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  David therefore departed thence, and escaped to the cave of Adullam: and when his brethren and all his father’s house heard it, they went down thither to him. And every one that was in distress, and every one that was in debt, and every one that was discontented, gathered themselves unto him; and he became captain over them …




  First Samuel xxii.1-2.




  The world is what it is; men who are nothing, who allow themselves to become nothing, have no place in it.




  A Bend in the River, VS Naipaul.




  One thing therefore History will do: pity them all; for it went hard with them all. Not even the Seagreen Incorruptible but shall have some pity, some human love, though it takes an effort. To the eye of equal brotherly pity, innumerable perversions dissipate themselves: exaggerations and execrations fall off, of their own accord.




  The French Revolution, Thomas Carlyle.




  Don’t be so anxious. Don’t peep so much into Freud.


  Look to the Zulu – and relax.




  Letter from Elias Gordin to Jeremy Gordin, 1974.




  The new president [Thabo Mbeki] appointed as deputy president Jacob Zuma, a loyal ANC member who had no formal education and posed no challenge to Mbeki’s leadership.




  A History of South Africa (2001), Leonard Thompson.




  ‘Once upon a time,’ [Nikita] Khrushchev said, ‘there were three men in a prison: a social democrat, an anarchist and a humble little Jew – a half-educated fellow named Pinya. They decided to elect a cell leader to watch over distribution of food, tea and tobacco. The anarchist, a big burly fellow, was against such a lawful process as electing authority. To show his contempt for law and order, he proposed that the semi-educated Jew, Pinya, be elected. They elected Pinya.




  ‘Things went well, and they decided to escape. But they realized that the first man to go through the tunnel would be shot at by the guard. They all turned to the big brave anarchist, but he was afraid to go. Suddenly poor little Pinya drew himself up and said, “Comrades, you elected me by democratic process as your leader. Therefore, I will go first.”




  ‘The moral of the story is that no matter how humble a man’s beginning, he achieves the stature of the office to which he is elected.




  ‘That little Pinya – that’s me.’




  Khrushchev: The Man, His Era, William Taubman.




  




  Preface to the Second Edition




  The first edition of this book ended as Judge Nicholson withdrew from Zuma’s mouth the sharp hook that had been lodged in it for about nine years by the National Prosecuting Authority. However, despite this enormous fillip, in December 2008 life did not look wonderfully rosy for him. Consider: it soon became obvious that the NPA would appeal as quickly as possible against the Nicholson judgment and probably win (this is indeed what happened). Then it would re-charge Zuma. Were this to happen (and it did), what would Zuma and the ANC do? Could a national election – due in April 2009 – be fought with him sitting in court? What if he were found guilty? A conviction and a sentence to a jail term of more than 12 months would have made Zuma ineligible for election to Parliament and therefore ineligible to serve as President of South Africa.




  Then there occurred the most remarkable intervention: the decision by the acting National Director of Public Prosecutions to drop charges of racketeering, money laundering, corruption and fraud against Zuma – notwithstanding everything that had gone before.




  On 6 May 2009, Parliament voted Zuma fourth president of a democratic South Africa, defeating the Congress of the People’s presidential candidate by 277--47 votes. Three days later, he was sworn in. As one of the talking heads on television remarked, it was ‘the greatest political comeback ever’ (certainly in South African politics).




  What’s more, though he inherited a country wallowing in the doldrums, Zuma received a very good press, foreign and local – not only for his first 100 days but for the first eight months of his rule. He was featured on the cover of Time magazine on 7 December 2009, and the inside article was none too shoddy either. In addition, the political opposition, as much as ‘the people’, seemed disarmed by his brand of charm, his promises to eradicate corruption and create jobs, and his sweeping aside of Mbeki’s HIV/Aids denialism.




  But on a balmy Sunday morning, 31 January 2010, the Sunday Times arrived – thump! – in the driveway, carrying incendiary matériel. Suddenly, Zuma was in trouble again; in the blink of an eye, he had again become the dirty rascal. Just when Zuma’s getting ahead in the game, he … well, he doesn’t shoot himself in the foot … but he does often commit a sexual misdemeanour. But more important than the brouhaha precipitated here and overseas by Zuma’s peccadilloes was the reaction of his allies in the ANC and the tripartite alliance. It was apparent from their lukewarm response that quite deep fissures existed in the party and the alliance. Zuma’s policy of governing by consensus had effectively meant perpetual compromise, and in such a process there can be little bold leadership.[1] By trying to be all things to all people, Zuma has clearly failed to satisfy most, if any, of the competing factions in his government.




  This second edition of Zuma: A Biography contains three new chapters that incorporate all the new events that I have mentioned above – from October/November 2008 until the first weeks of March 2010 and the pomp and ceremony of his journey to London to see Queen Elizabeth II.




  Much of the material in the three new chapters flows from articles I have written on politicsweb.co.za, where I have been a weekly contributor since about June 2009, and articles written for East London’s Daily Dispatch. My thanks and acknowledgements to James Myburgh and Alec Hogg of Politicsweb, for allowing me the space and giving me encouragement, and to Myburgh in particular for fruitful discussions and for letting me profit from his indefatigable questioning of the status quo and dislike of racist cant and political propaganda; and thanks and acknowledgements to Andrew Trench and Dawn Barkhuizen of the Dispatch for giving me an opportunity to write a monthly Zuma column.




  In the first edition of this book, there were a number of instances where, without making proper acknowledgment, I used material directly from The Arms Deal in Your Pocket (Jonathan Ball Publishers, 2008) by Paul Holden. These omissions of acknowledgement have now been corrected; and I apologise to Holden. Some factual mistakes relating to Zuma’s family have also been repaired, and I apologise to Zuma as well.




  Journalists David Beresford and Paul Trewhela had two similar ‘problems’ with this book. The first related to the way in which I dealt with – or, rather, failed to deal with – Zuma’s membership of the SA Communist Party, which membership had been clearly mentioned by Zuma himself in an autobiographical piece written on 2 May 1985 under the alias ‘Pedro’. The second related to my failure to damn Zuma sufficiently for his alleged complicity or culpability in the death of Thami Zulu. I deal with both these issues and reproduce the ‘Pedro’ document in a new appendix.




  Besides again thanking the long-suffering Jeremy ‘where’s my copy?’ Boraine, publishing director of Jonathan Ball Publishers (JBP), and Frances Perryer, editor extraordinaire, I want also to thank Jonathan Ball for his support and friendship, and the rest of the JBP staff, especially Anika Ebrahim, JBP’s director of publicity. When I needed a proverbial pillar of strength on which to lean a little, Anika was there.




  I also want to thank: Michael Hulley, Zuma’s attorney, for further assistance and friendship; Ajay Sooklal, formerly Thint’s attorney, also for further assistance and friendship; Justin Cartwright, for his unexpected encouragement and praise; my friend Benjamin Trisk for his continual, unbridled criticism of Zuma (if he let up, what would I have to think about?); Anthony Butler, head of Politics at Wits, for reminding me gently that it’s not the economy, stupid – it’s the politics, stupid; Anton Harber, my boss at Wits Journalism School, who didn’t look too hard to see where I was, though he knew that I generally wasn’t where I was supposed to be; and all the people, most of whose names I unfortunately do not know, who in the weeks immediately following publication in December 2008 came up to me in Cape Town, Durban, Johannesburg and East London, or wrote to me, to say they had enjoyed the book.




  Finally, thank you to Jacob Zuma – a careful reader of those texts he must, or chooses to, read – who told me he enjoyed the book a great deal, notwithstanding ‘a few things that we need to discuss sometime’. I am delighted that Zuma’s note thanking me, inscribed on the title page of my copy of Zuma: A Biography, was written on 06/04/2009 – the evening on which he was celebrating the dropping of charges against himself.




  Jeremy Gordin


  PARKVIEW, JOHANNESBURG


  MARCH 2010




  Notes




  

    [1] See Allister Sparks’s eloquent article, ‘Obama, Zuma and a question of leadership,’ Business Day, 31 March 2010.


