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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 come responsibilities, and I dare not linger, for my long walk is not yet ended.


–Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom







Prologue


It was three months after Madiba and I married that he sat down to write the first chapter of what he intended to be the sequel to his autobiography Long Walk to Freedom.


A sense of duty to his political organisation and the broader struggle for liberation in southern Africa informed his decision to write Long Walk. And it was a sense of duty to South Africans and to global citizens that energised him as he began the work which has now become Dare Not Linger.


He wanted to tell the story of his years as the first president of a democratic South Africa, reflect on the issues that had occupied him and his government, and explore the principles and the strategies they had sought to apply in addressing the innumerable challenges the new democracy faced. More than anything, he wanted to write about laying the foundations of a democratic system in South Africa.


For about four years the project loomed large in his life and in the lives of those close to him. He wrote painstakingly, with his fountain pen or his ballpoint, awaited comments from trusted associates, then rewrote and rewrote until he felt he could move on to the next chapter or section. Every step was marked by a commitment to consultation. I am particularly grateful to Prof Jakes Gerwel and Madiba’s personal assistant Zelda la Grange, who gave him every encouragement and supported the project in multiple ways in this period.


The demands the world placed on him, distractions of many kinds and his advancing years complicated the project. He lost momentum, and eventually the manuscript lay dormant. Through the last years of his life he talked about it often – worried about work started but not finished.


This book represents a collective effort to complete the project for Madiba. It presents the story he wanted to share with the world. Completed and narrated by South African writer Mandla Langa, with Madiba’s ten original chapters and his other writing and thoughts from the period elegantly interwoven, the story has his voice ringing clearly throughout.


Mandla has done an extraordinary job of listening to Madiba and responding to his voice authorially. Joel Netshitenzhe and Tony Trew, trusted advisers and members of Madiba’s staff during the presidential years, provided comprehensive and richly mediated research, analysis and preliminary narrativisation, and the Nelson Mandela Foundation anchored our endeavour institutionally. I am grateful to all of them, and to our publishing partners, for enabling us to bring Madiba’s dream to fruition.


My wish is that every reader will feel challenged by Madiba’s story and be inspired to work toward sustainable solutions to the world’s multiple intractable problems. The title of the book is drawn from the final passage of Long Walk, where Madiba speaks of reaching the summit of a great hill and resting briefly before continuing his long walk. May we all find places of rest but never linger too long on the journeys we are called to.


–Graça Machel




A Note to the Reader


A significant proportion of the words in this book are from Nelson Mandela’s own writings, encompassing text from his unfinished memoir on his presidential years as well as personal notes, and speeches made in Parliament, at political rallies or on the international stage in his capacity as a revered advocate for human rights.


The unfinished memoir, ‘The Presidential Years’, consists of ten draft chapters, most of which include several versions, as well as notes toward further chapters. The sequence of chapter versions is not always clear from the archival evidence. Text for this book has been extracted across chapter versions and note accumulations.


In an effort to retain the historical integrity of Mandela’s writing, we have made very few editorial interventions to his extracted text, apart from standardising quotation marks, italicising titles of books or newspapers and occasionally inserting a comma for sense or correcting the rare occurrence of a misspelt name. Editorial interpolations to provide further information to the reader appear in square brackets. We have retained Mandela’s characteristic style of capitalising professional titles and have also preserved inconsistencies, such as his occasional capitalisation of terms such as ‘Blacks’ and ‘Whites’. Quoted material from interviews where Mandela was speaking without notes has been standardised to be consistent with the editorial style of the narrative.


To assist the reader, we have included a comprehensive glossary of significant people, places and events mentioned in the book here, along with a list of abbreviations for organisations, a map of South Africa and an abridged timeline of the period of Mandela’s life ranging from his release from prison in 1990 until the inauguration of his successor, Thabo Mbeki, in 1999.




Preface


For many South Africans, in 1997 the public holiday of 16 December was remembered more as an important milestone in Nelson Mandela’s long journey rather than for its poignant provenance, which simultaneously commemorates the victory of the Voortrekkers over amaZulu armies in 1838 and marks the establishment of Umkhonto weSizwe (MK), the military wing of the African National Congress (ANC) in 1961.* Having gone through various name changes, the day was finally renamed the Day of Reconciliation in 1994.


On this Tuesday afternoon, when the temperatures in the North West provincial town of Mafikeng were already in the upper thirties, the more than three thousand ANC delegates gathered for the Fiftieth National Conference of the ANC sat in rapt silence waiting for President Mandela to deliver his political report. Minutes earlier he had sat on the dais among the leadership of the outgoing National Executive Committee (NEC), a small smile on his face as he listened to the spirited singing of liberation songs, which was punctuated by rapturous applause as he stepped towards the podium.


Unlike most tall people, Mandela was unconscious of his height, standing erect as he read from the report, his delivery flat and matter-of-fact. He believed in the import of his words and therefore saw little use for rhetorical devices much favoured by some of his compatriots. The new South Africa, ushered in with joy and celebration by the first democratic elections of 1994, was already experiencing the traumatic aftermath of a difficult birth.


On the ANC’s role as the governing party, Mandela said, ‘During these past three years, it has been a basic tenet of our approach that despite our people’s achievements in stabilising the democratic settlement, we are still involved in a delicate process of nursing the newborn baby into a state of adulthood.’


If the future was certain, the past was proving unpredictable. Violent crime – a legacy of previous iniquities and inequalities – was making headlines every day. Unemployment, which the government sought to confront through pro-growth policies and affirmative action, caused a measure of disaffection among the majority; this was exploited by opposition political parties, especially the National Party. Once the ruling party of the apartheid state, the National Party had withdrawn from the Government of National Unity (GNU) in 1996, citing its inability to influence government policy.*


‘The more honest among its members,’ Mandela said of the National Party’s politicians, ‘who occupied executive positions and were driven by the desire to protect the interests of both the Afrikaners and the rest of the population, did not support the decision to pull out of the GNU.’


As Mandela spoke in December 1997, there was a sense of expectation. The dramatic events of the previous year in South Africa, such as the expulsion of General Bantu Holomisa from the ANC and the formation of a breakaway political party, the United Democratic Movement, must have conjured up the trauma of the schism that gave birth to the Pan Africanist Congress of Azania (PAC) in 1959.* Once a favoured son, with a reputation for speaking his mind, Holomisa was also credited with the rise of populist tendencies within the ANC, equally fostered by Winnie Madikizela-Mandela and Peter Mokaba, the outspoken president of the ANC Youth League (ANCYL).*


Then there was the question of succession. Mandela had already voiced his intention to step down as ANC president at this conference. In a televised broadcast on Sunday, 7 July 1996, Mandela confirmed the rumours that he wouldn’t be available for elections in 1999. In keeping with his promise when sworn in as the country’s first democratic president in 1994, he felt that, although he could have served two terms as stipulated by the Constitution, one term was enough as he had already laid the foundation for a better future for all.*


Editorials and analysts presented the conference as an arena in which a trusted hero would be handing over the baton. The question of who would succeed him, Thabo Mbeki or Cyril Ramaphosa, had already been settled.* They both had sterling struggle credentials. Ramaphosa excelled in the Multiparty Negotiating Forum of the Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA), which started in October 1991 and ended in 1993, and which culminated in the adoption of the Constitution on 8 May 1996.* Mbeki was widely hailed for his stewardship of the country’s affairs as Mandela’s deputy.


Anxious to dispel the widely held criticism that the isiXhosa language group dominated the ANC, Mandela had in 1994 suggested Ramaphosa while broaching the question of succession to the remaining three senior ANC officials, Walter Sisulu, Thomas Nkobi and Jacob Zuma.* He was advised instead to anoint Mbeki. Mbeki was ultimately elected ANC president in 1997, thus putting him in line for the country’s presidency ahead of Ramaphosa.


A piquant flavouring to the drama of the five-day conference came from the elections for the top positions in the ANC, with only two of the six being contested. Mbeki was elected unopposed as ANC president and Jacob Zuma became deputy president. Winnie Madikizela-Mandela had considered running for the deputy presidency against Zuma, but could not muster enough support from delegates to second her nomination and she was forced to stand down. Many felt that her dalliance with populist causes and barbed comments about government shortcomings, which sometimes smacked of defiance towards her erstwhile husband, had alienated the membership and led to her humiliation. Kgalema Motlanthe, one-time trade unionist and, like Mandela and Jacob Zuma, a Robben Island alumnus, was elected secretary general, with Mendi Msimang taking over as treasurer general from Arnold Stofile.* Of the two contested positions of national chairman and deputy secretary general, Mosiuoa ‘Terror’ Lekota trounced one-time fellow inmate on Robben Island, Steve Tshwete, for the position of national chairman; and Thenjiwe Mtintso won narrowly against Mavivi Myakayaka-Manzini for the position of deputy secretary general.*


*


At the close of the conference, it was again a sombre Mandela who gave his farewell speech on the afternoon of 20 December 1997. Hands clasped in front of him, he departed from his written script to speak from the heart. Without naming names, he cautioned the incoming leader against surrounding himself or herself with yes-men and -women.


‘A leader, especially with such a heavy responsibility, who has been returned unopposed, his first duty is to allay the concerns of his colleagues in the leadership for them to be able to discuss freely, without fear within the internal structures of the movement.’


Waiting for the applause to die down, he elaborated on the contradiction that faced a leader who had to unite the organisation while allowing internal dissent and freedom of expression.


‘People should even be able to criticise the leader without fear or favour, only in that case are you likely to keep your colleagues together. There are many examples of this – allowing differences of opinion as long as those don’t put the organisation in disrepute.’


As an illustration, Mandela cited a critic of Mao Zedong’s policies during the Chinese revolution. The Chinese leadership ‘examined whether he had said anything outside the structures of the movement, which put the movement in disrepute’. Satisfied that this was not the case, the critic was brought into the central committee as president of the Chinese Chamber of Workers – the trade union movement.


They ‘gave him responsibility for which he had to account’ Mandela said to gales of laughter, ‘and he was forced to talk less and to be more accountable.’


