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I was born in the month of February. When Nelson was released, in February 1990, 

I was twenty seven that month. So he'd spent the whole of my existence in prison. 

 

How shall we use our time? Shall we use it just for personal fulfilment? Or shall we 
use it also, to aid our respective communities?  

 

When our beautiful icon, rebelled against traditional authority; running away to 

Johannesburg, from his home village, he set himself on the road of protest. Born 
into a royal clan of the Thembu, a sub-group of the Xhosa nation; he became a 

Prince of Peace to us all. From a long line of regional councillors, he championed 

reconciliation, to the rest of the world. 

 
He was destined to be a royal councillor too. I see him sitting there in childhood, 

around the evening fire. Rapt, motionless, wrapped up in history; of the master 

storytelling, as told by the grey-haired elder. Fuel to power his youth – and to warm 

him in colder times. 
 

A recipient of Christianity, on its civilising mission, through the sub-Saharan 

regions. He went to the mission institutions, of Clarkebury and Healdtown. Then 

onto Fort Hare University, that legendary academy, of African learning. Imagine 

being in the same classroom as Oliver and Nelson? Young men, vibrant with vision 
– who felt the dawn of something new. We remember you also, Oliver Tambo. 

 

And then the teenage escape, from a marriage he did not want. To Johannesburg 

and first employment; a security officer, in one of the mines. 
 

Time of first hardship; of new learning. Days of legal work, evenings of study; night 

time in a slum bedroom. The everyday sufferings of all, became his also. During 

this time, Nelson the young clerk, married Evelyn the young nurse; producing three 
children. From the village of ancestry, to the city of everybody. To the guidance and 

care of Walter. We remember you also, Walter Sisulu. 

 

Through the old tangle of turmoil, came a new era of counteraction. Young men, 

some of whom met at Fort Hare, founded the A.N.C. Youth League, in the nineteen 
forties; lighting that fire, that never went out. Founding figures, alongside Nelson, 

Oliver and Walter. We remember you, Robert Sobukwe. We remember you too, 

Ashley Mda. We remember you also, Anton Lembede. 

 
From it's establishment in the late forties, came the Defiance Campaign, of the 

early fifties. To Nelson's first time, in apartheid's angry prisons. 

 

In a town called Klip, the people gathered, to write their Freedom Charter. Nelson 
received a banning order – with a restriction on public appearances. Then arrested 

and tried for treason. We remember you also, Trevor Huddleston. 

 

Time inside, as well as court time, ruined Tambo and Mandela, the first African legal 
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practice, in South Africa. It ruined his marriage also. 

 

Then the time of Zindzi and Zendi; of marriage to Winnie. Of mutual love and 
shared activism. Of Winnie's first arrest, for a pass card protest. Their sufferings 

from separation. We remember you also, Albertina Sisulu. 

 

The sickness that resulted in Sharpeville. On that day, now commemorated as 
Youth Day, they murdered the chanting children. We remember you also, Hector 

Pieterson. 

 

Crackdown called hundred percent. Banning of this and that - of the ANC too. The 

making of a spear, called Umkhonto we Sizwe.  
Nelson went underground. We began to hear the ballad, of the Black Pimpernel. To 

Algeria, for military training. Across the continent, into Europe; then back into 

South Africa. Two years of brilliant elusiveness.  

 
After betrayal, 1963, found him back in court. He came through the Western doors, 

dressed in traditional clothing; cocooned by ancient stories. Much needed 

sustenance, for the sentence of five years. 

 
From Pretoria, to Robben Island, then back to Pretoria. To deliver a four hour 

speech, at the Rivonia trial - followed by a prison sentence of life. We remember  

Govan Mbeki, Raymund Mhlaba, Andrew Mlangeni, Elias Motsoaledi, Billy Nair and 

Walter Sisulu. We salute you, Ahmed Kathrada. We salute you also, Dennis 
Goldberg. 

 

The rock dust that gave him cancer; the quarry glare, that brought permanent eye 

trouble. The long-awaited letters withheld, the cancelled twice-yearly visits. Cold 

cell of time, frozen heart of the warder. Warm solidarity in their prison university. 
 