  




  




  Preface and Acknowledgements




  I once said to Jacob Gedleyihlekisa Zuma, aka ‘Msholozi’ (his praise name), that his life story seemed so fascinating, I was surprised no one had written about him.




  ‘Why should anyone write about me?’ Zuma asked. ‘I’m not an important person. I’m not from a politically famous or royal family. I’m not an influential businessman. I’m just an ordinary person.’




  It was a vintage Zuma response because it was self-deprecatory, some might even say humble, yet at the same time quietly, almost obliquely, sarcastic about a number of South African leaders whom politically knowledgeable people would find it easy to identify. It was also inaccurate, at least insofar as he claimed to be unimportant, for his name and career are now inextricably parts of the history of South Africa in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.




  I need not discuss here why this is so – for the book that follows is about Zuma’s remarkable rise and fall and rise again, the consequent sacking of President Thabo Mbeki, as well as the possibility that Zuma’s road to presidential inauguration could still be blocked by corruption and racketeering charges. Zuma is also a highly controversial politician and person, and that’s putting it mildly. And, since being made president-in-waiting in December 2007, he has become the epicentre of the country’s political turmoil.




  The aim of this book is to tell Zuma’s story in such as way as to offer some insight beyond the daily and weekly reporting in the media and to capture something of the man, his ambitions, and the political rollercoaster he has been on – his travails in his quest to be the next president of South Africa.




  It’s a ‘pull-together’, as journalists say, with the necessary background and context; an ‘overview’ that tries to sew together all the elements of the story. The main focus remains on the last eight or nine years during which Zuma has been accused of corruption and during which he emerged as the spear of the Left in its ‘battle’ against Mbeki. But I also cover Zuma’s early life in rural KwaZulu-Natal, his 10 years on Robben Island, his adult life as a member of the ANC underground, and the transitional years of the 1990s.




  It would be silly, however, to pretend that this short book is ‘definitive’. Doubtless there are many lines of investigation, facts, and events missing from it. Nor is this a ‘thesis’ book; I have no over-arching point to prove, or all-encompassing ‘explanation’ to offer, about Zuma.




  The historian Eric Hobsbawm adapted a comment of Karl Marx’s as follows: ‘Men make their lives, but they do not make them just as they please, they do not make them under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past, and by the world around them.’[1] This comment is particularly applicable to a person who was six years old when legal apartheid started being clamped like a vice on society, who spent 10 years jailed on Robben Island, whose life was devoted to political and underground struggle, and who is an ANC man through and through. The party is, literally, his life, and has been so for half a century. I have obviously therefore had to be careful not to ‘over-emphasise the role of the individual in shaping and determining events’ or to ‘ignore or play down the political context’ in which Zuma has operated.[2] To put it another way: Zuma’s story is also largely inseparable from the story of South African politics of the last decade and longer.




  But, though they are the major factor when dealing with a politician, external circumstances are not everything. One must also deal with the person. Zuma’s actions and choices have not been due solely to environment and external occurrences. His story is also about his character. At the same time – in the same breath, so to speak – I am well aware, as an astute biographer remarked, that ‘none of us can enter into another person’s mind; to believe so is fiction. We can only know actual persons by observing their behaviour in a variety of different situations and through different perspectives.’[3]




  This book, then, does not even try to be a so-called psychobiography. I have tried, rather, to base my interpretations of Zuma the person, such as they are, on observation and palpable evidence.




  This book was not authorised by Zuma. I accepted a commission to write it from Jonathan Ball Publishers and then told Zuma about it. He did not, in other words, have any control over its content, nor did he try to have any. I suspect, too, that he was not deliriously overjoyed at the idea. Yet he cooperated graciously and patiently. Zuma is a busy person and became extremely busy once he was elected ANC president. Moreover, he prefers to talk face-to-face, which is time consuming. So I am especially grateful that he afforded me time whenever he could. He also took the trouble to answer questions that must have been annoying to hear. It can’t be much fun to have someone asking: ‘According to the National Prosecuting Authority, you are corrupt – what do you say to that?’




  I can’t recall experiencing a failure of Zuma’s good humour or the disappearance of that infectious laugh of his, which seems to emanate from the core of his being and lights up his person. It has been an unexpected gift to have been able to meet and write about a person who, despite 10 years in prison, various other tribulations, and more than six decades among humankind, is still apparently enjoying himself. Zuma argued with me, but, significantly, this was mainly when he thought I was being derogatory or misguided about the ANC. The only complaint I am able to dredge up about my dealings with him is the lack of real coffee at his Forest Town home.




  Various members of Zuma’s family were also kind and helpful: Nompumelelo Ntuli, Zuma’s fourth wife (or fifth, depending how one counts these things), who made me and photographer TJ Lemon feel at home at Nkandla; Zuma’s sons, Edward and Duduzani; and Zuma’s daughter, Duduzile, she of the smile that could launch a thousand ships.




  This book is built, firstly, on and around the articles that I have written, sometimes with others, during the last six years or so, about Zuma or related events, and which appeared in the Sunday Independent, The Star, and other Independent Group newspapers. Unless necessary for reasons of context, I have not provided references to my own work or joint-work; it would have been tiresome for the reader. Nor have I provided references for information that is in the public domain. But I have tried hard to make acknowledgements where acknowledgements are due.




  At Independent Newspapers, the following were generous with time, page space, advice, grunts, bellows, or assistance: Dave Hazelhurst and Moegsien Williams of The Star; Jovial Rantao, Andrew Walker and Alf Hayter of the Sunday Independent; Peter Fabricius, Independent Group foreign editor; Roslyn Kenny, formerly editorial assistant at the Independent News Network (INN); Alan Dunn, Philani Mgwaba, and Bruce ‘Shark’ Colly of the Sunday Tribune, though during the Hefer Commission and Schabir Shaik trial, Dunn was INN editor and Mgwaba editor of the Pretoria News; Denis Pather and Deon Delport, then of the Daily News; Ivan Fynn, former editor of The Argus; Diana Powell, Martine Barker, and Robyn Leary, also of The Argus; Brendan Seery, formerly executive editor of the Saturday Star; and Kevin Ritchie, now managing editor of the Saturday Star and, when I was acting editor of INN, my irrepressible deputy and the best shabbes goy a Jew could ever hope for. TJ Lemon of the Sunday Independent, photographer extraordinaire, and I went on some memorable Zuma expeditions. And when I had missed my deadline and was in deep trouble with the publisher, Walker, Rantao, and Williams arranged for me to take leave not due to me and added some extra time to boot.




  I’m grateful to Walker, my boss at the Sunday Independent, for reminding me at strategic times – in his own, inimitable phraseology – of Lord Northcliffe’s words: ‘News is what somebody somewhere wants to suppress; all the rest is advertising.’ And Walker not only kept me on the straight and narrow in terms of hard news values, steering me away (as best he could) from bias and partisanship, he was also supportive in other ways, above and beyond the call of duty. As Zuma would say: I thank you, my brother.




  My thanks also to those with whom I worked at different times on different parts of the story: Estelle Ellis, formerly of The Star; Nalisha Kalideen; Karyn Maughan and Gill Gifford of The Star; Ingrid Oellerman, formerly of The Mercury; Caroline Hooper-Box, formerly of the Sunday Independent; Angela Quintal, formerly the group’s political editor; and a couple of colleagues from rival publications, who I’m certain would prefer not to be named. I also thank the management of Independent Newspapers; if they had not paid for air tickets and accommodation in various places, I could not have covered much of the story.




  The book is based, secondly, on interviews with Zuma and others, whose names are mentioned unless they asked to remain anonymous. As a result of my coverage of Zuma and Zuma-related stories since 2003, I have won a number of awards, including in April 2008 the Mondi Shanduka South African Journalist of 2007. But, though the accolades were pleasing, and the money that went with some of them equally (if not more) so, of greater importance to me were the people whom I came to know and to like, while on the Zuma trail.