He went on, ‘Fortunately, I know that our president understands this issue. One thing I know is that in his work he has taken criticism in a comradely spirit and I have not the slightest doubt that he is not … going to sideline anybody, because he knows that [it’s important] to surround yourself with strong and independent persons who can within the structures of the movement criticise you and improve your own contribution, so that when you go outside your policy your decisions are foolproof and they cannot be criticised by anybody successfully. Nobody in this organisation understands that principle better than my president, comrade Thabo Mbeki.’


Mandela went on, reading from his speech, to reiterate how leaders’ association with ‘powerful and influential individuals who have far more resources than all of us put together’ could lead to their forgetting ‘those who were with us when we were all alone during difficult times’.


Following another round of applause, Mandela went on to justify the ANC’s continued relationships with countries such as Cuba, Libya and Iran. This was against the advice of governments and heads of state that had supported the apartheid state. To the foreign guests present in the hall, from all those shunned countries and the anti-apartheid movement worldwide, Mandela conveyed his gratitude. They ‘made it possible for us to win. Our victory is their victory.’


Towards the end of his address, Mandela took a moment to admit to the vulnerability of the struggle and its gains. While there had been signal successes, there had also been setbacks.


‘It is not because we were infallible,’ he said, departing from his written speech. ‘We have had difficulties in the past, like any other organisations.


‘We had a leader who also was returned unopposed, but then we were arrested together with him.* But he was wealthy by the standards of those days and we were very poor. And the security police went to him with a copy of the Suppression of Communism Act, and they say: “Now look here, you’ve got farms. Here is a provision that if you are found guilty you’ll lose those properties. Your associates here are poor people, they have nothing to lose.”* The leader then opted to have his own lawyers and refused to be defended with the rest of the accused. Then the lawyer leading his witness told the court that there were many documents where the accused were demanding equality with the whites: what did his witness believe? What was his opinion?


‘The leader,’ Mandela continued, with a small chuckle at the memory, ‘said, “There will never be anything like that.” And the lawyer said, “But do you and your colleagues here accept that?”’ The leader ‘was beginning to point towards Walter Sisulu when the judge says, “No, no, no, no, no, you speak for yourself.” But that experience of being arrested was too much for him.’ He paused, reflecting. ‘Now we nevertheless appreciated the role that he had played, during the days before we were arrested. He had done very well.’


Not pausing to explain the ambiguity of the last statement, which elicited great hilarity – was ‘doing well’ an appreciation of the leader’s service to the organisation or a barbed comment aimed at his material wealth? – Mandela wound up his off-script commentary.


‘I’m saying this,’ he concluded with a mischievous glint in his eye, ‘because if one day I myself should cave in and say, “I have been misled by these young chaps”, just remember I was once your colleague.’


Returning to the script, he said that the time had come to hand over the baton. ‘And,’ he went on, ‘I personally relish the moment when my fellow veterans, whom you have seen here, and I shall be able to observe from near and judge from afar. As 1999 approaches, I will endeavour as State President to delegate more and more responsibility so as to ensure a smooth transition to the new presidency.


‘Thus I will be able to have that opportunity in my last years to spoil my grandchildren and try in various ways to assist all South African children, especially those who have been the hapless victims of a system that did not care. I will also have more time to continue the debates with Tyopho, that is Walter Sisulu, Uncle Govan (Govan Mbeki) and others,* which the 20 years of umrabulo [intense political debate for educational purposes] on the Island could not resolve.*


‘Let me assure you … that, in my humble way, I shall continue to be of service to transformation, and to the ANC, the only movement that is capable of bringing about that transformation. As an ordinary member of the ANC I suppose that I will also have many privileges that I have been deprived of over the years: to be as critical as I can be; to challenge any signs of autocracy from Shell House and to lobby for my preferred candidates from the branch level upwards.*


‘On a more serious note though, I wish to reiterate that I will remain a disciplined member of the ANC; and in my last months in government office, I will always be guided by the ANC’s policies, and [will] find mechanisms that will allow you to rap me over the knuckles for any indiscretions …


‘Our generation traversed a century that was characterised by conflict, bloodshed, hatred and intolerance; a century which tried but could not fully resolve the problems of disparity between the rich and the poor, between developing and developed countries.


‘I hope that our endeavours as the ANC have contributed and will continue to contribute to this search for a just world order.


‘Today marks the completion of one more lap in that relay race – still to continue for many more decades – when we take leave so that the competent generation of lawyers, computer experts, economists, financiers, industrialists, doctors, engineers and, above all, ordinary workers and peasants can take the ANC into the new millennium.


‘I look forward to that period when I will be able to wake up with the sun; to walk the hills and valleys of my country village, Qunu, in peace and tranquillity.* And I am confident that this will certainly be the case, because, as I do so, and see the smiles on the faces of children which reflect the sunshine in their hearts, I will know, comrade Thabo and your team, that you are on the right track; you are succeeding.


‘I will know that the ANC lives – it continues to lead!’1


As one, the conference delegates and invited guests rose to their feet and started singing, clapping and swaying to a medley of songs before settling on one that was both a valediction to a unique son and a sad admission that, whatever happened, South Africa would never be the same again.


‘Nelson Mandela,’ the song went, ‘there’s no other like him.’




CHAPTER ONE


The Challenge of Freedom


Nelson Mandela had heard this freedom song and its many variations long before his release from Victor Verster Prison in 1990.* The concerted efforts of the state security apparatus and the prison authorities to isolate him from the unfolding drama of struggle – and its evocative soundtrack – could not stop the flow of information between the prized prisoner and his many interlocutors. The influx into prisons, including Robben Island, in the late 1980s of newcomers who were mainly young people from various political formations – preceded in 1976 by the flood of student activists following the upheavals in Soweto and elsewhere – marked the escalation of the struggle and brought with it new songs, each verse a coded commentary on progress or setback, tragedy or comedy, unfolding on the streets. The recurring refrain of the songs was that the South African regime was on the wrong side of history.


Like most people who accept that history has carved for them a special place, and probably being familiar with Emerson’s mordant dictum – ‘to be great is to be misunderstood’1 – Mandela knew that his own legacy depended on the course he had championed: the talks between the government and the ANC. These had started five years prior to his release, when fresh from a check-up at Volks Hospital where he was visited by Kobie Coetsee, the minister of justice, Mandela had broached the question of talks between the ANC and the government.* Coetsee’s presence was a glimmer of hope in an otherwise unrelieved darkness. The year 1985 marked the bloodiest period of the struggle, a time characterised by an irreversibility of intent and a hardening of attitudes among the warring sides that stared at each other from across a great gulf.


Oliver Tambo, the ANC president and Mandela’s compatriot, had just called on South Africans to render the country ungovernable.*2 Mandela, however, realised that the toll would be heavier on the unarmed masses facing an enemy using the panoply of state power. But he was a prisoner, a political prisoner, who, like a prisoner of war, has only one obligation – and that is to escape. Only, his escape from his immediate confinement was irreversibly intertwined with the need for the broader escape, or liberation, of the people of South Africa from the shackles of an unjust order. Having long studied his enemy and having read up on its literature on history, jurisprudence, philosophy, language and culture, Mandela had come to the understanding that white people were fated to discover that they were as damaged by racism as were black people. The system based on lies that had given them a false sense of superiority would prove poisonous to them and to future generations, rendering them unsuited to the larger world.


Separated from his prison comrades on his return from hospital to Pollsmoor Prison, a period Mandela called his ‘splendid isolation’, it was brought home to him that something had to give.* He concluded that ‘it simply did not make sense for both sides to lose thousands if not millions of lives in a conflict that was unnecessary’.3 It was time to talk.


Conscious of the repercussions of his actions to the liberation struggle in general and the ANC in particular, he was resigned to his fate: if things went awry, he reasoned, the ANC could still save face by ascribing his actions to the erratic frolic of an isolated individual, not its representative.


‘Great men make history,’ C. L. R. James, the influential Afro-Trinidadian historian writes, ‘but only such history as it is possible for them to make. Their freedom of achievement is limited by the necessities of their environment.’4


In almost three decades of incarceration, Mandela had devoted time to analysing the country he was destined to lead. In those moments of waiting for word from his captors or for a clandestine signal from his compatriots, he mulled over the nature of society, its saints and its monsters. Although in prison – his freedom of achievement limited by the necessities of his environment – he gradually gained access to the highest councils of apartheid power, finally meeting with an ailing President P. W. Botha, and later his successor, F. W. de Klerk.*


Outside, deaths multiplied and death squads thrived; more funerals gave rise to more cycles of killings and assassinations, including of academics. A new language evolved on the streets, and people became inured to self-defence units and grislier methods of execution, such as the brutal ‘necklace’, being used on those seen as apartheid collaborators.*


In all the meetings Mandela held with government representatives what was paramount in his mind was a solution to the South African tragedy. From De Klerk down to the nineteen-year-old policeman clad in body armour, trying to push away angry crowds, these were men and women of flesh and blood, who, like a child playing with a hand grenade, seemed unaware of the fact that they were careening towards destruction – and taking countless millions down with them.


Mandela hoped that sense would prevail before it was too late. Nearing seventy, he was aware of his own mortality. Perhaps it was in a whimsical mood that he wrote, much later, what amounted to a prophecy:


‘Men and women all over the world, right down the centuries, come and go. Some leave nothing behind, not even their names. It would seem that they never existed at all. Others do leave something behind: the haunting memory of the evil deeds they committed against other human beings; the abuse of power by a tiny white minority against a black majority of Africans, Coloureds and Indians, the denial of basic human rights to that majority, rabid racism in all spheres of life, detention without trial, torture, brutal assaults inside and outside prison, the breaking up of families, forcing people into exile, underground and throwing them into prisons for long periods.’5


Like almost all black South Africans, Mandela either had first-hand experience of each violation he cited, or knew of people close to him who had suffered hideously in the hands of the authorities. This was the period of sudden death, where the incidents were reminiscent of titles of B-grade American movies: The Gugulethu Seven. The Cradock Four. The Trojan Horse Massacre.* In all of these instances, where young community leaders and activists were killed brutally at the height of state clampdowns in the mid-1980s, the state security agencies either denied complicity or claimed to have been under attack.