The decades that pass, the children that grow. The car accident that took his eldest 

son, Thembi. Midnight weeping, of the solitary mourner. The unsung lullabies, of 

the unknown grandfather.  
 

The time of Black Consciousness. Upliftment for the youth, resurrection of the 

struggle. Medical clinics and educational courses. We remember you also, Steve 

Biko. We salute you, Mamphela Ramphele. We salute you also, Barney Pityana. 
 

Then time brought change – a time to talk. A conversation with the country. Into 

the bastion of the Boer, the zone of the Zulu. Old enemies, new partners. Lessons 

of the listeners, speech of the silenced. We remember you, Joe Slovo. We salute 

you, Cyril Ramaphosa. 
 

The joy of a man, walking through prison gates. The release of a convict, has never 

brought such an audience. Watched by half the world, listened to by the other half. 

We wept and jumped. Our man of posters and prayers, is there before our eyes. 
Lean, but strong; grey, but vibrant. Smiling, greeting, grinning, kissing, laughing, 

embracing; raising the freedom fist. A day of world togetherness. 

 

He paid tribute to the thousands of his fellow warriors, unknown and known. Let me 
take a moment here, to pay homage, to some other white activists, alongside the 



three already mentioned; who lost freedom, limbs and life, while supporting their 

black compatriots. I  remember you Ruth First. I remember you too, Albie Sachs. I 

remember you also, David Kitson. 
 

In 1994, in that city where they'd imprisoned him - in Pretoria Local and Pretoria 

Central; he stood outside the Union Buildings, to take the oath of office, as the first 

President, of a new South Africa. 
 

He left vengeance behind, buried in Pollsmoor Prison. He came with another 

weapon, the one called forgiveness. Like a new gospel, given to a battered country. 

And many followed. I salute you, Desmond Tutu. 

 
Who else deserved the prize that year? They study him in Politics. When people 

gather to study Peace and Reconciliation, he should be  featured there too. The 

awarding of the Nobel Prize, alongside de Klerk. We salute you, members of the 

Nobel Prize committee. 
 

The book I read in two days. Began in brilliant secrecy, on Robben Island, published 

twenty years later, to worldwide acclaim; Long Walk to Freedom. We remember you 

Dr Yusf Dadoo. We salute you, Mac Maharaj. We salute you also, Sue Rabkin. 
 

And then came Graca, beautiful Graca. A meeting destined to happen, a rendezvous 

of heroes; resulting in an anthem, of enduring love. So when I sing of Nelson, there 

shall be verses for Graca also. For her own Mozambique story; and for taking the 
hand of Nelson, when he needed it the most. I salute you, Graca Machel. 

 

The wisdom of the sage, when stepping away from power; an example to all world 

leaders.  

 
Dedication to the fight against AIDS. The loss of his last son, Makgatho. We 

remember you, Nkosi Johnson. We salute you, Bono. 

 

The phone call from my friend Garvin Dan, telling me of the news. For the rest of 
the night, into the early morning, I switched between Al-Jazeera and BBC, as they 

gathered outside his Johannesburg home. We salute you, people of South Africa. 

 

His ancestors must be smiling, happy to receive him. We remember Mbulali, 
Thembu, Nxeko, Dlomo and Hala. 

 

The founders of the ANC, must be smiling too. A great addition, to the eternal 

pantheon. We remember you, John Dube. We remember you too, Solomon Plaatje. 

We remember you also, Walter Rubusana. 
 

It's comforting to know, that our beloved elder, has only left us physically. He 

remains; in word, photograph, book and video. Let him remain in spirit also. He left 

us a beautiful melody; let's attempt to sing it in harmony. Let's not forget, that 
forgiveness can be just as effective, as that of direct action. That time should be 

shared with our communities, not hoarded by each individual. Let him remain in 

spirit, our Forever Man; by following the light, shining from Madiba Lighthouse.  

 
We shall remember you, Nelson Mandela. 
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