  They were (and are): Kessie Naidu SC, who was evidence leader at the Hefer Commission, acted at various times for Zuma and Thint, then left the Zuma arena; Ajay Sooklal, Thint’s attorney; Michael Hulley, Zuma’s attorney; Ranjeni Munusamy, Zuma’s sometime aide-de-camp and friend; Moe and Yunis Shaik, former members of the ANC underground, brothers of Schabir Shaik, and much more than that; and Mac Maharaj, underground leader and minister in the Nelson Mandela government, and his wife, Zarina, both of whom I had met prior to 2003 but came to know better during and after the Hefer Commission. For me, all these people were, and are, in their different styles, people of warmth and humanity. I value highly the relationships I formed with them and still have with most of them.




  I have also profited, personally as well as professionally, and I am not talking about money, from getting more than merely the time of day from Kemp J Kemp SC, Zuma’s lead counsel; Jerome Brauns, Kemp’s junior during Zuma’s rape trial; Anton Steynberg, Deputy Director of Public Prosecutions in KZN; Jeremy Gauntlett SC; Wim Trengove SC, who acted, and continues to act, for the state in various matters; Neil Tuchtin SC, who acted for Zuma from time to time; Gilbert Marcus SC; Judge Denis Davis; Reeves Parsee, Schabir Shaik’s attorney; and Pierre Moynot, chief executive of Thint, and his wife, Bijou. My respect for the human intellect and the judiciary was refreshed by listening to and reading the judgments of judges Joos Hefer, Hilary Squires, Willem van der Merwe, Herbert Q Msimang and Chris Nicholson.




  Ebrahim Ismail ‘Ibie’ Ebrahim, ANC stalwart and Robben Island veteran, Blade Nzimande, General Secretary of the Communist Party, and Jeremy Cronin, Deputy General Secretary of the Communist Party, have been generous with their time and thoughts, as have Chippy and Schabir Shaik. Janet ‘armed and dangerous’ Love, previously a member of Operation Vula, now a member of the ANC’s National Executive Committee, and mother of the more famous Thandi, gave me good advice when she had time. Stephen Laufer was a valuable sounding board, as was veteran political journalist Patrick Laurence, ever helpful and a mine of information.




  My views are, of course, not necessarily held by any of the people just mentioned.




  Thirdly, I have drawn for this book on other people’s writings, either in articles or books. All the written material I have used or poked my cerebral nose into is listed in the chapter notes.




  As far as South African history and the history of the Zulu people are concerned, I have leaned very heavily on the scholarship of Jeff Guy and Dan Wylie. Their work should be compulsory reading in our schools and universities. I could not have written this book without having at my elbow books by Allister Sparks, Patti Waldmeir, and Luli Callinicos, as well as the majestic The Dream Deferred: Thabo Mbeki (2007) by Mark Gevisser, Shades of Difference: Mac Maharaj and the Struggle for South Africa (2007) by Padraig O’Malley, and Cyril Ramaphosa by Anthony Butler (2007). Despite its daunting title, ‘The Rape of a Trial: Jacob Zuma, AIDS, Conspiracy, and Tribalism in Neo-liberal Post-Apartheid South Africa’, written in April 2007 by Elizabeth Skeen as a thesis for Princeton University, was a boon. Paul Holden’s The Arms Deal in Your Pocket (2008) in which he has culled and collected the newspaper and Internet coverage of the Arms Deal and related matters, including stories of mine, was a useful reference tool.




  In 1936 an irritable Sigmund Freud threw down the gauntlet to biographers: ‘Whoever turns biographer commits himself to lies, to concealment, to hypocrisy, to embellishments, and even to hiding his own lack of understanding, for biographical truth is not to be had, and, even if it were, one could not use it.’[4]




  In this book, though not conscious of any hypocrisy, I am aware of some concealment (to avoid identifying certain people) and some embellishment, and I daresay I must be guilty at times of a lack of understanding. A larger problem, however, when it comes to me having ‘turned biographer’ of Zuma, is determining whether I am capable of dealing with Zuma objectively: without the distortion caused by personal feelings, prejudices, or unfounded interpretations.




  This issue requires some unravelling because I have been accused of being a ‘Zuma spokesman’ or ‘Zuma apologist’. In the view of some (perhaps many) people, mainly journalists, I have been unprofessionally biased in favour of Zuma. Here is a small and relatively tame sample. In the 4 February 2008 issue of Empire, a Johannesburg-based arts and media magazine, Chris Vick, a professional ‘public relations’ person one of whose clients is (or was) businessman Tokyo Sexwale, wrote the following about the media fall-out that he foresaw would happen after the Polokwane conference: ‘Keep an eye out for Zuma’s pre-emptive media missile, journalist Jeremy Gordin, who uses Independent Media’s editorial space to ensure strategically timed leaks that advance Zuma’s cause and ensure his side of the story is well told.’




  That comment would not be too unkind – it could perhaps even be read as a back-handed compliment – were it not for the toxic little barbs, ‘who uses Independent Media’s editorial space’ and ‘pre-emptive’. Vick was saying that I have ‘an agenda’ and that I am or have been part of, or party to, a considered Zuma media strategy (which assumes, erroneously, that Zuma has a media strategy).




  This kind of ‘accusation’ began with, or picked up real momentum from, the lead story I wrote in the Sunday Independent on 13 November 2005, about the woman who accused Zuma of raping her. At the end of Zuma’s rape trial, the judge, who had acquitted Zuma, ruled that the woman should not be identified. So I shall call her what she was called during the trial by her supporters: Khwezi.




  Khwezi had in fact laid a charge of rape against Zuma, but in my story vehemently denied that she had done so. The story came out on the same morning that the Sunday Times wrote unequivocally and correctly that such a charge had been laid. What happened was simple. Khwezi lied to me. In chapter 11, I will deal with the reasons for Khwezi lying: her frame of mind, the behind-the-scenes manoeuvring related to ‘compensation’ for her, and so on. Suffice it to say for the moment that she lied; that I believed her (I had no reason not to – she was the person who had allegedly been raped or, according to her then, not raped!); and that, once the Sunday Times story and mine came out, each directly contradicting the other, a hullabaloo ensued. I was accused of being a spin doctor, a propagandist, a purveyor of misinformation, of ‘putting the Zuma line out there’, and the rest.




  Following this incident, it also was generally thought and said, at least by some people, that I was ‘embedded’ in the Zuma camp; that I knew and consorted (horrors!) with some of the people who gathered in Zuma’s parlour of an evening, and even had been in his parlour myself.




  Notwithstanding Admiral Jackie Fisher’s famous dictum – ‘never contradict, never explain, never apologise’ – let me try to set the record straight: I was successfully manipulated by the Zuma camp as far as Khwezi was concerned. At that point it suited Zuma and his advisers, on the one hand, and Khwezi and her mother, on the other, to keep the existence of the rape charge a secret. And I was ‘used’ to deny its existence. And there have probably been other occasions, though I cannot now pinpoint any particular one, when I have been manipulated by the Zuma camp.




  As for being embedded: the reasons I came to enjoy better access at certain times to Zuma and the Zuma camp would seem, like most things in life, to be a mixture. One reason would have been that I was a reasonably credible media voice who was sympathetic to Zuma and therefore to some extent malleable. But there were other reasons. During the months and years when Zuma was mostly demonised by the media (from the end of 2005 until the end of 2007), I simply chose to heed the golden text, handed down from generation to generation to me: You shall not take up a false report nor shall you follow a multitude to do evil. I also took the trouble to form relationships with Zuma and those around him; tried to avoid bias and the usual clichés, of thought as much as of word; and (it seems) worked harder than many others at finding out Zuma’s side of the story.




  For the record then: I am not a member of the Zuma camp or any allied sect, order or organisation, on earth or anywhere else. I have also never been offered or given a bribe or blandishment of any kind by Zuma or anyone associated with him.




  I like Zuma a great deal (if I didn’t, there would little point in writing this book), and my approach to him has always, I hope, been one of ‘sympathy and understanding that is as free from denunciation as from apologetics’.[5] Trying to stand inside someone else’s shoes, as Bob Dylan put it, is not an apology; it’s an attempt to understand the other person and to try to feel things the way he does.




  This does not necessarily mean that I approve of everything Zuma does, has done, will do, or thinks. When Samuel Johnson agreed that the commissioning publishers would have the right to choose the poets to be written about in what would become his famous Lives of the Poets, his biographer James Boswell rounded on him, asking caustically whether he, the great Johnson, would really write about ‘any dunce’s work’.