Remembering Sharpeville and other massacres perpetrated by the apartheid security forces where scores of people had been maimed or killed through police action, Mandela evokes disturbing images of a ‘trigger-happy police force that massacred thousands of innocent and defenceless people’, and which blasphemes, using ‘the name of God … to justify the commission of evil against the majority.* In their daily lives these men and women, whose regime committed these unparalleled atrocities, wore expensive outfits and went regularly to church. In actual fact, they represented everything for which the devil stood. Notwithstanding all their claims to be a community of devout worshippers, their policies were denounced by almost the entire civilised world as a crime against humanity. They were suspended from the United Nations and from a host of other world and regional organisations … [and] became the polecats of the world.’6


The fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 was an international story that almost overshadowed a major domestic development that had occurred a month earlier. On 15 October 1989, Walter Sisulu was released from prison together with Raymond Mhlaba, Wilton Mkwayi, Oscar Mpetha, Ahmed Kathrada, Andrew Mlangeni and Elias Motsoaledi.* Five of them, alongside Mandela, had been among the ten accused in the Rivonia Trial of 1963–4,* and were his closest comrades.* Jafta Kgalabi Masemola, co-founder with Robert Sobukwe of the PAC, was also released.* Six months later, Masemola died in a car crash, which some PAC members still regard as suspicious.


Mandela had prevailed on the authorities to release the men in Pollsmoor and on Robben Island as a demonstration of good intent. The negotiations for their release had started with Mandela and Botha, and had stalled when, according to Niël Barnard, former head of the National Intelligence Service (NIS), due to ‘strong antagonisms in the SSC [State Security Council] these plans [to release Sisulu in March 1989] were put on the back burner’.*7 The release left Mandela with mixed emotions: elation at the freeing of his compatriots and sadness at his own solitude. But he knew that his turn was coming in a few months.


Kathrada recalled how the last time ‘prisoner Kathrada’ saw ‘prisoner Mandela’ was at Victor Verster Prison on 10 October 1989, when he and other comrades had visited Mandela in the house where he was held for the final fourteen months of his imprisonment.


Mandela said to the group, ‘Chaps, this is goodbye,’ and Kathrada et al. said they’d ‘believe it when it happens’. Mandela insisted that he had just been with two cabinet ministers who assured him that his comrades would be freed. That evening, they were given supper in the Victor Verster Prison dining hall instead of being returned to Pollsmoor. And then, just in time for the evening news, a television was brought in and an announcement was made that President F. W. de Klerk had decided to release the eight prisoners: Kathrada, Sisulu, Mhlaba, Mlangeni, Motsoaledi, Mkwayi, Mpetha and Masemola.


The men were returned to Pollsmoor Prison and three days later they were transferred. Kathrada, Sisulu, Mlangeni, Motsoaledi, Mkwayi and Masemola were flown to Johannesburg where they were held at Johannesburg Prison. Mhlaba went to his home town of Port Elizabeth, and Mpetha, who was from Cape Town, remained at Groote Schuur Hospital where he had been held under armed guard while being treated. Then, on the night of Saturday, 14 October, the commanding officer of Johannesburg Prison approached the prisoners and said, ‘We’ve just received a fax from prison headquarters that you are going to be released tomorrow.’


‘What’s a fax?’ Kathrada asked. He had then been in prison for over twenty-six years.8


On 2 February 1990, F. W. de Klerk stood up in Parliament and announced the unbanning of the ANC, the PAC, the South African Communist Party (SACP) and about thirty other outlawed political organisations.* He further announced the release of political prisoners jailed for non-violent offences, the suspension of capital punishment and the abrogation of myriad proscriptions under the State of Emergency.* For many South Africans who had writhed under the jackboot of apartheid rule, this was the proverbial first day of the rest of their lives.


Like almost all political prisoners who would be required by history to service a broader humanity, among them Mahatma Gandhi, Antonio Gramsci, Václav Havel and Milovan Djilas, Mandela was able to impose his will on himself and, to a certain extent, on his captors. He had read everything available to him about the devastating patience of leaders such as Ahmed Ben Bella, Jomo Kenyatta and Sékou Touré, who had persevered through the hardships imposed by colonial administrators and emerged strong – stronger perhaps, given that they had proven that prison could not break their spirit. But Mandela was aware of the changes wrought by the reality of life outside prison. The seduction of office and the invincible allure of power. He had seen it happen in his lifetime, in certain cases with people with whom he had rubbed shoulders, of whom he writes:


‘There were also those who once commanded invincible liberation armies, who suffered untold hardships, yet ultimately succeeded, not only in freeing their people, but also in improving their living conditions. They attracted respect and admiration far and wide, and inspired millions in all continents to rise against oppression and exploitation.’


For Mandela, it was saddening to see some of these leaders, former freedom fighters, going astray. In critiquing their disastrous hubris, he tried to convey the magnitude of the resultant betrayal of the cause. He could also have been expressing his own inner fear of what might happen, when he writes about situations where ‘freedom and the installation of a democratic government bring erstwhile liberators from the bush to the corridors of power, where they now rub shoulders with the rich and mighty’.


He continues that it is ‘in situations of this nature that some former freedom fighters run the risk of forgetting principles and those who are paralysed by poverty, ignorance and diseases; some then start aspiring to the lifestyle of the oppressors they once detested and overthrew’.9


The genesis of these observations can be seen in Mandela’s own life, where discipline was his watchword. He followed a strict regimen of exercise and kept himself in good physical shape. He was used to doing things for himself and continued to do so after his release, on one occasion astounding the cook assigned to him, Warrant Officer Swart, by insisting that he would do the washing up and cook his own meals.


Mandela writes: ‘One day, after a delicious meal prepared by Mr Swart, I went into the kitchen to wash the dishes. “No,” he said, “that is my duty. You must return to the sitting room.” I insisted that I had to do something, and that if he cooked, it was only fair for me to do the dishes. Mr Swart protested, but finally gave in. He also objected to the fact that I would make my bed in the morning, saying it was his responsibility to do so. But I had been making my bed for so long that it had become a reflex.’10


To a large degree, Mandela had observed a soldier’s code of conduct long before his own arrest in 1962. He expected his confrères, members of a select fellowship of committed fighters, to be beyond reproach; the apartheid machinery was rigid and regimented and would need an equally disciplined force to resist and finally overthrow it.


‘Unless their political organisation remains strong and principled, exercising strict discipline on leaders as well as ordinary members alike, [and] inspires its membership, apart from government programmes, to develop social initiatives to uplift the community, the temptation to abandon the poor and to start amassing enormous wealth for themselves becomes irresistible.’11


From inside prison, Mandela had been monitoring world affairs, noting with dismay that not a few of the leaders on the African continent were in the grip of megalomania. From the northernmost point down to the tip of the continent, self-appointed leaders, their uniforms bristling with medals, inflicted untold misery on their subjects in countries where plunder of state resources was the order of the day. The people became prey to famine, violence, pestilence and extreme penury. About this, Mandela says: ‘They come to believe that they are indispensable leaders. In cases where the constitution allows it, they become life presidents. In those cases where a country’s constitution imposes limitations, they generally amend the constitution to enable themselves to cling to power for eternity.’12


Questions about how he was going to lead roiled in his head when the moment of his release came. The larger world promised to introduce complications more daunting than the negotiations he had conducted with his captors, including when he prevailed over the prison authorities about the time and place in which he was to be released. De Klerk’s government had wanted to release him much earlier, and certainly without fanfare, to his home in Soweto, but Mandela had baulked. He wanted to be released in Cape Town where he could thank the people of the city before going home:


‘I was saying that I want to be released at the gate of Victor Verster. From there I’ll look after myself. You have no right to say I should be taken to Johannesburg. I want to be released here. And so eventually they agreed to release me at the gate of Victor Verster.’ In addition, Mandela asked for his release to be postponed by seven days for the people ‘to prepare’.13


It was in prison that Mandela perfected what would later become one of his greatest strengths, the ability to appreciate that a person in front of him, friend or foe, was a complex human being with many facets to his or her personality. One of his regrets, while cameras clicked and the crowds were in rhapsodies over his release on the afternoon of 11 February 1990, was that he had not been able to say goodbye to the prison staff. To him they were more than an assemblage of uniformed functionaries at the sharp end of an unjust regime; they were people with families, who, like everyone else, had anxieties about life.


This, of course, did not mean that Mandela would let evil off the hook, nor was he wilfully oblivious to the excesses of the white apartheid regime. In his single-minded preparation for the future, which had started with the closing of the prison gates behind him, he knew he had to unburden himself of the clutter of resentment and concentrate on what lay ahead. Even if he had started his sentence as an individual, Mandela had been part of a committed fellowship called upon by the exigency of struggle to sacrifice the best years of their lives for a greater good.


Going out alone, with the rest of the Rivonia defendants and fellow prisoners having been released earlier, he knew there would be millions of eyes looking to see what he had become. For months Mandela had been meeting and conducting telephone conversations with a number of people from the ANC and the United Democratic Front (UDF), an umbrella organisation with a broad range of affiliates, including hundreds of youth organisations, scores of civic associations and student organisations. Hours before the actual release, he had consulted with members of the National Reception Committee,* a selection of battle-hardened activists and leaders of the mass democratic movement, which included Cyril Ramaphosa, Valli Moosa, Jay Naidoo and Trevor Manuel, all of whom would play important roles in the future government.* Almost all long-term prisoners have a heightened perception for situations and read them more quickly than others for the simple reason that their survival depends on it. Therefore, while excited at the prospect of being released, Mandela picked up on the anxiety of the ANC representatives who had received very little notice of the change in his release venue from Soweto to Cape Town.


