar. I had not
been able to do that for twenty-seven years and it gave me a surge of strength and joy.
We stayed among the crowd for only a few minutes before jumping back into the car
for the drive to Cape Town. Although I was pleased to have such a reception, I was
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greatly vexed by the fact that I did not have a chance to say good-bye to the prison
staff. As I finally walked through those gates to enter a car on the other side, I felt
even at the age of seventy-one that my life was beginning anew. My ten thousand days
of imprisonment were over.

Last paragraphs

On the evening of May 2, Mr. de Klerk made a gracious concession speech. After
more than three centuries of rule, the white minority was conceding defeat and turning
over power to the black majority. That evening, the ANC was planning a victory
celebration at the ballroom of the Carlton Hotel in downtown Johannesburg. 1 was
suffering from a bad case of the flu and my doctors ordered me to remain at home. But
there was nothing that could keep me away from that party. I went onstage at about
nine o'clock and faced a crowd of happy, smiling, cheering faces.

I explained to the crowd that my voice was hoarse from a cold and that my physician
had advised me not to attend. "I hope that you will not disclose to him that I have
violated his instructions,”" I told them. I congratulated Mr. de Klerk for his strong
showing. I thanked all those in the ANC and the democratic movement who had
worked so hard for so long. Mrs. Coretta Scott King, the wife of the great freedom
fighter Martin Luther King Jr., was on the podium that night, and I looked over to her
as [ made reference to her husband's immortal words.

"This is one of the most important moments in the life of our country. I stand here
before you filled with deep pride and joy--pride in the ordinary, humble people of this
country. You have shown such a calm, patient determination to reclaim this country as
your own, and now the joy that we can loudly proclaim from the rooftops--Free at last!
Free at last! I stand before you humbled by your courage, with a heart full of love for
all of you. I regard it as the highest honor to lead the ANC at this moment in our
history. I am your servant..It is not the individuals that matter, but the
collective...This is a time to heal the old wounds and build a new South Africa."

It was during those long and lonely years that my hunger for the freedom of my own
people became a hunger for the freedom of all people, white and black. I knew as well
as | knew anything that the oppressor must be liberated just as surely as the oppressed.
A man who takes away another man's freedom is a prisoner of hatred, he is locked
behind the bars of prejudice and narrow-mindedness. I am not truly free if I am taking
away someone else's freedom, just as surely as [ am not free when my freedom is
taken from me. The oppressed and the oppressor alike are robbed of their humanity.
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When I walked out of prison, that was my mission, to liberate the oppressed and the
oppressor both. Some say that has now been achieved. But I know that that is not the
case. The truth is that we are not yet free; we have merely achieved the freedom to be
free, the right not to be oppressed. We have not taken the final step of our journey, but
the first step on a longer and even more difficult road. For to be free is not merely to
cast off one's chains, but to live in a way that respects and enhances the freedom of
others. The true test of our devotion to freedom is just beginning.

I have walked that long road to freedom. I have tried not to falter; I have made
missteps along the way. But I have discovered the secret that after climbing a great
hill, one only finds that there are many more hills to climb. I have taken a moment
here to rest, to steal a view of the glorious vista that surrounds me, to look back on the
distance I have come. But I can rest only for a moment, for with freedom comes
responsibilities, and I dare not linger, for my long walk is not yet ended.
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