  ‘Yes, sir,’ replied Johnson, ‘and say he was a dunce.’[6]




  Of course I also assume that I have the right, as presumably Johnson did, not to call someone a dunce if in my view he is not one. In any case, my approval or disapproval of Zuma is irrelevant, in general and in this book. At issue is what Jacob Zuma thinks or feels about certain issues, legal charges, and events. This book is about him.




  This book would have taken even longer to complete than it has, if I had not been assisted by Laura Lopez, an American lychnobite of extraordinary energy. Obviously, errors, misrepresentations, pretentiousness, solecisms, polysyllabic words, and so on, should be blamed on me alone because I alone am responsible for this book.




  In August 2006, Jeremy Boraine, the publishing director of Jonathan Ball Publishers, asked me to write a book about Zuma. In retrospect this was perhaps not such a good idea. But – as Eliphaz the Temanite mentioned to my ancestor Job, man is born unto trouble, as surely as the sparks fly upward – and I agreed. I quickly found out, however, that my employers expected me to do some work, other than on the book, if I wanted to be paid; that my children thought they occasionally merited some attention; that typing words according to the rules of grammar while applying one’s mind, such as it is, so that the words have some semblance of logical meaning, grows more difficult rather than easier with the passing of time; and that I have never managed to shuck my habit of paying close attention to everything under the sun except the main task.




  Still, though I missed my deadline by some 11 months, Boraine remained understanding. I don’t know if there’s a publishers’ award for saintliness. If there is, I nominate him. I also nominate the unflappable Frances Perryer for whatever award there is for editors; she has indeed turned the proverbial sow’s ear into something less so.




  It is a truth universally acknowledged that I am not the sweetest of human beings and that, when engaged in work that conflicts with my innate laziness, I change into a creature worse than a bear with a cluster headache. Thanks then are also due to my family: Deborah, Jake, and Nina. It could be argued that they don’t have much choice about putting up with me. Maybe; but I’d like to thank them anyway.




  Despite knowing me for roughly 25 years and being married to me for about 15, Deborah was always supportive. ‘Of course you must go,’ was, without exception, her response when told that I had to go away to another commission or trial, leaving her with two relatively young children. (Maybe she was simply happy to have me out of the house; as a journalist, one must consider every option.)




  Jake (Eli) is named after my niece, Jacqueline Yonat Gordin, who died in Israel in 1989, aged 20, and after my father, Elias, who also died in 1989. Nina is named after my sister, Lenina, who died in Pretoria in the late 1930s. Both Jake and Nina are thus named after my ‘significant dead’.[7] But both are very much members of my significant living. Jake helped refine my thinking – and of course succeeded in irritating me – when he occasionally came home from school and said with a twinkle, reminiscent of his grandfather: ‘Some of the children at school say that Zuma is a bad man – is this true or not?’ On days when the world, or my world, seemed irretrievably stalled, Nina’s smile always made it move again.




  Jeremy Gordin




  PARKVIEW, JOHANNESBURG




  OCTOBER 2008
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  CHAPTER 1




  1942–1959




  Zulu boy




  Kusempondozankomo:




  THE MOMENT JUST BEFORE DAWN, WHEN THE HORNS OF THE CATTLE BECOME VISIBLE




  On 12 April 1942 Jacob Gedleyihlekisa Zuma was born into the Zuma clan at Nkandla, the first son of Gcinamazwi Zuma and Nokubhekisisa. ‘Gedleyihlekisa’ is a shortened version of an isiZulu phrase his father constructed – ‘Ngeke ngithule umuntu engigedla engihlekisa’ – which translated means ‘I can’t keep quiet when someone pretends to love me with a deceitful smile.’




  With its deep gorges and steep ridges, the rainy Nkandla forest has always been a place of mystery, legend and final refuge.[1] King Cetshwayo, defeated by Zibhebhu, spent his last days there; in Nkandla the people once successfully defended themselves against King Shaka; more recently the rebels of Bhambatha had taken refuge in its depths.




  These days the forest is badly denuded. The area around it, and the people who live in it, are deeply impoverished, and were even more so when Zuma was born. For some, there is electricity and water, and there are roads too, though many of them are still not tarred and, if you travel there during the rainy season, it is wise to do so in a four-wheel-drive vehicle. The poverty in those days, however, was also a poverty of spirit – of a once wealthy and powerful kingdom brought to its knees.




  Zuma is a Zulu, a member of a tribe – or, more precisely, a federation of clans – which a bare 190 years ago, under Shaka kaSenzangakhona, became what has been called ‘Africa’s Sparta’. As the historian Leonard Thompson put it:




  [The Zulu kingdom under Shaka] was a militarized state, made and maintained by a conscript army of about 40 000 warriors. Instead of the initiation system, which had integrated young men into the discipline of their particular chiefdoms, men were removed from civil society at about the age of puberty and assigned to age regiments, living in barracks scattered throughout the country. During their period of service they were denied contact with women and subjected to intense discipline.




  … To foster loyalty to the state, Shaka and his councillors drew on the customary Nguni festivals. They assembled the entire army at the royal barracks for the annual first-fruits ceremony and before and after major military expeditions, when they used spectacular displays and magical devices to instil a corporate morale. The traditions of the Zulu royal lineage became the traditions of the kingdom; the Zulu dialect became the language of the kingdom; and every inhabitant, whatever his origin, became a Zulu, owing allegiance to Shaka.[2]




  But to talk about an African Sparta is to have a skewed picture of the Zulu kingdom. This is because it emphasises what Dan Wylie has called the ‘stereotypical imagery of massed warriors – extravagant feathers waving, short stabbing-spears rusted with blood – pouring down grassy hillsides … a specifically Zulu cult and culture of romanticised yet rigorous brutality’ at the expense of all the other aspects of Zulu society, as it developed from roughly the 1820s until – under King Cetshwayo – it was destroyed in the 1880s.[3] For destroyed it was. Thompson summed it up succinctly:




  The Zulu had been subjected in four stages. First, the kingdom was conquered and its army was broken up. Secondly, the country was split into thirteen separate units. Thirdly, white magistrates supplanted the chiefs as the most powerful men in their districts. And fourthly, the land was partitioned, leaving only about a third of the former kingdom in Zulu hands. Before the war, Theophilus Shepstone had expressed the hope that Cetshwayo’s warriors would be ‘changed to labourers working for wages’. That process had begun by the end of the nineteenth century.[4]




  In 1906, the colonial authorities put down with a great loss of life and cruelty an uprising known as the Bhambatha (or Maphumulo) Rebellion, a popular revolt against the payment of poll tax. One of the major incidents of carnage during the rebellion took place in the Mome Gorge below the Nkandla forest. It was here, on 10 June 1906, that 1 000 men were trapped in the gorge and ripped apart by artillery trained on them from the surrounding high ground. ‘The injured and those who had found a cave or crevice in which to hide, had been finished off by the colonial militia and the African levies that had moved in with small arms, bayonets and assegais.’[5]




  This happened 36 years before Zuma was born and it is not melodramatic, I believe, to say that the Zulu people remember with powerful feelings demeaning events such as these as well as their former glories.




  ‘When I was a young boy, there were two very old people in the village,’ said Zuma. ‘One came from the Ndlovu clan, another from the Bhengu, and they had been in their teens when the Bhambatha Rebellion ended. They used to tell of their experiences. And that, more than anything else, is what made me appreciate the sufferings of Africans. It was then, for the first time, when I was little, that I came to understand and to be angry about colonial oppression.’




  Zuma makes no claim to gentle birth – he was an impoverished son of the soil, from a family of peasants. Blade Nzimande, the General Secretary of the South African Communist Party, loves to start his speeches at Zuma rallies by singing the Communist Party song that goes: ‘My mother was a kitchen girl,/ My father was a garden boy,/ That’s why I am a comm-u-nist …’ There’s a good reason for Nzimande’s choice. Zuma’s mother was a domestic worker. He remembers nothing of his policeman father, who died when he was about four.