‘The notice was less than twenty-four hours,’ said Valli Moosa. ‘We were quite shocked but none of us gave in to the temptation to ask that he be kept in any longer, though we wanted to ask that.’14


Mandela understood the dilemma that his release posed for both the government and the ANC as a measure of the complexity of the road ahead. On the journey out of Victor Verster he had already told himself that his life’s mission was ‘to liberate the oppressed and the oppressor both’.15 This meant that he would have to try and straddle the gulf between the oppressor, represented by the government that had jailed him, and the oppressed: the majority of the people of South Africa in all their diversity. He had already accepted what it would take to achieve that goal. It was a goal that destiny had set for him.


‘The real test of a man,’ Václav Havel writes, ‘is not when he plays the role that he wants for himself but when he plays the role destiny has for him.’16


Much later, Barbara Masekela, a renowned writer and diplomat who was chief of staff in Mandela’s office, echoed this sentiment.* ‘Mandela,’ she said, ‘knew that being president was playing a role – and he was determined to play it well.’17


Playing it well was far from easy, however, and Mandela’s preparations had begun a long time before. In the mid-1980s Mandela had grasped the nettle and explored the possibility of initiating talks between the ANC and the National Party government of De Klerk’s predecessor, President P. W. Botha.* A cartoonist’s favourite, whose scowling countenance and finger-wagging admonishment graced national newspapers, President Botha was one of the last hard men, a hawk nicknamed ‘Die Groot Krokodil’ (The Big Crocodile) for his hard-line stance, who saw brute force as the answer to conflict. But even Botha had learnt from some of his most hawkish generals that the resolution of the South African nightmare could not be achieved through military force alone.


Mandela knew that the cycle of violence was taking its toll on the poorest and most marginalised sections of the population. The restive black majority had its expectations. The benefactors of the apartheid regime – many of them armed and possessed of a formidable capacity to wreak havoc – were also waiting with bated breath for a significant threat to the status quo.


In all this, Mandela had to signal that F. W. de Klerk was a man of integrity, if only to disarm the hardliners who would have chortled with glee if the South African president were further weakened by the ex-prisoner’s rejection. According to the right-wingers’ so-called logic, it was one thing for De Klerk to release the terrorist, and another for the self-same terrorist to call the shots while spurning the hand of his liberator.


For Mandela, conducting the dialogue with the Pretoria regime was like negotiating a route through volatile traffic. He had to act as a buffer between the group of negotiators led by De Klerk and two vehicles coming from different directions – one driven by the expectations of a black majority who would wait no longer, and the other by the right-wing hardliners, influenced by fear and a misplaced sense of righteousness. For Mandela, the derailment of the negotiations before they even started would have been the greatest tragedy. In this regard, he went against the counsel of the representatives of his own organisations, who were uncomfortable about his intention to call De Klerk a man of integrity. When his colleagues bristled at his accommodation of De Klerk he always insisted that he would continue to accept De Klerk as a man of integrity until he was presented with facts to the contrary. Until then, De Klerk was going to be his future negotiating partner.


Mandela was able to see and make a distinction between F. W. de Klerk the man and De Klerk the representative, if not the victim, of a repressive and all-powerful state machine. Perhaps Mandela’s one wish was to work on his political counterpart and wean him from the influence of the political party that espoused apartheid as a policy, a stance he found wholly repugnant.


On this, he would comment later: ‘The apartheid regime, even during the period of negotiations … still believed that they could save white supremacy with black consent. Although the apartheid negotiators tried to be subtle, it was clear right from the start of the talks that the overriding idea was to prevent us from governing the country, even if we won in a democratic election.’


He’d had a foretaste of this stance when he first met President de Klerk while still a prisoner at Victor Verster, on 13 December 1989. He writes:


‘Shortly before that meeting, I had read an article written by the editor of Die Burger, then the official mouthpiece of the National Party, under the pen name of Dawie in which he sharply criticised the concept of Group Rights which was being peddled by that Party as the best solution for the country’s problems. This meant that each population group after the first democratic elections would retain permanently the rights and privileges it had enjoyed before such elections, no matter which political party had won.’


This deception would mean that the ‘white minority would continue to monopolise all the important rights of citizenship. The revolutionary changes demanded by the liberation movement, and for which martyrs across the centuries had paid the highest price, would be stifled. The new government would be unable to provide shelter for the people and quality education for their children. Poverty, unemployment, hunger, illiteracy and disease would be rampant. Die Burger criticised this pseudo policy as introducing apartheid through the back door.’


Mandela pointed out to De Klerk that ‘if their own mouthpiece condemned this idea, he could well imagine what we thought of it. We would reject it out of hand.’18


‘It was at this point that the president impressed me,’ Mandela writes. ‘He conceded that if our movement would not even consider the idea, he would scrap it. I immediately sent a message to the ANC leadership in Zambia in which I described the President as a man of integrity with whom we could do business.’19


Mandela might have been impressed with De Klerk, but it was another matter to sell the proposition to the ANC. The ANC, as has been noted countless times, is another animal altogether, at once a broad church, a liberation movement and a way of life for millions of South Africans. It has been in certain families for generations, passed down from one generation to the next like a family heirloom. Such an organisation inevitably becomes hidebound to tradition, viewing any innovation with suspicion. In its seventy-seven years of existence at the moment when the talks between Mandela and apartheid presidents reached their acme in 1989, the issue of negotiations had never been detailed in its policy. But in exile, the ANC had had to make a realistic appraisal of the situation and the balance of forces. The relentless assault by the South African military machine against Frontline States, an alliance of southern African countries united in opposing apartheid from 1960 to early 1990, for harbouring the ANC, changed the geopolitical character of the region.


More crucial was the ANC’s forced removal from various strategic zones, the most important being Mozambique after President Samora Machel signed the non-aggression pact with South Africa, the Nkomati Accord, on 16 March 1984. This meant that the ANC had to pursue its armed struggle without the benefit of bases in neighbouring states. This put pressure on the leadership to start thinking about what to do with the thousands of displaced cadres in Zambia and Tanzania. In that same year, a mutiny that broke out in the MK camps in Angola shook the leadership, especially as its raison d’être was impatience on the part of MK soldiers who wanted to return home to fight the enemy, instead of being embroiled in the domestic conflict between Movimento Popular de Libertação de Angola (‘The People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola’) (MPLA) troops and the União Nacional para a Independência Total de Angola (National Union for the Total Independence of Angola) (UNITA)) bandits, who were backed by South Africa.* Similar pressure had forced the ANC to assign the Luthuli Detachment of MK into the Wankie and Sipolilo campaigns in what was then Rhodesia from 1967.* In the camps, in most areas where there was a significant community of exiles, people sang songs invoking a pantheon of heroes and martyrs, including the names of Nelson Mandela or Oliver Tambo. They sang to dedicate themselves to the struggle and of how they were going to march on Pretoria. Sometimes the revolutionary songs were about the perfidy of agents of the South African regime, some of them one-time comrades who had crossed to the other side. But the most reviled figures, looming large in the collective imagination of the fervent singers, were the succession of apartheid leaders, especially Botha and De Klerk.*


Even before Mandela had actual contact with Botha and De Klerk, rumours of the talks and Mandela’s imminent release had been doing the rounds. In early July 1989, a group of exiled ANC writers on their way to meet with Afrikaner writers and academics at the Victoria Falls stumbled on a whole battery of red-eyed South African and international journalists and TV crews camped outside the Pamodzi Hotel in Lusaka. Acting on what was obviously gross misinformation, the media were keeping vigil outside the airport and at the gates of the ANC headquarters on Chachacha Road downtown, on the off-chance that they would get a scoop if Nelson Mandela were released into the custody of the ANC in Zambia as they had been told. More disturbing, however, were the charges from some youthful firebrands at home and in exile that ‘the old man had sold out’. There was even talk of threats on Mandela’s life.


Notwithstanding this, however, the ANC has consistently possessed an unerring political instinct, seeking, through the years, to find a solution to its problems. Even the men and women under arms, in camps or operating in the underground inside the country, were guided by political principles. There were members of the NEC, the highest decision-making body between conferences, who were hugely uncomfortable with the possibility of a rapprochement with Pretoria. But there was Oliver Tambo, the president, whose credo was decision-making by consensus, who insisted that each aspect of a difficult problem be discussed and analysed, no matter how long it took, until an agreement was reached.


Inevitably, any liberation movement comes to a crossroads where crucial decisions that have a bearing on people’s lives have to be made. O.R., as Tambo was affectionately called, made them. Untiring and scrupulous to a fault, he consulted leaders in his own party as well as ensuring that leaders of the Frontline States were briefed on the developments.


Ultimately, it was quite clear to all that talking with the enemy was an idea whose time had come. To strengthen this, representatives of various trade unions and political and civic organisations flew into Lusaka to confer with the ANC and to start mapping out strategies for dealing with the unfolding scenario. The arrival in Lusaka of the grand old men – Walter Sisulu, Govan Mbeki (who had been released two years earlier), Wilton Mkwayi, Raymond Mhlaba, Elias Motsoaledi and Ahmed Kathrada – and their interaction with the membership, made everything real. It also acted as an escape valve for the pent-up emotions of MK comrades, mainly members of Special Operations working underground, who had grievances about the heightened casualty rate among MK members infiltrating inside the country. It was Walter Sisulu who told the ANC members congregated in Mulungushi Hall, Lusaka, that they should get ready to go home.20




CHAPTER TWO


Negotiating Democracy


On 11 February 1990 it was at last time for Nelson Mandela to go home. A sizeable percentage of the world community watched live that afternoon as Mandela stepped out of the gates of Victor Verster Prison.


Almost two years earlier, on 11 June 1988, an estimated television audience of 600 million people from sixty-seven countries had watched a concert broadcast, a popular-music tribute to Mandela’s seventieth birthday at Wembley Stadium in London. Described by the BBC presenter Robin Denselow, in 1989, as the ‘biggest and most spectacular pop-political event of all time’, it was organised by the British Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM) under the guidance of its president, Archbishop Trevor Huddleston.1 The concert once again proved how present Mandela could be by his very absence.