  His mother had three sons with his father – Jacob is the eldest – and the ‘big mother’, his father’s first wife, had four daughters and three sons, so there were plenty of siblings about. But, soon after her husband’s death, Zuma’s mother returned with her children to her parents’ home at KwaMaphumulo.




  ‘I was supposed to start school there, I was about seven or eight years old, but my grandfather, whose herdboy had gone off somewhere, asked that I take care of his cattle. He was supposed to find another herdboy, but he never did. So, although I was supposed to go to school, I couldn’t. That was it,’ said Zuma.




  ‘Later, my mother came to take me back to Nkandla – the family asked us to return – but there was no school at Nkandla. I was told to tend to the cattle and goats. And my mother went off to work as a domestic servant in the Durban area.’




  Zuma liked the life.




  ‘Oh yes, besides tending the cattle, we did many things. Nkandla looked much the same then as it does now, though there were more ploughed fields then. We used to hunt birds in the surrounding area and in the forest with a rudimentary catapult. We also used to hunt animals with small knobkerries. We used to kill snakes. Actually, I was terrified of snakes – and I remember being told that the best way to deal with the fear was to kill even more of them. But, well …’




  The herdboys would also dig holes so as to get into the ground hives of bees and steal their honey. They were trained in stick fighting, at which Zuma excelled. ‘He was a hero among his stick-fighting peers because he used to beat the hell out of them. He had good tactics. Everybody among his peers respected him for that,’ said Mncikiselwa Shozi, who knew Zuma as a boy.[6] But he wanted to learn things – he really missed school.




  ‘The media always report that I learned to read and write on Robben Island. Maybe they think it’s romantic. And of course my literacy was improved there and, yes, Ibie Ebrahim who was in my cell used to lend me books, and Judson Kuzwayo, who was arrested with me, also used to assist. But in fact I taught myself as a boy in Nkandla and later in the Cato Manor area of Durban where my mother was working.’




  Zuma said that he used to harass the other children who were attending school in the area and would come home at night or at weekends.




  ‘I used to ask if I could look at their books and their slates. I really wanted to know what it was all about. Then I organised a kind of a night school. There was a woman in Nkandla, her name was Maria, and she had done standard four but was staying at home and not doing much of anything. I asked my uncles whether I could go to her for help after I had put the cattle back in the kraal in the evenings.




  ‘I remember the answer still – it came from either my mother or one of my uncles: “If the cattle are at home and well, then, yes, do that.” Other boys joined me, even ones who had been to school, and she took us through the work. I arranged it all – we paid her two shillings and sixpence a month, I remember.’




  In 1990, Zuma said in an interview with the Helen Suzman Foundation:




  Part of the reason I talk about my self-education more these days, is that I am trying to encourage those whose circumstances also did not allow them to go to school. If you are determined to educate yourself, it is possible – I’ve done it. People without formal education are looked down upon and often feel shy. But I am one of the few exceptions. I have done everything the educated have done. Education is education, whether it is formal or not. I want to use my example as an inspiration to those who did not have the opportunity to go to school. Without education one is like a warrior without weapons. You can’t fight the battle to survive in life. You can’t defeat things. You get defeated all the time. Once you have an education you remove those obstacles.[7]




  As Zuma moved into his teens, he would visit his mother more often. He wasn’t allowed to go to the home where she worked in Cato Manor, but he had a cousin living in the Greyville area and he would walk around the city and take whatever odd jobs came his way.




  Those days – the early 1950s – were a time when apartheid was gathering momentum, probably not a good time, if there ever was one, to be a black person. Does he feel bitter about whites? Does he, in truth, dislike them?




  ‘I once went into a café in Umgeni Road. I used to wander around in those days in my bare feet. There was a particular sweet that I liked. And it was there on the counter so I picked it up. But the owner thought I was taking it away from the white boy who was in front of me – or maybe he thought I was stealing it, I don’t know. He gave me such a klap that I was reeling. I was so angry that I cried and cried. And I thought: “One day I’ll fix him.” But, you know, I came to understand that this attitude was not part of the general oppression. It was just one man’s stupidity.




  ‘And so, no, I am not bitter or biased. That stuff is just too petty for words. It’s just not my way.’




  But what made him – a rural Zulu boy with precious little education, brought up in the patriarchal traditions of the Zulu – turn to the African National Congress? Why give his life to the ANC, which it has turned out that he has? Why go to jail for a decade if he could have gone on with his life, got a job, and, if he wanted to be involved in politics, joined the resurgent Zulu nationalist movement that would become the Inkatha Freedom Party?




  Zuma says that the first big influence on his awareness was the stories he heard as a child about Bhambatha’s rebellion. But he was especially influenced by his ‘father’s first son’, Muthukabongwa Zuma.




  ‘He had fought in the Second World War and he was a member of the ANC and he was a trade unionist. He preached endlessly about colonial oppression and the working class, and had an enormous influence on me.




  ‘Thirdly, in the Cato Manor township, and in Greyville when I used to stay with my cousin, I used to see the ANC volunteers in their uniforms, and I used to go to ANC public meetings, and I listened and I learned.




  ‘I used to visit my mother in Durban a lot, especially in winter, when there wasn’t so much work in Nkandla. But in those days it was not so much apartheid per se that worked on my mind – it was the overall and unrelenting oppression that Africans had faced.’




  This was a time of great challenges and opportunities for the ANC, which already had a long and proud history. Since 8 January 1912, when it was founded as the South African Native National Congress (SANNC), it had fought – patiently, moderately and modestly, in the words of its first Nobel Peace Prize winning leader[8] – for the rights of black South Africans.




  From its inception the ANC (which is what the SANNC became in 1923) represented both traditional and modern elements, from tribal chiefs to church and community bodies and educated black professionals, though women were only admitted as affiliate members from 1931 and as full members in 1943. The conspicuous failure of its gentlemanly approach to win any concessions from the government prompted the formation in 1944 of the ANC Youth League, which expressed the desire of a new generation for non-violent mass action. In 1947, when Zuma was five, the ANC allied with the Natal Indian Congress and Transvaal Indian Congress, broadening the basis of its opposition to the government.




  In 1948, when Zuma was six, the National Party won the whites-only election and DF Malan became prime minister. In 1949, the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act was passed and then, in 1950, a rash of apartheid legislation appeared on the body politic: the Group Areas Act (people were not allowed to live among people of a different colour), the Suppression of Communism Act (banning the SA Communist Party), the Population Registration Act (people had to be registered according to their colour), and the Immorality Act (people of different colours were forbidden to have sexual intercourse). Significantly, so-called coloureds who had the vote were removed from the electoral rolls.




  In June 1952, the ANC joined with other anti-apartheid organisations in a Defiance Campaign against the restriction of political, labour and residential rights, during which protesters deliberately violated oppressive laws, following the example of Gandhi’s passive resistance (Satyagraha) in Natal and India. More than 8 500 people courted imprisonment for contravening pass laws and curfew regulations, orders segregating whites and non-whites in railway stations and post offices, and other so-called petty apartheid measures. The campaign led to the formation of the Coloured People’s Congress, the Congress of Democrats (white) and the Congress Alliance, formed across the race divide. Nelson Mandela, president of the ANC Youth League, was appointed volunteer-in-chief. But the campaign was called off in April 1953 after new laws prohibiting protest meetings were passed.




  In 1953, the Bantu Education Act (black and white children had to be educated separately) and the Reservation of Separate Amenities Act (people of different colours were not allowed to enjoy social intercourse with one another) were passed.




  In 1955, when Zuma was 13, the Freedom Charter, claiming ownership of the land for all South Africans, was adopted at the Congress of the People in Kliptown, Johannesburg. But the Nationalist government pressed on, and forced removals of black people settled in designated ‘white’ areas such as Sophiatown caused widespread suffering and discontent.




  In 1956, 20 000 women marched to the Union Buildings in Pretoria in a mass demonstration against black people being forced to carry at all times an identification document known as a pass (or ‘dompas’) to justify their presence in white areas, and which effectively allowed the police to find, almost without fail, that they were in a given area ‘illegally’.




  Also in 1956, the five-year-long Treason Trial began. The 156 accused, including Nelson Mandela, were charged with high treason. In 1957, the inhabitants of Alexandra Township on the edge of Johannesburg boycotted the buses in protest against an increase in fares. Thousands of residents walked 20 km to work and back. The Pound-a-Day national minimum wage campaign was launched as result of the boycott. Women also held anti-pass demonstrations throughout the country all year, as well as protesting against the beer hall system, in terms of which the home brewing of traditional beer was prohibited so that municipal beer halls could provide the major source of revenue for township administrations.[9]




  In 1958, Dutch-born Hendrik Frensch Verwoerd, the so-called theoretician and one of the ‘hard men’ of separate development, became prime minister. In May a number of rural people in Sekhukhuniland revolted against the formation of homelands or Bantustans; the revolt was brutally put down, 16 people were executed, and there was a clampdown in Pondoland, Tembuland and Zululand. The ‘Farm Labour Scandal’ received wide publicity after first appearing in New Age. Ruth First and Joe Gqabi conducted an undercover investigation into the kidnapping and enslaving of workers on farms. Their revelations led to a successful potato boycott nationwide.




  In 1959, after a schism in the ANC, Robert Sobukwe set up the Pan-Africanist Congress (PAC), an organisation that was more African nationalist in orientation than the ANC in its aims, and not for whites, though a few white people belonged to it over the years. The Promotion of Bantu Self-Government Act (the legislation mandating that black people would have to live in their own ‘homelands’ ruled by homeland leaders) and the Extension of University Education Act (non-whites should have their own universities) were passed. And as a result of tensions over the municipal beer hall system, together with looming forced removals, Cato Manor township, where Zuma’s mother worked, exploded into riots.




  In 1959, at the age of 17, Zuma joined the African National Congress.
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  CHAPTER 2




  1960–1963




  Working-class warrior




  ‘“Kaffir, hierdie is Pretoria. Dis nie Durban nie. Wat dink jy, kaffir? Hier gaan jy praat.”




  ‘Then he hit me. I don’t know how he hit me or if he hit me with something. I didn’t see it coming. He must have chopped the side of my neck because I was out. All I know is that I woke up later, with water dripping down my face. I must have been unconscious and they must have thrown water all over me.




  ‘The thing was that I couldn’t speak Afrikaans then. I had just come from Durban. I didn’t have the faintest idea of what he was saying. And also, I wasn’t watching him, the white policeman. He was the interrogator. But there was an interpreter, a black policeman. And he was the one who seemed to be getting agitated. I mean, I was young then, so I was cheeky. I hadn’t learnt yet how to deal with people like that. The interpreter was sort of moving around as though he was about to hit me. So I was watching him.’




  Zuma was part of a group of about 50 comrades who in June 1963, under the aegis of Umkhonto weSizwe (MK), were planning to cross the border into Bechuanaland (Botswana) and go to Lobatse. From there they aimed to head for Zambia for military training. But their plan to join the ‘Freedom Train’ out of South Africa[1] had been revealed to the security police before it even started.




  ‘They nabbed us with ease because they knew about us. Two of our so-called leaders had sold us out. Besides that, serious torture by the police was relatively new then, people weren’t prepared for it, it was savage, and many of the people in the group also gave away the game.




  ‘In short, the police didn’t need anything from me. They had the case sewn up. They beat us a little. I suppose they did so because that is what they did. But after that they mostly left me alone.’




  Zuma’s group was caught near Zeerust in the Groot Marico area. They had been travelling in five kombis back to Pretoria ‘to deliver some comrades’ when the police on the side of the road spotted them and realised they were part of a larger group about which they had been tipped off.




  The keen new MK recruits – some of them elderly – were arrested and held under the new 90-day detention law. This effectively kept them incommunicado and allowed the police to do with them as they wished. They were imprisoned in the Marabastad jail, Pretoria Central Prison, Hercules Police Station near Pretoria, and other jails nearby.




  Zuma found the 90 days of being held mostly in solitary, in Hercules Police Station, one of the most difficult times of his life – far more trying than his decade on Robben Island.




  ‘I remember being called out of my cell at some point for interrogation. There was something wrong with my eyes; I couldn’t focus them; it was strange. I think it was about sitting in that cell in the darkness, doing nothing but thinking, for weeks.’




  All of those arrested were charged with conspiring to overthrow the government and sabotage.




  ‘Con … spiracy, con … spiring … to … overthrow … the … government.’ Zuma savoured the words in a recent interview.




  ‘I think, if I remember correctly, “conspiring with Russia against South Africa” was also included somewhere. Funny charges. I always get the funny charges in my life … conspiring to overthrow the government, racketeering …’




  The trial was held in the Pretoria Old Synagogue, in which a number of major political trials have been held since the 1960s, and the presiding judicial officer was Judge Fritz Steyn.




  ‘I remember that courtroom and that trial. Everyone and everything was hostile. Steyn was notorious. If he put you away, he really put you away. But some of the older people got only five years.’




  On 12 August 1963, 21-year-old Zuma was sentenced to 10 years’ jail for conspiring to overthrow the government. He was apparently better known than either he or recent history has acknowledged. The headlines on page 6 of the City Late edition of The Star read: ‘JACOB ZUMA JAILED’:




  Jacob Zuma, a prominent member of the banned African National Congress and activist in the ANC’s military wing Umkhonto weSizwe, has been sentenced to an effective ten years’ imprisonment for conspiring to overthrow the government. He was arrested with a group of 45 recruits near Zeerust in the Western Transvaal. The 21-year-old Zuma, the son of a policeman from Nkandla in Natal, became involved in politics at a very early age and joined the ANC in 1959 when he was a mere 17. Zuma was one of the ANC’s rising stars when the political party was banned by the government ...




  Where had Zuma been since joining the ANC, and how did he end up with such a sentence at the tender age of 21? In those four years a great deal had happened.




  In 1960, the ANC planned a major campaign against the pass laws. It was set to begin on 31 March 1960, but was pre-empted by the PAC 10 days earlier. Heavily armed police outside a police station in the small southern Transvaal township of Sharpeville apparently panicked and opened fire on a peaceful gathering of protesters. Sixty-nine people were shot dead and 180 injured in what became known as the Sharpeville massacre. Most were shot in the back as they fled.




  A state of emergency was declared on 1 April. Nelson Mandela was among about 2 000 political activists detained from all the liberation movements; the ANC and PAC were banned and went underground, and set up offices outside the country.




  International opposition to the regime increased throughout the 1960s, fuelled by the growing number of newly independent African nations, the anti-apartheid movement in Britain and the civil rights movement in the United States. But the situation was bleak in South Africa, especially for members of the ANC.




  In May 1961, South Africa became a republic and left the Commonwealth. The ANC, in conjunction with the Communist Party, had arranged a nationwide strike to protest the establishment of the Republic of South Africa, and Mandela had written to Hendrik Verwoerd to call for a constitutional convention. Verwoerd ignored this last call for negotiations and the strike was suppressed.




  Not without some anguish, knowing that it would be against ANC President-General Albert Luthuli’s wishes, the ANC leadership concluded that methods of non-violence were not an appropriate response to the brutality that was being levelled at non-white South Africans. They chose the 16 December state holiday for the debut of their military wing, Umkhonto weSizwe, ‘Spear of the Nation’, planting homemade bombs to blow up electrical substations and government buildings in all the major centres. The sabotage campaign had begun.




  Where was Zuma during these years? He had been a member of the ANC since 1959. Until 1961, however, when he joined MK, most of his activities were related to the South African Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU), the forerunner of Cosatu, run by the influential Moses Mabhida. Besides being influenced by his uncle at Nkandla, Zuma had also met a relation, Obed Zuma, who was known as a fiery trade unionist. SACTU was organising effectively in Durban in the late 1950s, and in 1959, the Cato Manor riots brought in 13 500 new members. Between 1957 and 1960 SACTU organised major workers’ strikes and actions around the country. Zuma and Joseph Mdluli (who was later to die in security police detention in 1975) comprised an underground cell at Bolton Hall in Durban. So far as MK activities went, Zuma does not seem to have been involved in any guerrilla activities besides the burning of sugar cane fields.