But now, here he was, a living embodiment of the failure of prison and of the apartheid regime, walking into the Western Cape sunshine, now and then saluting the crowds, smiling.


Being part of the new, emergent South Africa meant that Mandela had to enter into the bustle and hustle – and confusion – of the country and the people he meant to lead. Mandela’s journey from the prison gates to Cape Town’s Grand Parade, where thousands of supporters stood waiting to hear him speak, was marked by detours and trepidation, auguries, perhaps, of the twists and turns the country was fated to take on its journey towards democracy. There was a little drama when Mandela’s driver, intimidated by the throngs lining the road close to the City Hall, first drove to the nearby suburb of Rondebosch, where the convoy waited in a quiet street. There, Mandela saw a woman with her two babies and he asked to hold them. After that, one of the activists present, Saleem Mowzer, suggested his house in Rondebosch East. Later, a concerned Archbishop Desmond Tutu tracked them down and urged Mandela’s party to head to the City Hall, or there would be a riot.*


Eventually, in the early evening, Mandela was able to speak to the people. He greeted the expectant multitude in the name of peace, democracy and freedom for all:


‘I stand here before you not as a prophet but as a humble servant of you, the people,’ he said. ‘Your tireless and heroic sacrifices have made it possible for me to be here today. I, therefore, place the remaining years of my life in your hands.’2


Writing in the New Yorker, Zoë Wicomb captures the moment well: ‘Mandela looked nothing like the artists’ renderings of an aging boxer, which had been circulating. That day, a tall, handsome stranger strode into the world. His face had been transfigured into sculpted planes that spoke of bygone Xhosa-Khoi relations, and the awkward hair parting was gone. Supermodels and philosophers sighed alike.’3


Even though Mandela was still first among equals, he was now as aware of danger as everyone else. He was also conscious of the violence that was wrecking the country. Every province had its tale of woe, with Natal bearing the brunt of brutality. This is where the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP), backed by covert elements within the South African Police Force, waged war on the ANC and its supporters.* The Natal Midlands and many parts of urban Natal became no-go zones both for law enforcement and the ANC.


One of the memorable, chastening moments for Mandela came two weeks after his release, during an intense period of fighting in Natal, when he addressed a crowd of more than a hundred thousand people at Durban’s Kings Park Stadium.


‘Take your guns, your knives and your pangas, and throw them into the sea!’* Mandela pleaded. A low rumble of disapproval started off somewhere in the crowd and rose into a crescendo of catcalls. Stoically, Mandela continued; he had to deliver his message. ‘Close down the death factories. End this war now!’4


The war that didn’t end with Mandela’s plea had its roots in the past and sought to frustrate the emergence of the future. Slowly, ineluctably, Mandela’s dream towards a democratic South Africa was being realised. The last few stumbling blocks were being knocked aside like skittles. A notable development was the return, on 13 December 1990, of Oliver Tambo, who had left South Africa in 1960 on a secret mission to rebuild the banned ANC in exile. Returning to a tumultuous welcome after three decades as external leader of the liberation movement, the seventy-three-year-old ANC president seemed frail but happy as he acknowledged the greetings of a throng of ANC leaders, foreign ambassadors and miscellaneous dignitaries. Standing with his one-time law partner, Nelson Mandela, Tambo waved from the balcony of the Jan Smuts International Airport, near Johannesburg, to some five thousand supporters, who cheered and sang and danced. Nelson Mandela, then the ANC deputy president, told the crowd: ‘We welcome him with open arms as one of the greatest heroes of Africa.’5 Then the two men disappeared into a sedan as their motorcade departed with a police escort.


Two days later, the ANC held its first national consultative conference at Nasrec, near Soweto. It was an emotional moment when Tambo gave his report, effectively handing the ANC back to the people of South Africa. The singing was electrifying, the songs from exile in counterpoint to ditties and dirges and chants of mainly young people who would be manning the barricades in restless townships of the East Rand before the night of the following day. A carnival spirit among the delegates intermittently leavened the solemnity of the occasion. Comrades fresh from prison, some toting prison-issue duffel bags, were meeting relatives and friends after long years of separation. Someone, pointing to the concentration of many echelons of ANC leadership – from Mandela and Tambo and the old men from Robben Island, hoary-haired luminaries, veterans and NEC members down to the kursanti (rookies) in faux-battledress attire – quipped that the whole consultative conference idea had been hatched up by the enemy to eliminate the ANC with one powerful bomb.


One part of the proceedings that had even some of the battle-hardened delegates weeping openly was the parading of a dozen men who had returned from Zimbabwean prisons. They had been in jail since the valiant though ill-advised joint Zimbabwe African People’s Union–ANC campaigns in Wankie and Sipolilo, in 1967 and 1969 respectively, where they had been captured after skirmishes with Rhodesian prime minister Ian Smith’s British South Africa Police and South African security forces. Each of the inmates had been on death row awaiting execution before being reprieved when Robert Mugabe’s Zimbabwe African National Union–Patriotic Front took power in April 1980.


The conference took place at a time of great violence, almost approximating a low-intensity war. It was therefore not surprising that the delegates called for the establishment of self-defence units.


Significantly, two days later, on 18 December, the government finally gazetted legislation, publicising a long-awaited law to allow exiles to return to South Africa. This was a measure to satisfy one of the remaining obstacles to negotiation. Asked by the media two or three days after his release if he would agree to De Klerk’s terms on lifting the State of Emergency, Mandela had said, ‘The attitude of the ANC is perfectly clear. No negotiation will take place until the government has met all those preconditions because to get a mandate from our people is impossible with these conditions, without the State of Emergency being lifted and without political prisoners being released and without exiles being given the assurance that if they return they will be doing so under an amnesty and none will be prosecuted.’6


The liveliness and diversity of the more than ‘fifteen hundred delegates from forty-five regions, from home and abroad’ gave Mandela a glimpse into the crazy-quilt make-up of the ANC community.7 A significant percentage of the delegates were the returned exiles, many of whom were part of the ANC’s diplomatic mission. The fact that these individuals had helped to ensure, as Mandela expressed it, that ‘almost every country in the world in due course shunned South Africa, and [ensured that] apartheid [was] condemned as a crime against humanity, was a measure of the success of their historic campaign. Those who lived in exile crisscrossed the five continents to brief heads of state and governments on our situation, attending world and regional gatherings, flooding the world with material that exposed the inhumanity of apartheid. It was this worldwide campaign, which made the ANC and its leaders, inside and outside the country, one of the most well-known liberation movements of the world.’8


Mandela had already met with the general ANC membership in Lusaka, Zambia, earlier in March, but this was the first time such a meeting took place on home soil. The reality of the South African situation, the threat of violence hanging in the air, meant that the state had to keep an eye on the unexpected and, by implication, on its own over-exuberant zealots who might take issue with the ANC holding its conference in Nasrec. As a result, the venue’s perimeter bristled with antennae on official-looking sedans housing hard-faced security men; and, now and then, an armoured police car trundled along the street, its headlights, protected behind steel wire, probing the shadows cast by the late-afternoon sun. Standing in twos and threes a short distance from the tent, the ANC security detail kept its own vigil. Indoors, there were just too many people whose loss would plunge the country into turmoil; they were the lynchpins of the new dispensation currently being hatched.


It was here, under the marquees on the sports ground and outside during breaks in proceedings, that Mandela saw the interaction of the delegates with the leadership, notably members of MK and their commanders. As a founding member of MK, his high regard for its members shines through.


‘The fighters of Umkhonto weSizwe (MK) displayed exceptional courage and infiltrated the country on many occasions, attacked government installations, clashed now and again with the apartheid forces, and in several engagements put them to flight. Other freedom fighters worked inside the country, either above or underground, urging the masses to rise and resist all forms of oppression and exploitation. They braved the brutality of the regime regardless of what happened to themselves. For their liberation they were prepared to pay the highest price. Still others languished in apartheid jails fearlessly asserting their right to be treated as human beings in their own fatherland. They literally dug themselves in [in] the lion’s den, demonstrating once again the universal principle that evil men cannot smother the freedom flame. Some of these courageous fighters are still alive, helping to address national problems, and they now enjoy the fruits of their labour at last. Although many of them are old, frail and jobless, they become animated when we remind them of their historic achievement. Others have passed on, never to return. We acknowledge them all as men and women who have made [a] decisive contribution to our liberation.’9


*


The year ended but the violence continued. This, however, did not stop the first phases of negotiations towards a democratic outcome despite the serious attempts of the right wing to sabotage the process. Sydney Mufamadi, one-time general secretary of the General and Allied Workers Union and later on the ANC executive, remembers the earlier efforts at instigating a lasting peace in a country that was increasingly spiralling into uncontrollable violence.* He says:




Now, before, the release of our senior political leaders, culminating in the release of Madiba, the UDF and COSATU [Congress of South African Trade Unions] started to reach out to Inkatha … for ways of ending the violence, particularly in Pietermaritzburg … where the violence was at its most intense. We … took trips to Lusaka to discuss that initiative because our interlocutors in Inkatha – Dr Mdlalose, Dr Madide and Dr Dhlomo – the three doctors, had an express instruction from [the president of the IFP, Chief Mangosuthu] Buthelezi to say to us [that] they will continue to deal with us if … our dealings with them have the support of Lusaka … [which] wouldn’t oppose any move that was intended to bring about peace.*10




But, angry ‘at this brutalisation that was taking place’, activists on the ground ‘were not keen to negotiate’. If Lusaka was to be involved at all it had to be ‘by way of arming them to fight back. So we had all these difficulties of having to persuade our own people about the merits of negotiations.’11


The confusion was deepened by the release from prison of the ANC leadership, especially the legendary, fiery and uncompromising Harry Gwala, aptly nicknamed ‘The Lion of the Midlands’, who ‘was not convinced about the usefulness of negotiations’.*12 Gwala regarded any meeting between the ANC and Buthelezi and King Goodwill Zwelithini, the head of the Royal Zulu Family, as an anathema.* (In those sentiments, Gwala was not alone. Mandela later told Richard Stengel, with whom he collaborated on Long Walk to Freedom, how when he visited Pietermaritzburg in 1990, the people wanted to ‘choke’ him when he mentioned Buthelezi.*13)


‘That,’ says Mufamadi, ‘did not help because we had made some progress on the ground in persuading the younger comrades,’ and this success was being jeopardised by ‘a comrade who is senior to all of us’. Madiba came out and ‘made a call on the people of KwaZulu-Natal to lay down arms … Initially there was some resistance, which we had to work to overcome.’14


With more and more revelations of covert state involvement, which forced the state to take action, there was a marked decline in some of the more horrific violence, such as attacks on commuters on trains. These attacks had done much to disrupt and intimidate mass support for the ANC. The capacity of the growing right-wing parties to thwart progress by political means was diluted in 1992 when De Klerk called a referendum of white voters to endorse ‘continued negotiations’ and got a big majority voting ‘yes’, nearly 69 per cent of the voters. Smarting from this defeat, right-wing parties substituted their resistance for terrorism and mobilised for armed revolt. Different strands of the Afrikaner right wing yearned for a separate state and there was much sabre rattling.