  Mathews Ngcobo – an MK operative later imprisoned on Robben Island – remembers meeting Zuma at Lakhani Chambers, a nondescript three-storey building in downtown Durban, on the corner of Yusuf Dadoo and Saville streets. Ngcobo was in his early twenties and Zuma 18 when they shared political education classes on the third floor of the building. Ngcobo, Zuma, and about 28 others were tutored by Mabhida and another unionist, Steven Dlamini.[2] Youngsters assembled in the evenings after work and learned about trade unionism. At 10 pm they dispersed to make it home in time for the 11 pm curfew imposed on blacks in the city.




  Ngcobo spent three years, from 1960 to 1963, attending classes there with Zuma. Recalling the years at Lakhani Chambers, Ngcobo said: ‘Zuma always asked questions and the questions he asked showed he was bright. He was searching then, he was eager to learn about workers’ rights around the world.’




  Ngcobo says that Zuma’s fellow students were struck by his ability to learn. ‘He would always excel and go beyond the obvious when we were taught anything. He’s a problem solver. He always has time for people.’




  Another person who remembered Zuma from Lakhani Chambers was Cletus Mzimela, who trained with Thabo Mbeki, Joe Slovo and Mabhida in the USSR and was on Robben Island for 15 years. In the 1960s he worked at a rope factory and attended evening classes with Zuma. ‘He was a thin, handsome fellow.’ He recalls that Zuma worked in a kitchen, in a house somewhere off Musgrave Road. ‘He used to wear those white shorts and polish the floors and clean the windows.’




  Historian Luli Callinicos has written in her biography of Oliver Tambo that ‘the carnage of that horrific afternoon in 1960 [at Sharpeville] would forever change the face of the liberation struggle and, indeed, the path it was to follow’.[3] She was referring specifically to the decision by the young ANC leadership to move from non-violence to armed struggle. Simultaneously, however, the apartheid regime was preparing for war. This included an increase in banning and house arrest; the new ‘Sabotage Act’ carried the death penalty, and by 1963 the General Laws Amendment Act empowered police to enforce a 90-day detention – anyone could be picked up and held without access to lawyers. Consequently, torture became more frequent and eventually routine.[4] In 1963, ‘Looksmart’ Ngudle, a SACTU member, was tortured and killed in detention. He was said to have ‘fallen’ from the seventh or tenth floor of The Greys, security police headquarters in Johannesburg.




  After Mandela’s 1962 trip through Africa, during which he had garnered promises of support from independent African countries, MK told its activists to leave South African secretly to undergo military training. The number of recruits for such training increased steadily. ‘The journey was circuitous, arduous, and dangerous. Dozens were arrested, charged and imprisoned before they had even reached the border.’[5]




  One of those who had had a look around him, seen what was happening in the country, and decided that military training was the answer was Zuma. He arranged to ‘disappear’ for six months, hoping to return after a six-month military course. But he was also one who was caught.




  In July 1963, while Zuma was being held under the 90-day detention law at Hercules Police Station, disaster struck. The top leaders of the MK High Command – Sisuslu, Motsoaledi, Mhlaba, Mbeki, Mlangeni, Kathrada, Goldberg, Bernstein, Hepple, Goldreich, and Kantor – were arrested in a security police swoop on Liliesleaf Farm in Rivonia, on the outskirts of Johannesburg. Mandela had already been caught and imprisoned. Some of the detainees ‘mopped up’ in subsidiary security police operations cracked, and soon the police had crushed the ANC leadership. They also learned about Operation Mayibuye (‘Operation Restore’), MK’s plan to overthrow the government by guerrilla warfare.




  Notes




  

    

      [1] The name given by Luli Callinicos (based on a Langston Hughes poem) to that period during which numbers of people fled the country, mainly to undergo military training: in Oliver Tambo: Beyond the Engeli Mountains (Cape Town: David Philip, 2004, pp 303-20).


    




    

      [2] Greg Arde interviewed Ngcobo and Mzimela in The Mercury of 28 November 2007.


    




    

      [3] Luli Callinicos, Oliver Tambo: Beyond the Engeli Mountains (Cape Town: David Philip, p 249).


    




    

      [4] Ibid, p 290.


    




    

      [5] Ibid, p 305.


    


  




  CHAPTER 3




  1963–1973




  The Island




  The register of prisoners on Robben Island contains the following listing: Prisoner 1/5268; name: Gedleyihlekisa Zuma; address: c/o Betty Zuma, b363, Cato Manor, Durban; date admitted: 63.12.30; date released: 73.12.29.




  For all of his 10 years on the Island, sharing a communal cell with between 30 and 50 men, washing in cold water, cut off from womankind, eating mealie-meal and boiled mealies (maize) three times a day, day in and day out, working in the lime quarries five days a week, and then having to strip to be searched, winter or summer, Jacob Zuma never received one visit.




  ‘My mother was a domestic servant. It would have been very expensive for her to travel from KZN to Cape Town, then to arrange to cross to the island, and she would have seen me for 30 minutes. What was the point? I wrote to her to keep her money for the other children and that I would see her in due course.’




  The first time Zuma would see his mother again was in December 1973, in the Pietermaritzburg police cells, where he was held for two weeks before being driven back to Nkandla and released.




  How did Zuma cope with not seeing a single face from home? Did he not feel depressed? I asked him these questions recently, as we sat in the dining room of his Forest Town, Johannesburg home, late one evening. Sixty-six-year-old Zuma had just returned from an ANC National Working Committee meeting at Luthuli house and he was so weary that his eyes were sliding back into their sockets, giving him a slightly reptilian look.




  ‘I’m one of those people … well, I make myself feel at home wherever I am,’ he said. ‘And yes, of course, it was very hard. But I was young and also I don’t get depressed very easily. Depression and I are not good friends. What would have been the point, anyway? There was nothing anyone could do. We were there. We had to deal with it.’




  After being sentenced to 10 years’ imprisonment for conspiring to overthrow the government on 12 August 1963, the 21-year-old Zuma was taken from Pretoria to Leeuwkop Prison on the outskirts of Johannesburg and from there transported to Cape Town.




  The prisoners were handcuffed and put in leg irons for the whole of the journey, in a windowless van containing only a sanitary bucket. Each prisoner was shackled to another with leg irons. It was on this journey to Cape Town, during which they slept over at Colesberg prison, that Zuma met Ebrahim ‘Ibie’ Ebrahim, an MK activist, sentenced to 15 years’ imprisonment in the Pietermaritzburg sabotage trial and also sent to Robben Island via Leeuwkop. Ibie still works at Luthuli House, ANC headquarters in Sauer Street, Johannesburg, in the ANC’s foreign affairs department.




  Robben Island, cut off from the mainland by eight and a half kilometres of cold sea, had been used as an occasional place of banishment from the days when the Dutch arrived at the Cape. Later the place was turned into a leper colony, a lunatic asylum and a naval base. Then, from the early 1960s, the apartheid government decided to use it as a prison again. It was where African, Indian and coloured political prisoners were incarcerated between 1962 and 1991. From 1963 the warders were exclusively white, usually Afrikaans-speaking.[1] The number of inmates fluctuated. From the mid- to late 1960s there were more than 1 000 PAC and ANC men on the island, as well as a sprinkling of others from smaller organisations – and until 1968 a comparable number of common law criminals (murderers, thieves, rapists) as well. The number of prisoners dropped as sentences were completed but expanded again after the 1976 uprisings, by which time Zuma was gone. Until the late 1960s the PAC activists outnumbered the ANC ones.




  Zuma’s group arrived on Robben Island before the ‘famous’ ones who had been sentenced to life imprisonment at the end of the Rivonia Trial, though Mandela had been there for a short time before.




  ‘Mandela and that group were given single cells, because they were leaders of the ANC, and the authorities were frightened that they would have a bad influence on the rest of us,’ chuckled Ebrahim. ‘But the rest of us were put in communal cells – and so I spent the next 10 years with Zuma, Steve Tshwete and Harry Gwala, among others.’




  Initially there were roughly 1 000 prisoners divided into insufficient cells. There were supposed to be about fifty prisoners to a cell, but in the early days, when they put their sisal sleeping mats and blankets down at night, there were so many of them per cell that there wasn’t space for the number of sleeping mats. Three men would sleep on two mats. This was for about six months. But many of the PAC prisoners, who had been jailed at about the same time, were in for relatively short periods, and after they left and conditions grew better in general, the cells were not as crowded.




  The waking bell rang at 5 am; watches were not allowed, so prisoners’ lives were controlled by bells, whistles and warders’ commands. The prisoners had to wash in communal areas in cold water, clean the cell, fold their blankets, empty the stinking sanitary bucket used overnight by all the men in the cell – and then form up in pairs. The water on Robben Island, besides being cold, was hard and salty. Hot water would only come much later – in 1973. If you washed your hair with soap, it stuck to your head like glue.




  The warders counted the prisoners and then, squatting in the open air, which in winter was icy, kitted in the standard clothing for black prisoners – short trousers, a rough khaki shirt, a canvas jacket, rubber sandals, but no underwear – the men had breakfast. This came in a metal drum and was stiff mealie-meal porridge.




  The prisoners would then be marched in groups of four to the quarries where they had to dig out limestone with picks and break it up, apparently for a dyke that was being constructed.




  ‘Well, I suppose I do have to thank the work in those quarries for preserving me,’ said Zuma when I interviewed him. ‘I’m 66 but I’m still going strong.’




  Oddly, Zuma smoked while he was in prison, but gave up for ever in his early thirties, when he came out of jail.




  Some of the warders pushed the prisoners around, sometimes assaulting them for sport, at least in the early days. If the men didn’t meet their quota in the quarry, if they didn’t dig and break up enough stone, there was a special punishment – no food for the whole of Sunday.




  Lunch was always boiled hard mealies – always cold because it took a while to bring it from the kitchens to the quarries on a cart – and phuzamandla, a drink concocted from powdered maize and yeast mixed into water, though it should have been milk. And supper was always mealie-meal porridge, yet again.




  I asked Zuma if he still ate mealie-meal.




  ‘Yes,’ he said, and hesitated for a second, his mind apparently reverting for a moment to the Island, then he looked at me and said, ‘but not with great enthusiasm.’




  The worst part of the day was returning from the quarries to the cells at about 4 pm. Everyone had to strip naked. In winter, standing there for 15 or 20 minutes while being searched was agonising. This was the so-called humiliating ‘tausa’ ritual during which the prisoners, stripped naked, had to jump up and down to loosen any concealed objects, finally bending over to expose their rectums to the warders.




  The warders had been instructed to look for food and, above all, for cut-up pieces of newspapers. The chief interest of all of the political prisoners was to find out what was going on in the outside world, especially politically and in terms of the struggle.




  The third meal of the day was, yet again, mealie-meal.




  But once the prisoners were locked up for the night at about 5 pm, they would read if they had books – these also came later – or argue, sometimes vociferously, about politics. Prisoners were told to go to ‘bed’ at 8 pm, though the lights in the cell were never turned off. ‘When I came out after 15 years, I found it almost bizarre to be able to go to sleep in darkness,’ Ebrahim remarked laconically. But prisoners studying for primary and secondary school qualifications were allowed to stay up till 9 pm, and university students till 11 pm.




  The men worked in the quarries five days a week. Initially on Saturdays they were locked up all day, but after a few years, they were allowed to play soccer and rugby and other games on Saturdays.




  Zuma’s face lit up when he talked about his prowess at soccer: ‘I was the best defender on Robben Island. I was captain of a team called Rangers – and we were the best team that place ever saw.’




  ‘Oh yes,’ said Ebrahim, ‘obviously Zuma was much leaner then – well, we didn’t get much to eat anyway, we were all thinner – but he did play a very good game of soccer.’




  Lizo Sitoto, one of the main protagonists in More Than Just a Game, a recent book about the way in which the lives of Robben Island prisoners were enriched by playing soccer, describes how he expected a ‘bruising encounter’ when he stepped out one day on to the concrete pitch on the Island – because ‘the Rangers captain was a tough, no-nonsense ANC activist called Jacob Zuma, known to be as uncompromising on the soccer pitch as he was in the political arena …




  ‘Experience told Lizo that he would have to be on his guard because Zuma would, as ever, be putting himself about in the penalty area, at corners and set pieces. Zuma was a tough soccer player who played as a defender mainly at right back and centre half …’[2]




  Zuma also organised a choral group that sang mainly liberation songs, and a traditional dance team: ‘I also played table tennis, a bit of chess, and of course marabaraba, the game played with stones that you move around in holes on the ground. And I was not too bad an athlete.’




  Another thing about Zuma, said Ebrahim, was that he was – and probably still is – a brilliant storyteller: ‘He has a remarkable memory – there are advantages to coming from a predominantly oral culture and not being fully literate – and he knew all these stories about Zulu history and so on. And he would start telling a story – say about Shaka and say at night in the cell – and then he would have to stop. But he would carry on the next night where he left off. The other prisoners were spellbound.’




  But what really gets Zuma going, when he talks about his years on Robben Island, is the study groups and political discussions. Zuma was on the political committee, responsible for organising political discussion and activities.




  ‘You ask about depression and loneliness on Robben Island. What really kept us together and alive were the activities we organised for ourselves – the sport but mostly our political education,’ said Zuma. ‘And it was the Durban boys who were at the forefront. There were five of us from Durban, including myself and Harry Gwala and Ibie. We had already in Durban had study groups and we led those discussions on the Island, in the communal cells. And we studied intensely. We really worked hard.’




  Ebrahim doesn’t want to cross swords with Zuma about just how ‘literate’ he was in those days – ‘of course he could read and write isiZulu’ – but he said that it was Gwala and himself who played a major role in expanding Zuma’s knowledge of English, and especially his political horizons.




  We know from the memoirs of Nelson Mandela and Mac Maharaj that some of the political discussions, often about what might now seem to be inconsequential subjects, became extremely heated, and that Mandela and Govan Mbeki clashed repeatedly to the detriment of their relationship.




  Maharaj tells us that Mbeki and Gwala argued that the SACP and ANC were one and the same, while Mandela insisted they were not – and that a solution to the issue had to be found by deferring the question to the ANC in Lusaka (which came down on Mandela’s side).[3]




  This kind of acrimonious exchange also happened regularly in the general cells. In particular there were often serious manifestations of hostility between ANC and PAC prisoners: ‘And then,’ remarked Ebrahim, ‘when it got really serious, we would send a message to the leadership, Mandela and Govan Mbeki, asking them to make a determination for us. And we would get incredibly lengthy and serious replies.’




  Zuma and Ebrahim say that there were two ‘absolutely remarkable’ aspects about the group of political prisoners on Robben Island. The one was that, due to their efforts, the place was not so much a jail as a high-level school for political education. By the time that study privileges were allowed, largely as the result of the efforts of Mandela and the men in the single cells, those doing university degrees ordered books that often bypassed the censors, or a political prisoner who was passing through the study office would ‘borrow’ a relevant book, and newspapers were often smuggled to the ‘politicals’ by the common law prisoners.




  The second remarkable aspect of the Robben Island community of political prisoners was the iron discipline of party members. Issues were settled by debate and consensus – and that was how it had to be. The ANC did not allow smuggling of food or the drinking of ‘booze’, which some of the common law prisoners made by fermenting various things. The party also had a strict rule about sex: it was forbidden between the men. Zuma and Ebrahim concurred that the worst thing that could happen to one of the prisoners was to be ‘excommunicated from the structures’– and this happened to those who broke the ANC’s rules.




  Ebrahim said that Zuma was energetic and the self-appointed morale officer for his block. ‘The prison conditions were such that they wanted to break our morale and spirit. Zuma wouldn’t be broken.’




  Zuma might have come to Robben Island informed only by general political notions learned at trade union meetings in Durban, but he left the island with a clarified and focused political understanding; a resolute belief that only the ANC had the right solutions to the problems bedevilling South Africa; and an unshakable commitment to the ANC and to the discipline and ways of dealing with the struggle to which the party subscribed.
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