In a 1992 interview with Irish peacemaker Padraig O’Malley, Conservative Party (CP) leader Ferdinand Hartzenberg said that the CP would help other parties by not participating ‘because [Mandela] wants us to participate and to admit that we will accept the outcome of the negotiations – and that we are not prepared to do.* We say if we get an ANC government in this country we will do the same that we have done at the beginning of this century when Britain tried to rule this country. We will resist.’15


Three months after the referendum, on Thursday, 17 June 1992, in Boipatong, south of Johannesburg, Zulu-speaking men from a nearby hostel killed forty-five, and seriously injured twenty-seven, men, women and children in a cowardly massacre, using AK47s and their assegais (throwing spear). There was something especially chilling about the murders: twenty-four of the victims were women, one of them pregnant, and a nine-month-old baby was also killed. In the aftermath the police made few arrests. As happened in many such cases where the victims were ANC supporters, the investigation was botched, spluttering to an inconclusive end that yielded no significant arrests. Responding to writer John Carlin’s question about the massacre, Jessie Duarte, Mandela’s former personal assistant and now an ANC politician, recounted Mandela’s reaction: ‘I will never forget his face … He was a man who was deeply shocked by the fact that people will do this to each other … I had the view that Madiba hadn’t actually ever confronted the cold face of the violence during the twenty-seven years of his incarceration.’*16


Following a muted response from President F. W. de Klerk about steps taken to curb violence and bring the perpetrators to book, Mandela announced the ANC’s decision to suspend the talks. The violence was leading to a growing sense of mass disillusionment with the ANC’s stance on negotiations. At a rally in Boipatong to mourn the deaths, angry people sang, ‘Mandela, you are leading us like lambs to the slaughter’.


At Mandela’s insistence, the ANC took the issue to the United Nations in spite of a previous position that there would be no international involvement in the negotiations.


Nonetheless, negotiations were resumed a few months later, mediated by a Record of Understanding fleshed out by a backchannel – a low-profile line of communication to avoid crises established between Cyril Ramaphosa and his counterpart from the National Party, Roelf Meyer – and encouraged by Tanzanian president Julius Nyerere. When Mandela explained that the ANC’s withdrawal from the talks was due to the orchestration of violence by the apartheid state, Nyerere reminded him that the South African freedom fighters had always contended that the apartheid state was inherently violent. How, he asked, could it be cogently argued that violence would be totally eliminated before the apartheid state itself was abolished?


The quibbling, wrangling, horse-trading and compromises among the negotiating parties came to an abrupt stop with the assassination of Chris Hani, undoubtedly one of South Africa’s most popular leaders,* on 10 April 1993, by a right-wing Polish immigrant, Janusz Waluś, at the behest of a Conservative Party member of Parliament, Clive Derby-Lewis.*


Mandela writes that the killing of Hani, a man ‘who could have easily risen to the highest position in government’, almost precipitated a calamitous crisis.17 Hani’s popular following was outraged. Tens of thousands spontaneously poured out into streets throughout the country. Wide ranges of other South Africans were numbed with shock.


‘As the country teetered, [I] was given airtime on SATV [South African TV] to broadcast to the nation, appealing for discipline, and to avoid giving way to provocation. Many commentators of our negotiated transition were later to observe that the effective transfer of power from the National Party of De Klerk to the ANC occurred not with the elections in April 1994, but in this critical week one year earlier.’18


South Africa does not lack for examples when it has had to pull back from the brink of self-destruction. Among them would be Sharpeville on 21 March 1960; Soweto, Nyanga, Langa and Gugulethu after June 1976; and, of course, the countless instances of insanity under the cloak of a succession of States of Emergency. At no time, however, had the collective rage – and despair – been so concentrated that all it needed was a spark for the powder keg to blow up as in the aftermath of the fateful Easter weekend of Hani’s assassination.


The spark was dampened by Mandela’s timely intervention on television on 13 April 1993. His tone carrying exactly the right mixture of indignation and moral strength, he addressed the South African people:


‘Tonight I am reaching out to every single South African, black and white, from the very depths of my being.


‘A white man, full of prejudice and hate, came to our country and committed a deed so foul that our whole nation now teeters on the brink of disaster.


‘A white woman, of Afrikaner origin, risked her life so that we may know, and bring to justice, this assassin.*


‘The cold-blooded murder of Chris Hani has sent shock waves throughout the country and the world. Our grief and anger is tearing us apart.


‘What has happened is a national tragedy that has touched millions of people, across the political and colour divide.


‘Our shared grief and legitimate anger will find expression in nationwide commemorations that coincide with the funeral service.


‘Tomorrow, in many towns and villages, there will be memorial services to pay homage to one of the greatest revolutionaries this country has ever known. Every service will open a Memorial Book for Freedom, in which all who want peace and democracy pledge their commitment.


‘Now is the time for all South Africans to stand together against those who, from any quarter, wish to destroy what Chris Hani gave his life for – the freedom of all of us.


‘Now is the time for our white compatriots, from whom messages of condolence continue to pour in, to reach out with an understanding of the grievous loss to our nation, to join in the memorial services and the funeral commemorations.


‘Now is the time for the police to act with sensitivity and restraint, to be real community policemen and women who serve the population as a whole. There must be no further loss of life at this tragic time.


‘This is a watershed moment for all of us. Our decisions and actions will determine whether we use our pain, our grief and our outrage to move forward to what is the only lasting solution for our country – an elected government of the people, by the people and for the people.


‘We must not let the men who worship war, and who lust after blood, precipitate actions that will plunge our country into another Angola.


‘Chris Hani was a soldier. He believed in iron discipline. He carried out instructions to the letter. He practised what he preached.


‘Any lack of discipline is trampling on the values that Chris Hani stood for. Those who commit such acts serve only the interests of the assassins, and desecrate his memory.


‘When we, as one people, act together decisively, with discipline and determination, nothing can stop us.


‘Let us honour this soldier for peace in a fitting manner. Let us rededicate ourselves to bringing about the democracy he fought for all his life; democracy that will bring real, tangible changes in the lives of the working people, the poor, the jobless, the landless.


‘Chris Hani is irreplaceable in the heart of our nation and people. When he first returned to South Africa after three decades in exile, he said: “I have lived with death most of my life. I want to live in a free South Africa even if I have to lay down my life for it.” The body of Chris Hani will lie in State at the FNB Stadium, Soweto, from twelve noon on Sunday 18 April until the start of the vigil at 6 p.m. The funeral service will commence at 9 a.m. on Monday, 19th April. The cortege will leave for Boksburg Cemetery, where the burial is scheduled for 1 p.m.


‘These funeral service and rallies must be conducted with dignity. We will give disciplined expression to our emotions at our pickets, prayer meetings and gatherings, in our homes, our churches and our schools. We will not be provoked into any rash actions.


‘We are a nation in mourning. To the youth of South Africa we have a special message: you have lost a great hero. You have repeatedly shown that your love of freedom is greater than that most precious gift, life itself. But you are the leaders of tomorrow. Your country, your people, your organisation need you to act with wisdom. A particular responsibility rests on your shoulders.


‘We pay tribute to all our people for the courage and restraint they have shown in the face of such extreme provocation. We are sure this same indomitable spirit will carry us through the difficult days ahead.


‘Chris Hani has made the supreme sacrifice. The greatest tribute we can pay to his life’s work is to ensure we win that freedom for all our people.’19


Hani’s fifteen-year-old daughter, Nomakhwezi, had witnessed the incident. The full horror of Hani’s murder, which could easily have changed the history of South Africa, was counterpoised by the quick action of Retha Harmse, Hani’s Afrikaans neighbour, who rang the police with Waluś’s licence plate number, helping the police capture Waluś with the weapon still in his possession.


Mandela had a special regard for Chris Hani. Some will say it was due to the younger man’s exemplary leadership, which endeared him to the membership, especially of MK, who sought to emulate him as much as possible. He was brave and charismatic, and leading from the front he was as unafraid to lead MK cadres infiltrating inside South Africa as he was of ANC authority when he penned his famous memorandum to the ANC leadership.


Impatiently cooling his heels while based in the Tanzanian camps of the ANC, Hani had excoriated its leadership in exile, accusing it of relinquishing its mission towards liberation and wallowing in corruption, which weakened the prospect of MK returning to fight inside South Africa. He and his co-signatories to the memorandum were charged with treason and sentenced to death. It was only through Oliver Tambo’s intervention that they were reprieved. Hani’s action contributed to the ANC’s Luthuli Detachment’s campaign in Wankie and Sipolilo.


Similarly, more than two decades earlier in 1944, Mandela was among the pioneers of the ANC’s Youth League – the erstwhile Young Lions – who challenged orthodox views in order to re-energise the ANC. One of the veterans of Wankie, Major General Wilson Ngqose (Ret.), remembers Hani at a camp called Kongwa in Tanzania in the late sixties, which the ANC shared with the MPLA, Frente de Libertação de Moçambique (Mozambique Liberation Front (FRELIMO)) and the South West Africa People’s Organisation (SWAPO). The MPLA already enjoyed liberated zones in Portuguese-occupied Angola. It was in Kongwa, he says, that MPLA leader Dr Agostinho Neto invited Oliver Tambo to send trainees to the camps, seeing that the ANC was facing problems in Tanzania.20 Already a celebrated poet, Neto’s ringing call to arms in a poem titled ‘Haste’ could have informed Hani’s impatience with the slothful leadership of the time. It also speaks to the fighting spirit that imbued Mandela and his colleagues in the Youth League to challenge the ANC leadership, which believed in petitions and appeals to the consciences of a heartless regime.




I am impatient in this historical tepidness


of delays and lentitude


when with haste the just are murdered


when the prisons are bursting with youths


crushed to death against the wall of violence


Let us end this tepidness of words and gestures


and smiles hidden behind book covers


and the resigned biblical gesture


of turning the other cheek


Start action vigorous male intelligent


which answers tooth for tooth eye for eye


man for man


come vigorous action


of the people’s army for the liberation of men


come whirlwinds to shatter this passiveness.21




Much later, Mandela would acknowledge the debt of gratitude that democratic South Africa owed to the people of Angola. In his 1998 address to the Angolan National Assembly in Luanda, he said that Angola’s solidarity with South Africans ‘struggling for their liberation was of heroic proportions’.


‘Before your own freedom was secure,’ he said, ‘and within the reach of our ruthless enemy, you dared to act upon the principle that freedom in southern Africa was indivisible. Led by the founder of liberated Angola, that great African patriot and internationalist, Agostinho Neto, you insisted that all of Africa’s children must be freed from bondage.’22


Of the young hero, Chris Hani, Mandela continues writing: ‘In 1959 Hani enrolled at Fort Hare University [Mandela’s own alma mater] and attracted the attention of Govan Mbeki, the father of Thabo Mbeki. Govan played a formative role in Hani’s development. It was here that Hani encountered Marxist ideas and joined the already illegal Communist Party of South Africa. He always emphasised that his conversion to Marxism also deepened his non-racial perspective.


‘Hani was a bold and forthright young man and did not hesitate to criticise even his own organisation when he felt it was failing to give correct leadership. He recalled that: “Those of us in the camps in the sixties did not have a profound understanding of the problems. Most of us were very young – in our twenties. We were impatient to get into action. ‘Don’t tell us there are no routes,’ we used to say. We must be deployed to find routes. That’s what we trained for.”23


‘Hani became the leading spokesperson for MK soldiers who felt that the leadership was too complacent. After writing a formal petition, Hani found himself in hot water with the camp leadership and he was detained a while by his own organisation. He was, however, released when his plight came to the attention of the more senior ANC leaders, notably Oliver Tambo and Joe Slovo.*


‘Hani returned to South Africa in August 1990, a hero to a great majority of South Africans. Several opinion polls at the time showed that he was easily the second most popular politician in the country.24 In December 1991, he became general secretary of the SACP.


‘Hani [spent] the last years of his life tirelessly addressing meetings throughout the length and breadth of South Africa, in village gatherings, shop stewards’ [meetings], councils and street committee [meetings]. He lent all his authority and military prestige to defend negotiations, often speaking patiently to very sceptical youths or communities suffering the brunt of Third Force violence.*


‘In their amnesty application to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the two convicted killers of Hani – Janusz Waluś and Clive Derby-Lewis – admitted that they had hoped to derail negotiations by unleashing a wave of race hatred and civil war.* It is a tribute to the maturity of South Africans of all persuasions, and it is a tribute to the memory of Hani in particular, that his death, tragically but factually, finally brought focus and urgency to our negotiated settlement.’25


*


If the steps taken to hammer out an agreement about the date of elections had been onerous and strewn with casualties, the attainment of a negotiated settlement was proving to be an even thornier issue. In 1993, as the elections approached, the possibility of a dangerous, armed right-wing revolt was taking shape. Although huge obstacles had been removed, the potential for renewed violence and disruption of the election was only too real. The fragile conditions for an election of a legitimate Government of National Unity (GNU) had only just been put in place and needed consolidating.


The situation was of great concern for Mandela, who writes: ‘A dark cloud was hanging over South Africa, which threatened to block and even reverse all the gains South Africans had made in regard to the country’s peaceful transformation.’26


Chris Hani’s body was barely cold in his grave when, almost a month after his killing, four former generals of the South African Defence Force (SADF), including the widely respected former army chief Constand Viljoen, established a committee of generals, the Afrikaner Volksfront (AVF).* This could have been a reaction to the widespread damage in the wake of Hani’s murder, where media reported that there were some white victims among the more than fifteen people killed on the day of the funeral. The generals’ stated intention was to unify Afrikaner elements disillusioned with De Klerk’s National Party and agitate for a volkstaat, an Afrikaner homeland. Most of the press, more volubly the Weekly Mail, saw this initiative as part of a route towards secession.27


Mandela was receiving intelligence reports ‘to the effect that the rightwing Afrikaners had decided to stop the forthcoming elections by violence. To be on the safe side, the president of an organisation must carefully check the accuracy of such reports. I did so, and when I discovered that they were accurate, I decided to act.’28


According to the historian Hermann Giliomee, Mandela had learnt that ‘Viljoen planned to disrupt the elections, have De Klerk removed as leader and restart the negotiations.’29 Some believed that he could raise 50,000 men from the Active Citizen Force or reservists and also some defence force units. In his book The Afrikaners, Giliomee describes how two important generals debated the implications of armed resistance:




In a briefing, General Georg Meiring, Chief of the Defence Force, warned the government and the ANC of the ghastly consequences of Viljoen’s opposing the election.* To dissuade Viljoen, for whom he had ‘the highest regard’, Meiring had several meetings with him. At one of them Viljoen said: ‘You and I and our men can take this country in an afternoon,’ to which Meiring replied: ‘Yes, that is so, but what do we do in the morning after the coup?’ The white–black demographic balance, the internal foreign pressures and all the intractable problems would still be there.30




Mandela knew better than to underestimate an opponent hell-bent on wreaking havoc, especially one that perceived itself to be on a just crusade to preserve vanishing glories. In his quest for a solution he might have been thinking of some of the stalwarts, like Chief Albert Luthuli, the Nobel peace laureate whose stewardship of the ANC had been at a most difficult time in the 1960s.* What would he have made of this situation? Or Oliver Tambo, his friend and comrade who died on 24 April, barely two weeks after Chris Hani’s burial – what course of action would he have advocated? In making his decision, however, Mandela must have been hearing echoes of Martin Luther King, Jr’s lecture on receiving the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964.


‘Violence as a way of achieving racial justice is both impractical and immoral,’ Dr King said. ‘I am not unmindful of the fact that violence often brings about momentary results. Nations have frequently won their independence in battle. But in spite of temporary victories, violence never brings permanent peace. It solves no social problem: it merely creates new and more complicated ones. Violence is impractical because it is a descending spiral ending in destruction for all.’31


In forestalling this destruction, Mandela knew he had to enlist the help of someone whom the right-wingers held in high esteem. In the townships, it was practice to negotiate with the bully’s big brother to get some respite.


‘I flew down to the Wilderness,’ he writes, ‘the retirement home of the former President P. W. Botha, [and] reminded him of the communiqué we jointly issued when I was still in prison in July 1989. In that communiqué we pledged to work together for peace in our country.’32


The twenty-five-minute drive from George Airport to Wilderness is a beautiful journey. There are beaches, passes, pristine rivers and the famous arched railway bridge that traverses the Kaaimans River, which washes into the sea at Wilderness. This scenic view is interrupted by the sudden appearance of informal housing, which spreads along the N2 highway. It being a Saturday afternoon, Mandela would have seen the people milling around and the traffic on the road.


P. W. Botha’s retirement home, called Die Anker (The Anchor), is on farmland almost contiguous with valuable, protected wetland and overlooks the lakes that stretch from Wilderness all the way to Sedgefield. This, Mandela must have thought, is exactly the kind of privilege that the right wing wishes to hold on to, and will fight tooth and nail to keep as the sole preserve of the volk. But he had work to do. He had his meeting with P. W. Botha.


Mandela writes: ‘I informed him that the peace was now threatened by the right wing and asked him to intervene. He was cooperative and confirmed that Afrikaners were determined to stop the elections. But he added that he did not want to discuss the matter with me alone, and suggested that I bring President F. W. de Klerk, Ferdi Hartzenberg and the General.


‘I proposed that we should also include the leader of the extreme Afrikaner right wing, Eugene Terre’Blanche, on the grounds that he was a reckless demagogue who at that time could attract larger crowds than President De Klerk. On this issue, the former president was so negative that I dropped the subject.’*33


Mandela’s meeting with P. W. Botha in the latter’s own backyard could not have been without disagreements on specific issues. However, the cordiality reported in the press, which had characterised the two-hour meeting, had as much to do with realpolitik as with culture, where the two septuagenarians were closer in age and had a shared if divergent grasp of South Africa’s history. Mandela was also aware that P. W. Botha had himself taken on the mantle of reformer at the beginning of his presidency, when he made his famous call to his recalcitrant followers that they must adapt or die.34 In time his stance had hardened when his ill-advised tricameral parliament gave rise to resistance and the birth of the UDF. By then he had cast himself as an irascible and obdurate old man.


Reacting to his meeting with Mandela, commentators recognised that ‘while Mr Botha might have some residual influence with the far right, his far greater influence lies with the SADF, over which he presided with extravagant indulgence for many years and some of whose generals, past and present, reportedly maintain affectionate contact with him’.35


‘I returned to Johannesburg,’ Mandela writes, ‘and immediately telephoned President de Klerk and informed him of Botha’s invitation. He was as hostile to the whole idea of us meeting the former president as the latter was towards Terre’Blanche. I then approached the progressive Afrikaner theologian, Professor Johan Heyns, to bring together the General, Hartzenberg, Terre’Blanche and myself. Terre’Blanche was uncompromising and rejected any meeting with me, a communist, as he said.’36


Mandela was alive to the irony of an ex-prisoner mediating not only between the restive black majority and the government, but also between De Klerk and the bellicose right wing, which seemed prepared to set the whole country ablaze. The National Party’s backward policies throughout the decades had been a shrill dog whistle to which the dogs of hate were now responding in Ventersdorp, Terre’Blanche’s home town. Mandela had heard the rhetoric of scorn spewed by Terre’Blanche and his Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging (AWB). He had seen how, in mid-1993, they had stormed the World Trade Centre in Kempton Park, Gauteng, smashing through the glass doors in an armoured car to disrupt the talks.


Notwithstanding his acceptance of De Klerk as a negotiating partner, Mandela was somewhat unimpressed with his handling of the right-wing threat. In a prescient interview with TIME magazine five days after his release from prison in February 1990, when asked if President de Klerk’s fears of the threat of the right wing were justified, he stated emphatically that they were overblown. While the threat was real, he argued, De Klerk viewed it from the perspective of white South Africa, the Afrikaners in particular. If he would only embrace a non-racial South Africa and begin viewing challenges from black perspectives, then his fears would diminish.37


There is an expression much favoured in political mobilisation among black people of South Africa, which is used by almost all the language groups: Nguni, Sesotho and Xitsonga. In the Nguni version people say, ‘Sihamba nabahambayo’, which simply means in isiZulu ‘We take along with us those who are ready for the journey.’ ‘Ha e duma eyatsamaya’ (When the engine starts roaring, this vehicle is leaving) goes the refrain of a traditional song in Setswana – advice for ditherers to get on with it. For Mandela, the time had come for movement.


He had already identified the people to take on his journey. He was favourably disposed towards General Constand Viljoen. This was also based on practicalities because Mandela knew of Viljoen’s track record and the role he had played in the destabilisation of neighbouring states, especially against SWAPO, the Namibian national liberation movement and sister organisation of the ANC; Mandela was aware of the massacre of Namibian refugees by the SADF in Kassinga, Angola, on 4 May 1978.*


But, in line with his attitude towards De Klerk, Mandela saw the general as an ex-soldier who was also in search of a solution.


Mandela writes: ‘A meeting facilitated by the general’s twin brother, Braam, and stockbroker Jürgen Kögl took place between the general and his colleagues on the one hand, and Joe Nhlanhla, Penuell Maduna, Jacob Zuma and Thabo Mbeki for the ANC, on the other. In this regard, these ANC leaders had a vision far ahead of their comrades. They fully grasped the disastrous repercussions of the impending disaster.’38


There were numerous such bilateral meetings between the ANC and Viljoen’s delegation of retired generals and others, which included Ferdi Hartzenberg, Tienie Groenewald and Kobus Visser, operating under the umbrella of the AVF. Some meetings were facilitated by Mandela himself, others by Mbeki and the leadership of the ANC, including Joe Modise.* In the meeting with the AVF at his home in the leafy suburb of Houghton, Mandela played the genial host, pouring the men tea and charming General Viljoen by speaking to him in Afrikaans, the general’s mother tongue.


Mandela asked generals Viljoen and Hartzenberg ‘whether it was true that they were preparing to stop the elections by violent means. The General [Viljoen] was frank and admitted that this was correct, and that Afrikaners were arming, and that a bloody civil war was facing the country. I was shaken, but pretended that I was supremely confident of the victory of the liberation movement.


‘I told them,’ Mandela continues, ‘that they would give us a hard time since they were better trained militarily than us, commanded more devastating weaponry and, because of their resources, knew the country better than us. But I warned that at the end of that reckless gamble, they would be crushed. We were then on the verge of a historic victory after we inflicted a mortal blow to white supremacy. I pointed out this was not due to their consent; it was in spite of their opposition.’39


Mandela told the generals that the people of South Africa ‘had a just cause, numbers and the support of the international community. They had none of these. I appealed to them to stop their plans and to join the negotiations at the World Trade Centre. I spent some time persuading them, but they were adamant and I could not move them at all. Finally, when I was about to give up, the general softened a bit and said he could not approach his people with empty hands at such an advanced stage of their preparations.’40


Mandela had spent a great deal of time in prison thinking about the dilemma in which South Africa found itself. Much more, he saw his incarceration as a chance to know himself. In a letter dated 1 February 1975, he wrote to his wife, Winnie, who was then in Kroonstad Prison, telling her that prison was an ideal place to get to know oneself. ‘The cell,’ he wrote, ‘gives you the opportunity to look daily into your entire conduct, to overcome the bad and develop whatever is good in you.’41 It was here, too, that he had immersed himself in understanding the salient aspects of Afrikaner history and culture. He practised his Afrikaans in exchanges with prison officials, although, years later, he still couldn’t quite flatten the broad isiXhosa inflection in speech, which was as much a source of amusement for apartheid functionaries as for ANC members. It is a universally known fact that people love being addressed in their own language – and Mandela had grasped that long before it became a necessity.


What did the generals know of this black man who had survived them and who now parleyed with them? They must have known of the power he represented and the people behind him, but what did they know of him? That he was amiable, avuncular and smiled a lot – knowledge that might have been muddled up in their own memory of his origins and his championing of the armed struggle. It is also a truism that black people end up knowing more about white people than the other way round. Mandela realised that the generals represented, in the main, a demographic steeped in tradition, with a respect for authority, law and order – a Calvinist dogma – whose overwhelming majority consisted of members of the middle class; family men and women who simply wanted to be left alone. A good percentage had already embraced some form of reform, looking beyond the present and seeking solutions for a liveable future (witness their support of De Klerk’s options in the referendum). Conformity with societal mores and respect for law and order were ingrained in young Afrikaners, a view supported by Niël Barnard, who writes:


‘At school and in the hostel, as in the home environment, there were standards; there was order, discipline: bells rang when it was time to rise and shine … there were prayer meetings … and traditional folk games and dancing. We walked in single file to school, and for anything that looked the least bit like a serious transgression the cane was brought out … All those who were in positions of authority were respected; their word was law.’42


That De Klerk’s – and, to a large extent, Mandela’s – word was law had been accepted, albeit grudgingly, by a significant section of Afrikaners. The exceptions, such as Eugene Terre’Blanche, who operated outside the accepted code of conduct – as determined by Afrikaner authorities – were in many instances a source of embarrassment rather than of pride. Were these people ready to relinquish the comfort of their factories, businesses, homes, farms and schools to take up arms in defence of … what?


Notwithstanding all these considerations, Mandela had read enough about the history of conflict to know that language, culture and nationhood had been the source of devastating conflicts across the globe. The fall of the Berlin Wall and the break-up of the old Soviet Union had already opened up a Pandora’s box of ethnic resurgences in Eastern Europe. The general’s conciliatory tone about his reluctance to go back to his people ‘with empty hands’ on the question of a volkstaat struck a chord with Mandela. He knew that, however right he might have been, it was supremely unwise to swell the numbers of opponents to him or to the envisaged democratic republic.


‘Up to that moment,’ Mandela writes, ‘I had insisted that as long as I was President of the ANC, there would never be a Volkstaat in this country. A Volkstaat was a separate, autonomous area for the Afrikaner. But now, faced with such a formidable challenge, I decided to retreat but in such a way that they would find it far from easy to realise their demand.’43


More than thirty years earlier, while operating underground and on the run, Mandela had lived in SACP activist Wolfie Kodesh’s flat. Kodesh introduced him to Carl von Clausewitz’s classic, On War. 44 In dealing with the right wing as he did, Mandela put into practice the Prussian general’s theory of war and conflict.


In his essay ‘Mandela on War’, Jonathan Hyslop concludes that ‘[in] understanding that South Africa could not avoid violent conflict but that the prosecution of conflict without limit was a danger to any possibility of creating a viable future society, Mandela charted an intelligent and principled course. And this can also be understood as a notably Clausewitzian way of thinking: Mandela grasped that responsible leadership requires a recognition of the conditions of real war, of the limits of what it can achieve, and of the problems that flow from it rather than the pursuit of the chimera of absolute war.’45


Mandela informed generals Viljoen and Hartzenberg that he would approach the ANC and ask that it ‘review its attitude to the Volkstaat on three conditions. The two of them, plus Terre’Blanche, claimed that they represented the majority of Afrikaners who wanted a Volkstaat. On the other hand, President de Klerk insisted that only he represented the majority of Afrikaners, all of whom rejected the demand.


‘The first condition was, therefore, that Afrikaners should have a referendum to determine whether or not they wanted a Volkstaat. Second, the result of the referendum would not necessarily bind the ANC, but would be an important factor to take into account when considering their demand. Finally, they should answer the question: Who was an Afrikaner? Was it a white person who spoke Afrikaans? Or was it any person – [including] black, that is African, Coloured or Indian – who spoke the language? On compliance with these conditions, I would then report to my organisation, leaving it to its members to review the matter as they deemed fit.


‘The general,’ Mandela writes, ‘was satisfied that I had given him something to present to his force, but Hartzenberg sharply differed and insisted that I should there and then make an unequivocal undertaking that I would give them the Volkstaat. I told him that I was a mere servant of the ANC, subject to their authority and discipline; that if I acted unilaterally on a principle of such fundamental importance the organisation would summarily dismiss me, rendering me useless to the right wing. He retorted quite firmly that if I did not accept his demand, the plan would be carried out. I said: “So be it,” and that was the end of our discussion.


‘That same day, I telephoned former President Botha and briefed him on the General’s decision. I requested the former president to persuade the General to join the negotiations at the World Trade Centre.


‘A few days later,’ Mandela continues, ‘the General [Viljoen] pulled out of the conspiracy of the right wing and joined the negotiating parties. His colleagues heavily vilified him for saving South Africa from such a calamity. Hartzenberg did not have any military capacity at all, and Terre’Blanche relied on a collection of undisciplined amateurs who had no idea whatsoever of what war involved.’46
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